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That night, Mila does something she knows her father won’t like. She 

goes to bed with a full bladder. Sometime in the night, she wakes from 

a restless sleep desperate to pee. She peers into the amber glow of the 

nightlight that protects the room from the complete darkness monsters 

need for survival. The shadows make her nervous. But ever since 

Jocelyn bragged at school about looking behind the last window of her 

advent calendar – it’s only the tenth of December – Mila has felt that is 

something she needs to do.  

 

As she crosses her room to the door, she breathes into the pain she 

feels in her abdomen, a trick she learned from her mother before 

Cameron was born. Mila doesn’t understand how the seed got into her 

mother’s tummy, but she knows a thing or two about childbirth. 

‘Squeeze your front, your back, your middle,’ her mother said to her as 

they did pelvic floor exercises on the loungeroom rug before the birth. 

‘Breathe into the pain.’ Mila breathes deeply into her belly now as she 

passes into the hallway.  

 

Her mother used to say the hall was the body of a butterfly. The rooms 

that spread out from it were wings. Mila likes the idea of living in a 

butterfly house. But the hall is dark and long. Her father’s and 

Cameron’s doors are shut. A dim grey-green light lurks in the doorways 
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of other rooms she needs to pass to get to the bathroom at the back of 

the house. She gulps air and creeps out of her room, stopping only 

briefly when a floorboard creaks beneath her feet.   

 

The pull-chord in the bathroom is the only light switch in the house she 

can reach. She pulls it now with all her might. After she’s peed, she 

looks in the bowl to see what colour it is. Her father told her that if it is 

honey coloured, she isn’t drinking enough water. It’s a flaxen colour 

now, like the dried-up buffalo grass in the yard around the Corbett’s 

place, the farmhouse next door she goes after school. 

 

She leaves the light on and walks back along the hall to the 

loungeroom. After her mother died, Mila stopped tidying up her toys 

before going to bed. She steps through these now as she makes her 

way to the advent calendar on the mantle. The calendar was sent by 

Mila’s grandmother in Europe and shows a snow covered village. Mila 

has never seen real snow. The Christmas she knows is barbeque hot. 

Yet, she knows this winter scene is what real Christmases look like. 

She looks at the windows she’s opened so far – the burning candle, 

reindeer, holly leaves. Each image is splashed with glitter and sparkles 

in the dim light. She smiles. Even if she is a little jealous of Jocelyn’s 

chocolate calendar, she loves opening a new window each day. 

 

The double cardboard windows for the twenty-fourth are at the top of a 

red, wooden building. Mila prizes them open with her thumb to reveal a 

lady holding a baby. She has a halo over her head. Until her mother’s 

death, Mila knew nothing of religion. Now she knows enough to suspect 

the small picture is of Mary and Jesus. She looks at the image for some 

time and wants to see it again tomorrow. But after a while, she licks the 

inside of the small cardboard windows and presses them shut, just as 

Jocelyn said she should.  
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She carefully puts the calendar back and turns to go, only to see her 

father on the couch. A floral sheet covers his body. His pyjamas are on 

the floor next to a bottle of drink that Mila has seen on top of the fridge 

but never tasted.  

 

Mila bites hard into her lip and tries to smile. Why isn’t he in bed?  

 

He picks up one of her plastic wands from the floor and swishes it in the 

air.    

 

‘What are you going to do with that?’ Mila asks. 

 

‘I was thinking I might magic you back to bed, but now I think I’ll turn 

you into a toad.’ 

 

She stops smiling. ‘You can try, but it won’t work.’ 

 

‘It’s like that, is it?’ he says. ‘Cardamom, cinnamon, pepper and clove, 

when I wave this wand, you’ll turn into a toad.’ 

 

He waves the wand limply. 

 

‘See,’ she says. ‘Nothings happened.’  

 

‘Wrong spell,’ he says. ‘Abracadabra.’ 

 

She crosses her arms. ‘You’re not magic.’ 

 

‘Who says?’ 
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‘I do. Jocelyn, too.’ 

 

‘And what else does Jocelyn say?’ 

 

‘Lots of things.’ 

 

He scratches his silver hair. ‘Tell me one.’ 

 

‘She says my flask of noodles is stupid.’ 

 

‘We always eat noodles at home,’ he says. 

 

‘No one else eats them at school.’ 

 

‘They might after seeing yours.’ 

 

She thinks about this for a moment. ‘I want sandwiches.’ 

 

‘Yes, sir,’ he says, twirling the wand distractedly. ‘What are you doing 

over there, anyway?’  

 

She wants to tell him the truth. Instead, she reaches down to pick up a 

picture book she’s had since she was a baby. She knows it by heart, 

although she still can’t read all the words.  

 

‘Did you know heaven isn’t a real place?’ she says. 

 

‘Did Jocelyn say that, too?’ 

 

‘Her grandma said it. She’s nearly dead.’ 
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‘Nearly dead?’ 

 

‘She’s real old.’ 

 

‘Just because she’s old doesn’t mean she’s nearly dead, Mila.’ 

 

‘It could mean she’s nearly dead.’ 

 

He raises an eyebrow. Mila knows he’s becoming impatient.  

 

Then she hears the muffled cries of her baby brother.  

 

Her father comes out from under the sheet. His naked body looks like 

one of the skinned roos Mila has seen hanging in the shed at the 

Corbett place, with his large chest, hairy back and thin, sinewy legs. 

Mila has seen his penis several times and feels the urge to point at it 

like she might normally do, but stops herself. Something has changed in 

the space between them since her mother died. He turns away and puts 

on his pyjama shorts. Then he lifts her onto his hip. The skin on his 

chest is hot and sticky. His breath smells like diesel from the Ute.  

 

‘I guess it could mean that. Now, I think you should magic yourself back 

to bed.’  

 

He drops her to the floor.  

 

‘I won’t tell anyone about the calendar,’ he says, picking up the bottle of 

drink.  

 

Mila follows him as far as the kitchen doorway and watches him warm a 

bottle of formula in boiling water. It was here that Cameron was born in 
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an inflatable pool. There is a small oak dining table where the pool had 

been, but Mila can still see a stain on the old wooden boards from 

where some of the birthing water spilled over the side. It was filled with 

bits that reminded Mila of the gills of the fish her father sometimes 

brings home from town. She’s watched her father try to scrub the stain 

off many times. But it stays there, like her own memories from that 

night. Her mother’s groans that surged through the house like a tide. 

The sight of her mother on the sofa in the loungeroom wrapped in a 

dressing gown, crimson water trickling down her legs, holding a 

mottled-faced animal to her breast – her new brother. Mila can’t 

remember seeing the two strangers in the room, the midwives who 

watched over her mother. But she can remember collapsing onto the 

sofa next to her mum, wanting to be cuddled when she saw the baby. 

Her dad, crouching next to her.  

 

‘Shall we get mum a drink?’ 

 

Whenever she hears Cameron’s cries, Mila is overcome by the need to 

cry herself. She starts to now as she watches her father. But in a secret 

way. No whimpering. No whining.  

 

‘Off to bed, Mila,’ he says. His hairy back glistens under the strip lights 

that flicker when switched on.  

 

‘Can I feed Cameron?’ 

 

‘It’s the middle of the bloody night, Mila. Go to your room.’ 

 

‘I’m not tired.’ 
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She waits for a reply. He says nothing. For a few moments more, she 

watches the steam rise from the water that is warming Cameron’s 

bottle. Finally, She goes to her room.   

 

With the door shut, the orange glow of her nightlight becomes a 

motherly blanket that swaddles her. The tears she shed at the kitchen 

door have dried. She listens to the familiar ‘shushing’ that her father 

does at these times and expects Cameron to settle. But time passes 

and Cameron persists. She stares up at her ceiling, looking through the 

butterfly mobile into her mind where she holds an image of Cameron’s 

room, the cot, the changing mat, a green light in the shape of a gecko 

on the wall. Her father will be nursing Cameron in the cane chair – the 

feeding chair that her mother had bought in the town they’d stopped at 

on the way up here from Sydney. He’ll be singing Cameron the same 

songs he sings to her before bed.  

 

Then all of a sudden Cameron stops; there is silence.  

 

Mila turns over to sleep. Just as she is settling and her mind is filling 

with thoughts, images, dreams – Mary and Jesus on the advent 

calendar, the catfish she’d seen struggling for water in the parched dam 

behind the house, her father’s penis – Cameron lets out a tremendous 

wail. Her father’s shushing starts again, although Mila senses he’s 

become anxious. She gets up, goes out into the hall and puts her ear 

against Cameron’s door.    

 

Below Cameron’s wailing, her father is chanting: ‘Sleep you grunt. 

Sleep you grunt.’ His tone is tender, as tender as Mila has ever heard 

him. But it doesn’t seem to make any difference to Cameron’s crying. If 

anything, the machine-like rhythm makes it worse. She knocks at the 

door. Her father continues. She knocks again.  
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‘What is it, Mila?’ 

 

‘I need to pee.’ 

 

‘I heard you go earlier.’ 

 

‘I need to go now.’ 

 

When the door opens, her father is holding Cameron in the crook of his 

arm. In the darkness, Mila sees the eczema on Cameron’s face. His 

eyes no longer have the satisfied glaze they had after he fed from his 

mother’s breast the day he was born. A fan in his room blows hot air 

around.  

 

‘Let’s go,’ her father says, giving Mila a gentle shove towards the 

bathroom, Cameron still worked-up.  

 

Mila walks in front and asks her father to wait for her in the hall, which 

he does, shushing Cameron more calmly. She closes the bathroom 

door and turns on the tap in the sink. This is something her father used 

to do when she had trouble peeing, although she is not intending to try 

now. The tap spits cold, copper-coloured water. The rainwater tank 

must be almost empty. She stands near the door and listens until 

Cameron stops crying. Then she hears the rooster’s rasping call coming 

from the Corbett’s place across the paddock. She stands on the toilet 

seat and levers open the small honeycomb glass window. The sky is 

pink and blue and white, just like it was the morning Cameron was born. 

Her eye travels far beyond the box gums around the Corbett’s 

farmhouse further than the bleached wheat-plains, all the way to the 

distant hills. She looks hard into the woolly mass of cloud that has 
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gathered there. Mila can remember the feeling of rain against her face 

and longs for it now. She wants it for her, for her father, for Cameron. 

But she’s seen clouds come as far as the hills before, only to watch 

them muster for a good part of the day until they smudge into the sky. 

Still, she closes her eyes and presses her face to the wind. She sees 

herself standing outside in the dirt, her feet sinking into warm mud as 

the rain soaks her skin.  

 

After a moment, there is a tap at the door. 

 

‘Are you finished?’ 

 

‘Nearly.’ 

 

She shuts the window, jumps down from the toilet seat and turns the 

tap off, watching the sink until it is dry.  
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