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Prologue

Mai and the other planters follow the farmer and his 
‘mechanical buffalo’ as it chug chugs along, ploughing the 
ground into soupy mud. They separate the tied bundles of rice 
seedlings and then plant them individually into the furrows. 
It is back-breaking work, but neighbour helps neighbour. 
Soon a carpet of dazzling green will cover the paddies. The 
rice shoots will grow, the weather will dry the seeds and after 
the harvest there will be much celebrating in the village.

Mai thinks of the fun times to come and they are the only 
things that keep her going. She works alongside her mother 
and sisters. Her father leaves before the short lunch break. 
He tells them his back is sore. Mai’s mother says nothing, but 
Mai knows she will be blushing with shame under the scarf 
that covers most of her face. With the help of these neighbours 
their own family paddy was planted several days before.

They break for lunch, flick the mud from their feet like 
cats and find a patch of ground a little less soggy than the rest 
to sit on. Mai’s three younger sisters eat sticky rice and play 
jacks with the other children on a scrap of timber. Mai rolls 
her shorts further up her legs and steps into the tepid water 
of the drainage ditch to hunt for frogs and small fish to add to 
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their evening meal of steamed rice. The liquid movement of a 
snake glides across the skin of her calf. She stands rigid, like a 
water bird on one leg, and concentrates on the buffalo on the 
bank. The buffalo’s ears flick ineffectually at the surrounding 
halo of flies. Grass shoots are stretched and snapped by his 
lips and tongue, teeth crush and grind upon the pulp. The 
scent of his breath sweetens the metallic tang of mud from 
the surrounding fields. Damp air presses against Mai’s skin. 
In the dishwater sky, heavy clouds roil. Only when she is sure 
the snake has gone, does Mai move again and continue with 
her lunchtime hunting.

When the day’s planting is finished, Mai and her mother 
and sisters get a lift in the farmer’s pick-up to their house in 
the village on the banks of the river Pai. The house is built on 
stilts to protect it from floods. A colourful assortment of open 
umbrellas hangs underneath the floor and sways in the weak 
breeze. Bicycles lie on top of one another under the shelter, 
chickens perch on rusty handlebars. All around the village, 
buffalos bellow at the approaching storm.

 A satellite dish on the tin roof makes the roof tilt to one 
side. Mai’s father says they are a privileged family. No one 
else in the village has a satellite dish and because of this he is 
a very big man.

But there is no noise from the TV tonight. Mai climbs the 
steps to find her father with the usual can of Singha beer in his 
hand, sitting on a fruit crate watching an Elvis Presley movie 
with the sound turned down. A stranger in an embroidered 
silk dress sits on a crate next to him. She wears dainty red 
shoes and carries a bag that sparkles like diamonds under 
the single light globe. The woman must be very rich: the TV 
doesn’t get turned down for anyone. 
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Her mother places her hands together and gives the 
woman a little bow. Her father hauls himself up from the 
crate. ‘See this woman, Mai?’ he says. ‘She used to live in a 
village like ours and came from a poor family too. She went 
to Bangkok and made lots of money.’

Mai bows to the woman as her mother has done.
‘Would you like to come to Bangkok with me, Mai? Would 

you like to be rich like me?’ the woman asks in a high fluting 
voice.

There is a long silence. Mai’s mother starts to cry. Mai 
doesn’t understand why. This is the most exciting thing 
she has ever heard and she finds herself gulping air like a 
frog. She is twelve years old and cannot take her eyes off the 
woman’s diamond purse. She wants so badly to have a purse 
like that.

‘You go with this woman, Mai,’ her father says, ‘and you 
will never be hungry again. You will have all the jewels and 
fine clothes a young girl could ever want.’ 

Mai glances across the room towards her three younger 
sisters. The food she has caught in the field today will never 
fill those hungry bellies. Her own belly begins to growl; 
perhaps it is the spirits giving her a sign. She lowers her eyes 
and nods her head to her father.

He pulls her into his arms. His skin is slick and he smells 
of smoke and beer. ‘You are a good girl, Mai. You go with this 
woman. Help yourself and then you can help all of us.’

Mai knows of girls in other villages who have been visited 
by beautiful strangers. Their families boast about it, saying 
how rich the girls have become. Mai realises she must have 
been very special in her previous life to be chosen as one of 
the lucky few in this one.
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Her mother hugs her. ‘You will come back to visit?’ 
Mai looks to the beautiful stranger for an answer. The 

stranger nods her head and says ‘yes’ with a solemn promise.
As Mai is led to the door by the stranger’s small manicured 

hand, she hears her father say, ‘DVD players are going cheap 
in the market. I can buy one now.’
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monday
Chapter one 

The dead cycad might look like a rusty buzz-saw in a pot, 
Stevie thought, but it was hardly a portent for disaster. 

‘Have you been inside?’ she asked Skye, who had joined 
her on the front porch. Stevie’s fingers grazed one of the 
plant’s leaves. ‘Ouch!’ She pulled away, beads of blood welling 
along the small cut.

‘Tetanus up to date?’ Skye asked.
Stevie pulled her stinging finger from her mouth. ‘Yes, 

Nurse Williams.’ 
‘If I’d had the guts to go inside,’ Skye went on, ‘I wouldn’t 

have bothered calling you, would I?’ She gave a characteristic 
eye roll that made Stevie smile despite her irritation. ‘Mrs 
Hardegan’s positive no one’s been home for days. I mean come 
off it, look at all this.’ She waved her hand at the overflowing 
letterbox and the rolled newspapers cast about the lawn.

‘And the grass needs a mow,’ said Stevie, ‘I can see all that, 
but why didn’t you just wait for the local cops?’

‘I told you,’ said Skye. ‘They never showed. ‘C’mon, you 
owe me. Let’s get this over with. I’ve still got another three 
home visits to make and she’s watching.’ Skye tilted her head 
towards the squat pre-war bungalow next door. Stevie caught 
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a shadow of movement from a window, the snap of venetian 
blinds. With a resigned sigh she gave the lion-head doorbell 
three sharp jabs.

Skye fumbled in the pocket of her uniform for the key Mrs 
Hardegan had given her and reached for the doorknob. ‘I rang 
before and got no answer, had a look around the garden, the 
back shed, looked through the windows — there isn’t anyone 
about.’ 

To their surprise the door opened under her touch. 
They found themselves in a cool front entrance with a 

high ceiling. A stained-glass skylight shone down on them 
and a black and white tiled floor chequered its way down the 
passageway to the left and right. There were plenty of larger 
mansions in the area, but this Federation-style reproduction 
was the biggest in the block. Stevie regarded the spacious 
lounge room ahead. Two modular sofas gripped the walls, 
the type found in airport lounges or hotel lobbies, not really 
designed for lounging. Not even a coffee table filled the void 
between them. The room was bare: there were no paintings, 
no TV, books or magazines. Stevie had seen display homes 
that looked more homey.

‘Police! Is anyone here?’ she called out, her voice echoing 
down the passageways.

No response.
‘Nice place,’ Skye mumbled.
‘What exactly did the old lady say?’ Stevie asked as they 

headed down the right hand passage, footsteps scuffing on 
the gritty tiles.

‘Mrs Hardegan said she hasn’t seen the couple for several 
days, and they always tell her if they’re going away. She likes 
to keep an eye on things. It gives her something to do.’
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‘Good neighbour,’ said Stevie, glancing into an open-
plan dining room that contained a dusty antique table and 
no chairs. A picture window, designed to capture rolling 
farmland or sweeping cityscape, revealed a cramped 
backyard. 

‘She said she’d got her son to call the local cops — several 
times — and they promised they’d look into it, but they 
haven’t. I tried them too, also with no luck. I reckon the old 
dear might’ve cried wolf one too many times.’

‘So you called me instead.’
‘Mrs Hardegan’s recovering from a serious stroke and I 

don’t want her having another. She’s been getting more and 
more anxious over this and I can’t see the harm in putting her 
mind to rest. Besides,’ Skye added with an ironic smile, ‘we 
were planning on catching up anyway.’

‘This isn’t exactly what I had in mind.’ Stevie pulled at her 
paint-spattered overalls. ‘I was doing the eaves of my house.’

Skye shrugged. ‘Give a girl a spanner.’ 
Stevie thumped on the closed door of what she assumed 

to be the master bedroom, expecting and receiving no reply. 
‘Has Mrs Hardegan told you anything about the couple?’  

‘Delia and Jon Pavel, early thirties, filthy rich.’ 
Stevie opened the door and saw an unmade bed, scattered 

shoes, dirty carpet. The windows were shut and the room 
smelt sour.

‘Filthy seems to be the operative word,’ she said as she 
approached the bed. She poked for a moment among the 
tangle of forget-me-not blue sheets and floral pillows, noting 
the absence of doona or blankets.

Skye tugged at an earlobe peppered with empty holes. 
‘Stevie, maybe we shouldn’t be doing this …’
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Stevie barely heard her. She was in full cop mode now and 
it was too late for second thoughts. She indicated an open 
satin box on the dressing table containing a magpie’s nest of 
jewellery: gold chains, silver, diamonds and pearls, ‘Look at 
all this — they obviously haven’t been robbed.’ Nodding to a 
plasma TV on the wall opposite the bed she said, ‘And that 
would’ve been easy enough to take.’ A knot formed in the pit 
of her stomach. Robbery was now the least of her concerns. 
‘Wait outside if you like, Skye.’

‘No, no, you might need me, I’d better stay.’ A tremolo 
underscored Skye’s earlier confident tone. A uniformed 
constable would be a lot more useful than this skinny girl 
with the dark rings under her eyes, Stevie thought as she 
flicked her friend an unenthusiastic smile.

They picked their way around piles of unwashed clothes 
in the doorway of the ensuite bathroom. Scattered beauty 
products oozed over the vanity, blobs of dried toothpaste 
dotted the green marble top. The taps of the claw-foot bath 
were edged with slime, the tub ringed greasy grey. 

Skye shuddered. ‘Looks like my sister’s bathroom,’ she 
said as she toed a towel with a white Doc Marten, releasing 
an invisible cloud of mould into the air.

‘What you might expect from a teenager, but not a wealthy 
couple in their thirties,’ Stevie said.

A tap dripped a steady pulse into one of the double basins. 
The basin would have flooded over if the plug had been more 
securely rammed in the drain. Stevie reached for the faucet 
and stopped the flow. ‘Their toothbrushes are still there, 
his shaving stuff, her make-up. Maybe they had toilet bags 
packed and ready to go?’ 

‘Maybe. I only saw one car in the triple garage.’
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‘What kind of car?’
‘A new Range Rover, very dirty, filled with burger 

wrappers and junk. Why bother going to the tip when you 
can carry it around with you?’  

They continued to look around the east wing of the house, 
taking in the few pieces of expensive but carelessly arranged 
furniture, the layers of dust and the rippled oriental runners 
in the passageway. It seemed to Stevie as if the trappings of 
wealth were of little consequence to these people; things in 
this household were taken for granted, neglected. They passed 
a sweeping wooden staircase. ‘We’ll search downstairs first,’ 
she said.

The family room and kitchen were cavernous. Stevie 
folded her arms and slowly pivoted on her heel. There wasn’t 
enough furniture to fill the room or muffle their footsteps. 
There were no curtains on the windows or ornaments on the 
jarrah fire surround other than a mute carriage clock, hands 
stopped at 10.15. Possessions tended to give off echoes to 
Stevie but the few objects in this room told her nothing. All 
was silent except for the faint humming of the fridge and the 
popping of blowflies against the windows. 

She ran a finger across a windowsill. The paintwork looked 
fresh under the dust. ‘Have the Pavels lived here long?’  

‘Long enough for Mrs Hardegan to get to know them. 
The house is obviously fairly new, not bad for a reproduction.’ 
Skye pointed out a row of brass light switches and the tracked 
ceiling lights. ‘Expensive, too.’

Stevie’s eyes were drawn to the adjacent kitchen area some 
metres away. The rancid smell of old food became sharper as 
she zeroed in on the kitchen table. Laid for two, it held the 
remains of an unfinished meal — TV dinners by the looks of 
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the empty food packets on the granite bench top. Both plates 
contained thin slices of drying beef, crusty cauliflower and 
half nibbled cobs of corn. Flies skated on ponds of solidified 
gravy splashed across the tray of a baby’s highchair. 

The knot in Stevie’s stomach tightened. ‘Mary Celeste,’ 
she whispered.

‘What?’
Stevie waved her hand. ‘Forget it.’ As she walked she 

kicked a scattering of shrivelled peas across the floor. A 
glass of pale liquid teetered on the table’s edge, too close for 
comfort. She lifted the glass to her nose and sniffed. 

‘Stale wine,’ she said, sliding the glass into a less precarious 
position. ‘Looks like this food has been here for several days.’ 
She pointed to the table. ‘The meal’s only half finished, the 
chairs are skewiff, as if someone left in a hurry.’

Heat still radiated from the electric oven. In it she found a 
baking dish containing several charred spheres.

‘They never got their pies,’ Skye said, voice hushed as she 
pointed out the carton of ready-made apple pies next to the 
other empty food containers.

Stevie replaced the oven tray and chewed on her bottom 
lip, trying to make sense of it all. At once she became aware 
of a strange sensation at the back of her neck, a warm breeze, 
the feathering of a breath. 

Her sudden turn towards its source caused Skye to clap 
herself on the chest. ‘Holy shit! Don’t do that!’ 

Stevie spotted the open gap in the sliding window behind 
the sink and let out her own pent-up breath. ‘Sorry, I thought 
for a minute someone else was in the room.’

‘Look, I don’t feel right about this — this place gives me 
the creeps,’ Skye said, drawing a breath and exhaling with an 
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unmistakable wheeze. ‘I think we should leave and call the 
proper police. I reckon they’ll listen to you rather than me.’

The ‘proper’ police, jeez.
‘I’m not pulling out now,’ Stevie snapped back. ‘Wait 

outside if you like while I check out the rest of downstairs.’ 
Skye reached into her pocket for a Ventolin inhaler, took a 

couple of puffs and sidled a step closer to Stevie. 
Two of the bedrooms in the west wing were empty and 

dusty with spider webs parachuting from the cornices. 
Another room served as a study. A computer on a fake antique 
desk stood next to a single bed with nothing on it but a bare 
mattress. A scraggly bottlebrush from the garden bed outside 
scratched against the window. Stevie cringed at the sound. 
Blood-red flowers pressed against the glass — as if anyone or 
anything would want to get into this desolate, inhospitable 
house. 

There was still one room left to check at the end of the 
passageway, next to a bathroom. She sniffed at the odour 
leaking through the gaps of the closed door and felt nausea 
rise. Skye dug her bitten fingernails into Stevie’s arm. The 
door creaked as Stevie eased it open. She drew a sharp 
breath. 

‘Oh my God,’ Skye said.


