
Skin Deep 

 

It was the end of summer. Cockatoos screeched above, their white feathers stark against the rich 

smoky colour of the sky and a cool breeze carried the sweet smell of rain. She swatted flies from her 

face as she walked along the old railroad track, sewn to the ground with weeds. Her legs were itchy, 

and her skin pricked with sweat as the gathering clouds trapped the afternoon heat like a pressure 

cooker.   

It had been her father’s idea to move from the inner-city suburbs of Canberra to a town of less 

than 10,000 in the middle of nowhere. Their cottage was situated on the border, with their nearest 

neighbour five kilometres down the road. Her mum called it ‘peaceful’, but Clara knew it was 

because her father didn’t like other people very much, especially those that didn’t mind their own 

business.  

“Things will be different,” he had promised them. If only he made promises he could keep.  

The distant sound of thunder rolled along the parched earth as Clara turned onto their property. 

She heard them before she saw them; her father and his mates sending jolts of laughter across the 

landscape. They were on the veranda with a dozen or so empty beer bottles littering the ground. She 

clenched her jaw as she climbed the steps to the house.  

“Here she is!” One of them cheered. “Getting riper every day.” She could feel their eyes drinking 

her in like the booze they washed down their throats. There were five in total, four excluding her 

father who was watching her warily from his seat. 

“Where’s Mum?” She asked, her words falling limp in the heat. She couldn’t meet his eyes, and 

only saw in her peripheral vision the nod of his head towards the backyard.  

Clara found her Mum kneeling in the dust, trying to coax the soil to life. She’d been trying for 

eight years to recreate the garden they’d left behind. Their old home was rife with thriving plants and 

colour. Clara still remembered all the different kinds of birds, their songs filling the space between 

night and day, and the constant hum of bees that zoomed in and out of the borage, the lemon, the 

calendula. But not here. Clara didn’t even know why her mother tried; everything was already dead.  

“Hey Mum,” Clara said, walking up behind her and softly kissing her on the cheek. She felt her 

Mum jump and recoil from her touch.  

“Don’t sneak up on me like that,” her mother said, her voice barbed like wire. 

Clara backed away and watched as her mother awkwardly stood, brushing dirt from her clothes.  

“Sorry, sweetie,” she said and softened her tone. “You took me by surprise, is all.” Despite the 

heat, she wore a cardigan pulled down to the wrists and her hair hung loose around her neck. There 

was a smudge beneath her left eye, the colour of stormwater, hastily concealed with makeup. 

 “Oh, Ma,” Clara whispered and took a step forward, her fingers hovering over the mark.  

“It’s nothing,” her Mum said, brushing Clara away. “Truly. I was moving some things in the study 

and a book slipped off the shelf…” Her voice was thin and frayed.  

Clara nodded and looked away, trying to pretend that she believed her. She was good at 

pretending; her life depended on it. Her grades were good, her friends were good, and when asked, 

her Mum and Dad were good too. She told them what they wanted to hear; that things were good. 

Soon, the word just begins to look and sound as fake as the lie it is.  

“I better check on the boys,” her Mum said, skirting around Clara and into the house, the flyscreen 

slamming behind her.  

It hadn’t always been this way, thought Clara as she walked into the lounge room. From the 

window, she watched as her Mum delivered drinks with a manicured smile. Beer in hand, Clara’s 

father wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her close. She winced at his touch, fixing her 

sleeve as it slipped off her shoulder, the thin fabric hiding the blotched skin beneath, the colour of the 

darkening sky. 


