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The Girl Next Door 

She comes tearing down the side of our house as if there is a wild beast at her heels. She 

bangs on the door, loud thumps that shake the door and send our dog, Jessie, scurrying under 

the table. Dad is up first, while the rest of us, Mum, Max, Jude and me, all sit, glued to the 

couch while on the TV, Taylor Swift goes on singing Shake it off. 

‘God,’ she says. ‘He’s got the axe.’ 

We all stare. Dad ushers her inside. She stands in the centre of the lounge, trembling, a 

slight, pale figure. On the side of her head is a clip with a blood red hibiscus.  We don’t even 

know her name, only that she has moved next door during the last week. We have heard the 

banging of doors and feet traipsing up the path. At times there were two voices but we have 

only seen her, no-one else. 

‘Who has an axe?’ Mum says.  

Dad turns off the TV and we all wait.  

‘It’s Phil,’ she says. ‘He’s been drinking all day. He doesn’t even know what he’s 

doing.’  

‘Look, I’m Josie,’ says Mum. ‘This is Tony, Jude, Max…’ 

I notice Jude isn’t there and suddenly she comes rushing in. I’m guessing that she’s 

been in her bedroom which faces on to the street. 

‘He’s gone,’ she announces.  ‘The guy from next door has just gone…in a car, a blue 

ford. Someone picked him up.’ 

The girl passes a hand over her face. 

‘Look, sorry to have bothered you. If he’s gone, I can go home.’ But Mum is standing, 

hand raised, palm out. 

‘No, I don’t think so. He might come back.’  

Now it’s as if we are rewinding a movie. She stands up. I notice that she is pretty with 

long, fair hair and blue eyes.  

‘I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘I haven’t introduced myself. I’m Charlotte.’ She looks around. 

‘Charlotte, I know that your …’ Mum hesitates, ‘your partner… has gone but I think 

that you might still be in some danger.’ She looks to Dad. 

‘How about you stay here tonight? I mean you’ve just moved here and… we do have a 

spare room.’ 
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Charlotte’s face lights up. ‘Well, thank you.’  She looks around, including Jude and me 

in the warmth of her smile. 

At the door, she hesitates. ‘You know he’s really OK. Sometimes he just…has one too 

many to drink…’ She smiles and disappears through the bedroom door. 

In the night, I stir. Something has woken me. I sit up and listen. A muffled voice comes 

from the spare room. Charlotte is on the phone. I listen for a few moments, then, slide 

beneath the doona. 

When I stumble into the kitchen for breakfast, Mum is already up leaning against the 

bench. Dad is sitting at the table. They both look at me. 

‘She’s gone. Charlotte’s gone,’ Mum says.  

‘Nothing we can do, Josie.’ My Dad pats Mum on the shoulder. We sit in silence, 

spooning up our cornflakes. Afterwards I go out the back and listen at the fence. 

Days pass. Jude and I go to school. When we pass the house next door, we stare at the 

lace curtains in the windows and listen. An old white ute has appeared. It is gone in the 

mornings but is back by nightfall.  Washing appears on the line.  

One night, a door bangs and we hear voices. Jude and I sidle inside, careful to not let 

the screen door bang. 

On Saturday evening, Mum and Dad go to the Club for dinner with Max. Jude and I 

stay home, too sophisticated to be seen with our parents. We lounge on the couch and watch a 

movie. The crash startles us. There is the sound of breaking, shattering glass spreading across 

concrete. Jude and I creep to the side window in the dark and peer across to the house next 

door. Lights blaze in the back yard and a steady bass beat booms from the house.  We hear 

banging.. We tiptoe out the backdoor and across to the fence where there is a loose paling. 

Trembling, I pull the paling aside. The first thing I see are the bottles strewn about the yard 

and a man’s back. He is so close that I could stretch my arm through the hole in the fence and 

touch him. He is bending over something, someone. I can see his arms pulsating up and down 

and there is a soft moaning that sets my teeth on edge.  

‘Don’t do this. Don’t do this.’ I see a flash, something metal in his hand and then I’m 

not sure if it’s Jude or me who screams, a high-pitched shriek that rings clear in the night air. 

Phil is startled, turns. His eyes, settle on us cowering against our fence. For a moment, I 

think he’s coming towards us and then he is gone. 

Jude clambers through the fence and bends over Charlotte, lying on the ground. 

‘I’m all right. It’s OK.’ Charlotte is holding her throat. She is gasping and coughing. 
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‘Look he wouldn’t have done anything. He’s not really like this. It’s just….when he 

drinks.’ 

In that moment, I know Charlotte wants it all to go away. She wants to pretend that Phil 

didn’t just have her by the throat, that he hasn’t just gone, charging into the night, leaving her 

huddled on the concrete path. I don’t know how long it is before she stands. I see the pale 

faces of Jude and Charlotte, staring at each other in the darkness, and hear the sound from the 

boom box pulsating through the yard.  

When Mum and Dad come home, Charlotte doesn’t want them to call the police but 

Dad is insistent. 

‘He had a knife, Charlotte. He could have killed you.’ Jude and I hover in the 

background. The police arrive and Dad asks us to wait in the bedroom. 

We hear the voices in the kitchen. Charlotte is crying. Jude and I go to our bedroom and 

lie awake in the dark. Doors bang. When it is quiet, we go out to the lounge. Mum and Dad 

are sitting on the couch in silence. 

‘She’s gone to a refuge,’ Mum says, staring at us with tired eyes. ‘She’ll be safe there.’ 

Days pass and the house next door remains closed up, the window battened down as if 

it is asleep. Papers blow into the yard and the grass grows long in the back. 

It is after school one night when I notice, the battered ute is back. I am sitting on our 

back step and I hear the slam of a screen door. I sit upright. Voices. I ease myself up to the 

fence and peer through. Charlotte and Phil are sitting on the back step next door.  I hear her 

laughing. He gets up and walks inside. Charlotte’s eyes lock on to the fence and she walks 

across, pulling back the paling. She laughs when she sees us, crouched on the ground. 

‘Hey,’ she says, patting me gently on the shoulder. ‘It’s all good.’  

She walks towards the house. At the screen door, she turns and waves to Jude and me, 

standing silent at the fence.  

‘You don’t have to worry.’ She blows us a kiss.  

The police arrive just after two. I see the hands of the bedroom clock glittering in the 

darkness. I watch at the window as the police come through the gate. They’ve got Phil 

between them and he’s stumbling along so they are half carrying him. He flails his arms 

about. The police are silent, manoeuvring him inside the van. An ambulance is backed into 

the driveway. I tremble as I watch the paramedics emerge from the house. They are carrying 

a stretcher and all I can see is a very still form covered by a blanket. I feel Jude beside me, 

her skin cold against mine.  
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Inside, Jude and I huddle on the couch. Dad has followed the ambulance and we wait, 

silent, staring into the glow of the heater. When he comes in, he doesn’t speak, just looks at 

us, his face grey. Jude and I sit on the couch, arms round each other. We sit there till the first 

streaks of light creep across the carpet. 

I walk out front. Something catches my eye on the nature strip. I bend and pick up 

Charlotte’s hair clip. I walk into the sunlight and place the clip in the palm of my hand. In my 

palm, the red hibiscus nestles, like a small red heart. If I close my eyes, I can even imagine 

that it is beating still. I hold the hibiscus clip tight in my hand and walk back into the house. 

I’ll keep it safe. For Charlotte.  
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