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“White covers a multitude of sins.”

—Jonathan Milne



FLASH-FORWARD


The road is cold and rough against my left cheek—the white reflection of the moon ripples in the pool of blood between me and Dad.

I blink, wince at a sharp pain in my thigh. I touch it with my right hand. It’s wet, warm—a moist memory.

“Dad?” I whisper.

His eyelids flutter.

“Nash.” I whisper a little louder, hoping he’ll respond to his name instead. He remains still, silent, skeletal. I try to reach for him, but my left arm won’t move. I’m not sure if I can even feel it.

Behind me, slow movement shifts the air. Someone curses under their breath and kicks a rock. It tumbles, rolls to a halt in the distance.

Gentle footsteps approach from behind. Someone sniffs, groans, and clears their throat; another voice whimpers.

A switchblade flicks open. The sound hovers in the air …



Chapter 1

Mia: Beer Is Not a Protein Drink


I pull my pyjama pants down with my eyes closed.

If I open them, I’ll get dizzy and panic. Touching the crevices that have formed from the tight elastic around my waist is enough to make me wanna puke.

“Don’t look,” I say to myself.

But I do.

I breathe through clenched teeth and shut my eyes so tight it makes them sting and water. I’m just getting bigger and bigger.

“Oh my god oh my god oh my god.”

I grab my black tracksuit from my dresser drawer, the one with the writing on the arse that says Lick Me, and dress turned away from the mirror. I lower myself to the floor, lie on my stomach, and stare under my bed—the chocolate abyss. If I’m not careful it will suck me in. And once I’m in, I can’t get out until I’ve eaten everything.

The key is to not even buy the chocolate, right? But I haven’t got as far as that yet. But, you know, buying it isn’t really the problem. Buying it doesn’t mean I’ve gotta eat it. In fact, any time I like, I can chuck it away.

I can.

Really.

I reach under the bed and grab two family blocks of Cadbury’s Double Decker chocolate. I unwrap them. Savouring the slow crackle of the tinfoil and ruffle of paper that makes the chocolate aroma wafting towards my nose an even better experience.

These blocks may be my last.

I put them on the floor between my spread legs. I stare at them. Squint at them.

“You are evil,” I say to one block.

“You are eviler,” I say to the other.

The female rockers plastered all over my walls glare at me with sexy smiles. Their poses are so hot and skin so glossy, I can imagine the sensation of Vaseline all over me.

I could have been one of them. I could have been a rock star.

Fat luck now. Ha! Get it?

“Resist,” I say to myself. “Scribble down some lyrics to tame the beast.”

But I don’t.

I eat both blocks, staring at my hazy reflection in the glass cabinet door below the TV. For some reason I don’t look as fat in that as I do in my mirror.

I polish off the chocolate—but I’m still hungry. Some bacon and eggs for breakfast would keep me good until lunch. I hope Dad hasn’t thrown the bacon away after our “talk” last night.

“It’s time to consider a serious diet,” he said.

Am I ready for this?

My knees crack as I stand and turn to the mirror. I feel alright looking at myself when I’m dressed, when I’ve got my red lippy on and have a full stomach. I can pretend I’m pretty and sexy like my mum, that the boys at school still slip fuck-me notes into my locker, and that all the girls whisper in fear instead of making fun of me behind my back.

Thank God it’s my last year of attending that hellhole.

I wink sarcastically at my reflection, run the tip of my tongue along my top lip.

And scoff at myself.

You fat cow.

One year ago, my reflection would have winked back at a flab-free fifty-four-kilo alabaster sex-bomb. At almost thirty kilos heavier, I’d be lucky if a rolling pin tried to have it on with me.

Seriously.

Runaway mother equals runaway diet and exercise regime. Runaway mother also equals beer and football with Dad in front of the box. Most weekends. Huh. Who am I kidding? Every weekend. Is it bad for me to say I enjoy that time with Dad a whole lot more than I ever enjoyed “quality” time with Mum shopping for the next best protein drink?

“I hate you,” I say to myself in the mirror.

But I don’t. I despise myself.

No positive thinking, or veggie diet, is gonna make me think better of myself. Sorry, Dad, but you’re not the one with flabby armpits. Of course, you think it’s all psychological. It’s not. It’s physical. It’s so physical that the hunger hurts. My stomach aches, my heart aches, my brain aches. This pain is real. I feel it. They’re not just “stupid cravings that will subside with time.”

What does he know?

He’s never been fat.

I fill my schoolbag with the textbooks scattered all over my bed. I grab my open laptop by the screen, close it against my chest, and slide it into my schoolbag too. Maybe I’ll find some dirt about the dickhead who stole my mother away. Botched surgeries. Hospital horror stories. You know the shit I’m talking about.

They always make me feel pretty.

And I need to feel pretty.



Chapter 2


Nash: Yes. I smoke.


I reckon I change the channel every time Mia opens the fridge. It stops me wanting to glue the door to its frame. I can hear it in slow motion now: the extended pop of a suction pad to a smooth wet surface, sucking my daughter’s face towards its fatty contents. The fridge door closes as fast as it opens, preceded by Mia’s deep, raspy sigh.

I switch the channel one last time; lean over the coffee table; sip my double espresso; gather my packet of Drum, filters, papers to roll a few cigs. I sense Mia’s laser-like stare from behind the kitchen counter as I stick the first rollie behind my ear. She wants me to let her off the hook. But I won’t give in again. For the sake of her health, if anything. What kind of father would I be if I didn’t put my foot down?

“Just try it, mate. One week. You won’t feel so hungry.”

I listen to the steadiness of my breath, watch as my calloused and bitten fingertips pinch tobacco into a neat line across the paper as though a different brain were giving my hands the orders. I roll the tobacco between my thumbs and forefingers, lick the edge of the paper, seal it into a perfect silky cylinder.

Wind howls and rattles the front door. Rain pelts down. For five seconds. Mia and I look at the ceiling with our mouths open. But then it just stops. Typical Melbourne weather.

I hold the cigarette in the air. A peace offering.

Mia drags her heavy feet across the carpet. A sound I associate with the Rottweiler we had when my ex-wife, Celeste, was still around. Before she discovered she could have the life she’d always dreamed of if she hooked up with that dirtbag plastic surgeon from LA, instead of roughing it out with a high school Phys Ed teacher with a fragile ego. I reckon what Celeste failed to realize was that it wasn’t my fragile ego that screwed us up. We were doomed the day Celeste decided that my then-best mate, Ibrahim, was going to be the best man at our wedding.

Ibrahim.

All you need is to shake his hand and it’s like signing away your life.

I hope he never comes back.

Mia snatches the cigarette out of my fingers and sits next to me. The leather couch sinks with a sigh. I turn to her, head still hanging, tilted to the side. She lights the cigarette with a match from her black polo shirt pocket. With only one drag, half of it disappears. I scrutinize Mia’s puffy cheeks and the baby-like fat that’s starting to form a double chin. I still think she’s cute. But if she keeps going like this, I reckon I’ll start seeing ugly.

My throat tightens at the thought, and I squint at her. She’s so beautiful inside and out. Why did Celeste push that health crap on her so much when she didn’t even need it? She was fine. A normal healthy teenager who liked to eat chocolate now and again. She wasn’t overweight. She was slim without even trying. Why did Celeste have to screw that up? Now Mia despises the thought of getting healthy so much that she doesn’t understand the difference between trying to be healthy and obsessing over getting thin.

So what does she do? She eats.

She eats and eats and eats and eats. What is that? A “fuck you” to her mother? I reckon it is.

“Don’t look at me like that.” Mia blows smoke into my face and smirks.

“It’s for your own good, mate.” I lean forwards, run my tongue along my teeth, light my third rollie. I stare at the TV, elbows resting on my spread thighs, hands hanging between my knees.

Aussie Rules reruns.

If it weren’t for Celeste and Mia, it would be someone else watching me kick the footy on the box. I internally shake the selfish thought from my head and wink at Mia.

She rolls her eyes, says, “Um. Hello? You’re smoking?” and shoves me forwards. Ash falls onto the carpet. I spit on my finger and gently touch it. It sticks. I wipe it on the edge of my ashtray, the one Mia made me on her first day of high school. It looks like a pierced tongue, slightly cancerous.

Touché.

“I said, once you lose your first five kilos.” I grab my red cap off the table and place it on my head, pulling the brim a little low over my eyes.

“It’s too much. It’ll take forever.” Mia slouches.

“Then I’ll quit in forever.” I slap my hands on my knees and smile as though marking the conversation with a full stop.

Mia tsks and stands. Her knees crack, and her breath sounds thicker and heavier than usual. She walks to the kitchen, opens the fridge, flings her head backwards, and screams to the ceiling. “Fucking hell.” She kicks the door shut. Bottles of beer rattle, and she starts to cry.

I butt out my cigarette and walk to the kitchen. Mia leans the top of her head against the fridge. Her shoulders shaking silently. This can’t be easy for her. Can’t be easy at all. And I honestly don’t pretend to understand what it feels like. I’ve never had a weight problem. But I’ll do what I can to support her through this. Ride the waves. I have to grit my teeth and be the mother for a while. What other choice do I have?

I pull her into my embrace from behind and kiss the top of her head.

“It’s okay, mate.” I whisper. “One day at a time.”

But instead of responding the way I hope, with acceptance, with gratitude, Mia runs back to her bedroom in a fit of tears.

I give Mia half an hour to cool off before knocking on her bedroom door. I’m pleased she hasn’t taken the collage of female rock legends off her door yet: Janis Joplin, Joan Jett, Suzie Quatro, lots I can’t even remember the names of. Throw a female musician’s name into a hat, and Mia probably wants to be her, no matter what generation they’re from.

I reckon there has to be something in this to motivate Mia, to occupy her mind while she’s on this diet. But no matter how many times I try to convince her to send her song lyrics to a magazine, she won’t listen. She has no faith in herself. And I’m starting to sound like a broken record.

“Crikey, Mia, We gotta go. We’ll be late.” I lean in and knock again, my right cheek brushing against Debbie Harry’s tit.

No answer.

I knock again.

Still no answer.

I open the door myself. She’s not in there. And the place is spotless. Cleaning to avoid eating, maybe?

“Mia?” I call down the hallway. “You in the can?”

“Yeah.” Her voice is muffled, annoyed.

“Hurry up. We gotta go.”

“Yeah.” This time followed by a cough.

I look at my feet, put my hands in my pockets. I hope she’s not smuggling junk food into her bag again. I caught her doing that yesterday. She watched with tears in her eyes as I disposed of the cakes one by one. Looking back on that, I reckon it probably wasn’t a good idea to rub her nose in it. But I wanted her to see how ridiculous it was. One cake? Fine. But ten?

“What you doin’?”

“Taking a shit. Need to know every fucking bowel movement?” The toilet seat clangs and water runs.

I scratch my beard. I take the pre-rolled cigarette from behind my ear, a Zippo out of my back jean pocket, light up, and lean my shoulder against the wall. Waiting.

Two full minutes later, Mia steps out of the bathroom. She sniffs and wipes her mouth on her shoulder. I squint with suspicion as I take the last drag.

“What?” Mia snaps, bringing her shoulders to her ears.

I flick my chin towards the front door. Mia adjusts the straps of her schoolbag and pulls her knickers out of her bum. I grab my keys and Drum off the coffee table as we pass it.

Mia puckers her brow. “You gonna teach PE in jeans?”

I hold the front door open and step to the side to let Mia out first. “Problem?”

Mia shrugs, heads towards our diarrhea-coloured Commodore, and mutters under her breath, “That’s fucking pathetic.”

I take one quick glance at the photo of me, Celeste, Ibrahim, and Sonia, hanging on the wall—at our wedding before everything turned to shit—and think exactly the same thing.



Chapter 3


Mia: My Epiphany


Before the bell rings for first period, I sit in the library with my laptop. I log on to the Internet and Google and type in “Dr. Karter Schwörer.” He’s the arsehole my mother tied the knot with. Ha! Tied the knot. Get it? Plastic surgeon … ? Okay, bad pun. Was never good at those anyway.

There are so many articles flaunting his breakthroughs in plastic surgery, but amongst them I find a list of Swiss surnames and their meanings. Out of curiosity, I scroll down to Schwörer.

“Nickname for ‘conspirator’ in Swiss German.”

I laugh and click back to the search bar.

Not exactly what I was after, but hey, it amused me for a moment. That’s a positive step towards the Make Mia Feel Pretty Project.

It’s so quiet in here. This library. I hate the quiet. When it’s quiet, guilt creeps up on me. Guilt for eating too much. Guilt for being mean to Dad. But I can’t help it. He pushes. Too hard. If he could just leave me be, to work this out for myself, then maybe I’d feel more confident that a diet is what I need. But right now, the diet feels forced on me. And useless. It’s going to take forever for me to lose five kilos with what Dad wants me to do. Healthy balanced eating, my arse. There’s gotta be an easier, faster way.

I scroll, scroll, scroll through the headlines in Google. Just one thing. One new picture of some deformed rich bitch to lift my spirits before class. But they’re all the same. No new botched surgeries have been reported since yesterday morning.

Damn.

Just as the bell rings, I refresh the page one last time—you know, just in case—and spot an article entitled “Billionaire Karter Schwörer accused of falsifying data to push boy with deformed face to top of pro bono list.” It’s literally just gone up one minute ago.

Huh. Sorry, this doesn’t make me feel pretty. It just makes me feel sick. Poor kid!

But wait … sick?

Oh man … why didn’t I think of puking to get thin before?




Chapter 4


Nash: It’s not a simple touch.


I slip into the staff room and sit at my desk without being noticed. Or, at least, I don’t notice being noticed thanks to the brim of my cap—my psychological bodyguard. I switch on my computer, open the third drawer, and pull out a banana from my fruit stash. My high school footy mates, Gaz and Ibrahim, offer me a thumbs-up from the computer screen. I smile, nod, and chew—the good old days before Ibrahim got mixed up with the wrong crowd and almost destroyed my life.

I don’t know why I still have pictures of him on here. I s’pose I’m not ready for our friendship to be as good as dead yet. I’d never have hooked up with Celeste if it wasn’t for him. And if it wasn’t for Celeste, I wouldn’t have Mia.

I remember when me, Gaz, and Ibrahim would play footy, Celeste would gear up in blue and white and root for me like a true Aussie bloke. Face and hair all dolled up like Barbie, body like a tomboy just out of the sandpit. Tits totally flat. But I was never a tit man. I prefer a nice meaty arse to grab on to. My smile falls from my face at the thought of Celeste with Karter.

“Coffee?”

I look up mid-chew, at Sonia Shâd, the Advanced Mathematics teacher (okay, we’re also doing it), who is handing me a dose of caffeine juice, the outside of my mug stained from overflow.

Sonia shrugs. “You know how it is.”

I smile, nod, take the mug. It burns my hand, and I spill some on my jeans in my haste to put it on my desk.

“I am sorry,” Sonia says. “I will get you a sponge.”

“Nah, mate. Don’t worry about it. Gotta change into my sports gear soon anyway.”

Sonia smiles, tight-lipped. Folds her arms under her breasts, sways on the balls of her feet. We stare at each other while I sip my coffee. I slurp. Three times.

Her Goody Two-Shoes act creeps me out a bit. But it’s good for her, I know this. I don’t reckon I’d have as much willpower as she, given the situation. You really have to commend her efforts.

Sonia clears her throat. Does she want something? I glance at my computer screen as it shoots off e-mail notifications. Now my wallpaper flashes Celeste and Mia holding up that massive snapper for the camera. She’s decked out in waterproof fishing pants, gumboots, hair scraggly from the wind, eyes squinting from the overcast glare at Sandy Point.

I reckon Mia was happy then.

Crikey. We were all happy.

“You are not doing too well, are you?” Sonia says, checking left and right as if to make sure no one’s listening in.

“Nah. I’m fine.” I look up. Sonia’s eyebrows are practically touching her heart-shaped hairline. “Promise.”

I pinch my nostrils with my forefinger and thumb to make sure there aren’t any nose hairs sticking out. I swivel my seat to face the computer straight on, open my e-mail and a reply window to make myself look busy.

I can see Sonia in the corner of my eye, nodding a few too many times. She gently punches me on the shoulder.

“I am free after recess,” she says.

“Yep. Me too.”

I move a few papers around my desk and accidentally push the tip of my finger into a stray tack.

I curse under my breath and bring my finger to my mouth, but Sonia grabs my hand and stares at it. I let her watch as a drop of blood drips onto my desk before realizing what’s going on and yank my hand away.

“Hey,” I say with a frown.

Sonia’s breath quivers as she deeply inhales. She blinks, coughs into her fist. “Right. See you after recess.”

I smile and nod. She stumbles a little as she walks to her cubicle.

I stare at my screen, flexing my fists under the desk, hoping she’s going to be okay. I reckon I should go over and give her a neck rub. But maybe I should also leave her alone. I’m never too sure whether my affection is a distraction or reminder, so I usually let her initiate it.

I decide to stay put.

I click my e-mail closed to reveal a shot of me and Celeste as teenagers in our murky-green school uniforms. She’s blowing cigarette smoke into my mouth, her feathery blonde hair teased high enough to nest squirrels, my fringe gelled into a wave.

It was three weeks before I decided to skip tryouts for the Carlton AFL team.

I remember because she told me she was pregnant.

And wasn’t sure if it was mine.



Chapter 5


Mia: I deserve it.


I reach my classroom in the new science wing, sweaty and flushed, ankles tight. The insides of my bum cheeks burn like someone has rubbed them with sandpaper. If only I could shove an ice pack between my legs, I’d feel a little more human and less like pork-spit-walking.

Everyone is seated, and Mrs. Shâd is writing the answers to yesterday’s algebra homework on the board. I take a seat at the desk that’s always left empty, as if sitting there might mean they’ll catch my fat like a disease. I don’t drop any books, and I make minimal noise. An achievement on most days.

The room is dead silent, bar the chalk that scrapes rather than slides across the blackboard. Before writing on the board, Mrs. Shâd used to dip the chalk in water. Not only were we spared the cringe-worthy squeaks and scratches but the symbols dried bright and bold, and you didn’t have to squint if you were sitting at the back. But the principal told her it used the chalk too fast and therefore school funding.

What a tosser. He even checks in to make sure she’s stopped doing it.

If there’s one thing I’ve noticed since being transferred to Mrs. Shâd’s class, it’s that she tries—even down to the simplest of things—to make school life glide rather than stutter. And I never used to appreciate how small acts of kindness made such a difference until I became this stinking ugly bitch-face and started paying more attention to others. Even if only because I can’t stand my own existence.

I know. You’re thinking, why was I transferred? Well, what do you think? The oblivious principal put me back into the class that is taught by Mr. Monroe. I couldn’t stand him last year; I was certain he was dropping his pens by my desk so he could look up my skirt. So I kicked up a stink. Cried sexual harassment. He denied it, of course. But at least I got something positive out of it: Mrs. Shâd. She’s cool.

Mrs. Shâd spins around, the sheen of her dark-grey pencil skirt catching the sunlight as she moves. She doesn’t even have to smile. The kindness shining from her presence alone is enough to make me feel guilty for surfing the Net before class instead of finishing my homework.

Mrs. Shâd swivels around holding her chalk in the air. “I trust you have your answers ready to compare with those on the board.” She looks straight at me as if she somehow knows I didn’t finish.

As I yank my notebook from my bag, a tampon slips out from between its pages and rolls down the aisle. I snort as if the class has already broken out in laughter, and I have to join in to hide my humiliation.

Mrs. Shâd glides past, scoops the tampon up in a funnel of papers and drops it in my bag with a wink.

Just as I think the incident has gone unnoticed, a dude from the back row asks, “So how do ya decide where to stick those, Rebel?”

Cute. But I’m not as big as Rebel Wilson, thank you very much.

All heads turn to him. Some sneak glances at me. But my smirk slightly fades when I realize who made the remark. I swivel round in my seat and squint at him. At Mick. The dickhead who gets away with everything because he was diagnosed with ADD. The one that had an obsessive crush on me a year ago when I was still skinny, and I always turned down, then pashed his best friend in front of his face just to piss him off.

Yeah, I know. That wasn’t a really smart move.

I would give anything to take that back now. To be skinny again, to kiss again, to actually accept Mick’s offer and go out on that date without an ulterior motive. After all this time of hating body-builder muscles, his are starting to look attractive to me.

But. I deserve his shit. And won’t fight it.

You know what? Bring it on.

Mrs. Shâd squeezes my shoulder. I flinch. No charity. Not now. It’s pure bully bait. I know. I used to be Queen Bitch of Thornbury High. The one all the girls hated but still wanted to be. The one the boys wanted to fuck but wouldn’t dare try. Hey, that rhymes. Mental note to jot it down in my lyric book.

Mick leans back, spreads his legs, picks a pimple. “I mean, wouldn’t it just get lost everywhere except your nostrils?” he says.

Some students giggle, others snicker, pens drop to desks, heads bow to chests. There goes that rhyming again.

“Mick,” Mrs. Shâd snaps, now standing at the front of the classroom. “That is a terrible thing to say. Apologize.”

It was a horrible thing to say, but I’m not gonna let it get to me. Words are words. And I’ve got something like five tubes of Wite-Out in my pencil case.

Mrs. Shâd sifts through some papers on her desk as if the whole incident were evolving to plan, or maybe she’s just tired of his disobedience. He really loves to screw with people’s heads. In fact, he can get pretty disgusting at times.

Mick narrows his eyes at Mrs. Shâd for a moment before focusing on me again. When he stands, his chair scrapes against the floor and echoes through the classroom.

“And to think I once wanted to stick my dick into your skanky cunt.”

Student murmurs and giggles crawl the classroom walls like vines. Wow. That totally wasn’t called for. Okay, maybe that hurt a bit. Maybe a bit more than a bit.

“Get out. Now!” Mrs. Shâd points towards the door, cheeks aflush.

Tears block my windpipe. But I can’t let them out. Can’t show it hurts.

Can. Not.

I glance at my bag. There are Lamingtons in there. I need them. To soak up all the self-loathing and mental vomit. What’s the point in trying to lose weight now, anyway? I’m too far fucking gone. I should just suck it up. Learn to live as if this were the way I’ve always been.

Mick drags his feet towards the exit.

And spits at me on the way by.



Chapter 6


Sonia: It was the back porch that changed everything.


It is mid-period, and the corridor is as silent as a morgue. I point my finger so close to Mick’s forehead, I could engrave my initials into it with my nail. He has crossed the line one too many times. How much more do I have to “be sensible” and continue to watch him get worse and worse, more confidence shoved under his rebellious belt?

What now? Detention? Principal’s office? Suspension? Again? All that’s left is to expel him. But really? Does it have to come to that? Should it come to that? And I am so tired of the racism. Just because he is Turkish, everyone assumes that he is a good-for-nothing thug, and that his rebellious behaviour should be expected. The teachers at this school are constantly sending him to the principal’s office without taking the slightest moment to consider the root of the problem.

Listen to me. I know the root of his problem. His father is the drug lord of Melbourne’s prime criminal network. But he is gone now. He is out of Mick’s life. For now. And there has got to be a way to inject some sense through Mick’s thick emotionless skull. Should I stoop down to his level? Bully him? Use bad language? Would he respond to that? Obviously “power” doesn’t faze him in the slightest. And who is to blame? Me? It is so easy for people to point the finger at the parents. But just look at Nash and Mia. Instead of getting worse after a family crisis, her attitude has gotten better, even if it is only on the surface. But that is one step in the right direction. There has got to be hope for Mick at some point.

“Mick,” I half-whisper, adding a touch of grit from the rear of my throat, “what the fuck has gotten into you lately?” The taste of that rancid word contaminates my mouth like Mavala Stop—a polish to stop nail-biting, which my mother forced me to lick. I wasn’t a nail-biter. But she wanted me to stop the biting, in general, so I’d make some Aussie friends.

For a very short instant, Mick looks taken aback, but then that devilish smirk of his melts into his cheeks like cream.

“Wow. That musta took some sorta effort.” He sneers, puts his hands into his pockets, switches the weight from one foot to the other.

I, despite the intense uncertainty of using such language in the school corridor, am adamant not to be stepped all over. I grab him by the collar, push him to the wall, and attempt to lift him off the ground with one hand.

Not quite. Getting rusty?

I lower my voice to a guttural purr. “You disrespect anyone in my classroom again and I will show you what effort looks like, you hear?”

He laughs and nods repeatedly, feigning fright. I let go of his collar and step back, keeping my posture upright, remaining impassive to his mockery.

“Just go home,” I say, returning my voice back to normal. “There is food in the fridge.” I straighten my shirtsleeve and avoid eye contact. “Drop by the nurse, tell her you are not feeling well.”

Mick’s bottom lip moves as if about to speak.

“Probably best you do not say anything else at this point,” I say, crossing my arms in front of my chest. I point in the direction of the nurse’s office, look at the floor, tap my foot, visualizing Ibrahim beating him to a pulp.

Darn it.

It all started when he saw the blood on the back porch. I am sure of it. Something changed in the way he’d look at me. As though he knew it wasn’t an accident.

When I look up, he is gone.

I iron out the front of my skirt with my hands and step back into the classroom with a smile on my face. Two students are poking each other with the corners of their set squares. I groan under my breath.

It’s the only downfall of being a mathematics teacher—my constant exposure to pointy objects.


Chapter 7


Mick: Fuck her. Fuck them all.


Forgot me fuckin’ key. Again. Gotta go in through the back door. Again. Can’t stand the back door. The first place me eyes go is the dark patch. It’s not even that big. Me foot could probably cover it up. But it’s there. And every time I see it, the memory zaps me between the fuckin’ eyes, ’n’ me head starts to pound with hate.

I don’t even know who I hate.

I know it wasn’t me mum’s fault. She said she had to help clean it up. I remember it so fuckin’ clearly. I didn’t see nuthin’ until it was just a stain. But I heard ’n’ felt everythin’.

Me mum’s squealin’.

Me dad’s calm.

And then that fuckin’ silence that lasted so long I swear to fuckin’ God I thought they were both goners. I sat in the corner of me room. Tryin’ not to cry. Because I knew that cryin’ wasn’t allowed.

I take a deep breath before I enter me house. ’Coz I know it looks like fuckin’ shit bombed it, and it reeks like yobbo puke. Me mum keeps refusing to clean up until I start to “chip in.”

I go inside and kick the bin outta me way. The kitchen looks like a fuckin’ tornado hit it. If Mum comes home and it’s still like this, she won’t shut the fuck up about it.

I can hear her now, in that whiny fuckin’ housewifey voice: “If you enjoy living in a pigsty, then that’s exactly what you’ll get.”

But fuck her. Fuck everything.

All I want is Metallica. I turn it up. Earsplittin’ loud.

And pray to Allah for everythin’ to come good.



Chapter 8


Mia: Can’t I throw up in peace?


I spend recess in the toilets. I enter a cubicle, lift the plastic seat, and sit on the cold porcelain bowl. Just in case I crack the seat like last time. Not that I care about destroying school property. My pride? Maybe. After that shit with Mick I’m not sure I have much, but I’m sure as hell certain I’m gonna hold on to whatever I have left.

Yelling from the playground filters through the gap below the door—the gossip of girls whispering in front of the fractured mirror that’s glued onto the beige brick like an afterthought; the yelling and screaming of wrestling boys, debating whose turn it is to fill the principal’s fuel tank with water; basketballs bouncing against concrete walls, Anglo football jocks pretending they can dribble better than the black dudes who have already proved their status in the basketball tournament the previous week.

I spread my legs and lean forwards to open my schoolbag. My stomach pokes out from the bottom of my T-shirt and touches the cold toilet bowl. I know I shouldn’t be doing this. But I can’t help it. It’s the only way I know how to self-medicate.

I pull out a Lamington. Shove the whole thing in my mouth at once, squash it and swallow with barely a chew. I pull out another one. Shove that in too. I chew, mash, push the cake through my teeth with my eyes closed, making sure I can taste every single bit.

Because this is my last one.

Forever.

I promise.

When I swallow the last bit of Lamington stuck under my tongue, I feel a strange sense of relief.

I stand up and stare at the toilet bowl. I can do this.

I’ve seen how fast girls lose weight this way in those stupid ’80s documentaries they play in Health class.

I zip up my bag, gulping pockets of air, deep and fast and heavy, to try to make myself feel sick. I feel a little dizzy and lean my shoulder against the right cubicle wall.

Let’s do this.

I have to just do this. Not think about it. If I think about it, I’ll back down. But I am thinking about it now, aren’t I? Thinking about it by telling myself to not think about out.

Man …

I jam my fingers down my throat, convulse and heave as if I were vomiting the intestine of a cow. The whole thing has made me so ill that I keep dry-retching even when there is nothing left to spew. I close my eyes and my mouth, try to breathe through my nose to calm the hurricane in my stomach, to ease the throbbing in my temples.

Gross.

No way I’m doing this shit three times a day.

I knock the lid down, and it echoes like one of my mum’s “motivational” cheek slaps.

I rip off some toilet paper to wipe my mouth, when someone knocks on my cubicle door.

The handle jiggles.

Silence.

Another knock.

“Leave me alone,” I mumble. “I’m fine. It’s just a stomach bug.”

“No. It’s not.” The girl’s voice is husky yet soft.

I straighten my back and look at the gap at the bottom of the door. The girl’s presence hovers in a shadow.

Is she serious? “And how the fuck would you know that?”

The girl shifts her feet. The tip of her sneaker peeks through the bottom of the door.

“I can help you lose weight.”

What the hell? “Huh?”

“Just open the door. It’s Kimiko. I’m alone.”



Chapter 9


Nash: It’s all Celeste’s fault.


During recess, I sit at my desk to play FIFA 13, sweaty and hot after joining the boys in a rough game of basketball. The girls were whiny today, so I just let them sit on the sidelines to file each other’s nails. Except one girl who insisted she “get down and dirty.” The honorary boy of the class, who I want to help apply for an AIS scholarship. For a moment I wish I had a daughter like her, then withdraw the thought, queasy with guilt.

Teachers’ footsteps fill the staff room with the mental weight of dealing with classroom misbehaviour, their noses in manila folders, fingers hooked around cups of coffee, as they walk by my desk. Thank crikey for the cubicles. If it wasn’t for this antisocial static mass of plywood everybody complains about, it would be damn impossible to chill out here. At all. “Sometimes goodness comes in mysterious ways.” Yeah, Celeste was right about that. She was often right about a lot of things.

She was right about Mia too.

I glance at the time in the bottom-right-hand corner of my screen. Sonia should be back any minute. I open my drawer and pull out a pear. As I bite into it, I catch sight of my Drum. And groan.

I should quit. Mia and I should quit our addictions together. It would give her something to nag me about at the same time. Maybe it would help her. I did force a lot of fruit onto her this morning, but for all I know, she’s chucked it in the bin and bought junk with the cash Celeste keeps putting into her bank account. Guilt money.

How the hell am I supposed to help Mia like this?

Sure, Celeste’s heart might be in the right place. But she doesn’t know about Mia’s gaining weight. It’s been over a year since she’s seen her.

Gotta tell her.

Mia will kill me.

It’s for her own good.

“You are kidding me. FIFA?” Sonia knocks me over my head with a stack of papers.

“Ow! The principal should file those papers as a prohibited weapon,” I say.

Sonia snorts and rolls a chair over from another cubicle. She rests her papers in her lap and folds her hands on top of them with a tight-lipped smile.

“We must talk.”

I smirk and wobble my head as I pause the game before facing her.

“Sounds serious.”

“Cut it out.” Sonia squints.

“Ah.” I nod and scratch my beard. “You mean serious serious.”

Sonia looks into her lap and licks her lips. My left foot starts to twitch.

“Okay, out with it. What she do now?”

Sonia shakes her head. “It is not what she has done. It is what she is not doing. She has stopped sticking up for herself, Nash. She used to be so confident and outspoken, rude sometimes, but rude was better than this—”

“I’ll speak to her,” I say, and face my computer again.

“Nash. Look at me.” Sonia emphasizes her words with a couple of knuckle-knocks on my desk.

 “Sonia. Look—” I clench my teeth, take a deep breath, hold it for a second, and let it out with my next words. “I can’t get through to her. I’ve tried and tried and tried to get her to stick to a diet. I even suggested forking out some cash to get her stomach stapled, but she—”

“Her stomach stapled? Oh, I—” Sonia hangs her head in her hands.

“What?”

“You suggested what?”

“I—”

“No, no, no!”

I crane my neck a little and pucker my brow.

“You might as well have told her she was not good enough.”

I tsk. “Nah.”

Sonia sighs. “Someone spat at her in class this morning, and she hardly even flinched. She wiped it off her face with her sleeve and just got back to work. It was as if she thought she deserved it.”

I roll my seat back a few inches and rub my hands over my face. “Which little shithead was it?”

“It does not matter. I have dealt with the kid. Now you need to deal with Mia.”

I nod and sniff.

Sonia pokes me in my chest with her index finger. “Tonight.”

“I will.”

“I mean it.”

“I know, mate. I said I will, alright?”

Sonia looks at her feet. “What are you going to say?”

“Don’t know. I’ll think of something.”

Sonia squeezes my knee and stands up. “Just going to fetch a coffee, and I will be right back.”

I nod, watch Sonia walk out, stare in the direction she left, in some sort of trance. I will say something to Mia tonight.

Right after I’ve spoken to Celeste.





Chapter 10


Mia: To take or not to take.


I’ve never spoken to Kimiko before. You know, I can’t even remember seeing her speak to anyone since year seven. And the only time I’ve ever heard her name was from the roll call in last year’s Social Studies class.

Once.

But I remember her nevertheless. Because every time I pass her in the schoolyard she looks like she’s in some sort of Japanese punk music clip, looking thoughtfully towards nothingness, ciggie lodged in the corner of her mouth that never seems to go out, dressed in something like black faded skinny jeans, a purple Sonic Youth T-shirt, and dark-grey Converses. Kimiko should be in the collage on my bedroom door, not smoking ciggies in this shithole high school pretending not to exist.

The shadow of Kimiko’s foot lingers a little longer by my cubicle door before I open it. I open the door, and she’s staring right at me. Her black eyes stand out against her pale skin and dark silky hair like black diamonds in white sand. Envy darts through my chest. God, I wish I looked like her. That exotic beauty is rare. Especially in this school rampant with the offspring of white trailer trash.

Why didn’t I ever notice how pretty she was?

Because you were a slut-face bitch, remember?

In silence, Kimiko swivels round to reach into her back pocket, and her T-shirt shifts slightly upwards and reveals a scar along her hip bone, jagged, bumpy, not at all a clean cut.

I want to touch it.

Kimiko holds out a small Ziploc bag of pills. “Here.”

I stare at them, eyes locked on to the bag like a magnet. My top lip twitches. Kimiko laughs and scratches the corner of her mouth with her ring finger, her bitten nails painted a deep matte maroon.

“No biggie, hun. Just caffeine.” Kimiko smirks and tilts her head to the side. Her Cleopatra fringe sits firmly in place.

Sure, I used to be the school slut, but I have never touched drugs before. Maybe they’re only caffeine, but to take them on purpose freaks me out a little. But I shouldn’t turn them down. It would be rude. Right?

Yeah, man, keep telling yourself that.

I snatch the bag off Kimiko and push the small white pills around the plastic with my thumb. The bag is new. As if she had packaged them especially. Maybe she’s a dealer. Wouldn’t surprise me.

“And these are gonna help me lose weight?” I say, my tone rising a little too high at the end of the question. I must sound like such a dork.

“Yeah. Just make sure you drink lots of water.” Kimiko squeezes her petite fingers into her tight pockets so her knuckles are still showing. Her elbows stick out like flamingo knees. She flicks her head, as if trying to remove hair from her face, and raises her brow. A cue for me to respond, I guess, but I’m tongue-tied. I don’t want the drugs, but I don’t want to lose the opportunity to form a new friendship either. She might be my last chance at having a decent go of my final year in high school.

The end of recess bell rings. Some kid outdoors curses and bounces a ball; it echoes through the entrance of the toilet block.

Kimiko winks and flicks her head in the direction of the exit as if to say let’s go. My mouth is half open, ready to speak, unable to voice my thoughts. “Thank you” somehow doesn’t seem right—neither does silence.

Kimiko shrugs with a tight-lipped smile and turns to leave.

“Um—” I sniff.

She pauses and spins round, lifting one foot off the ground and balancing it on the tip of her shoe. She stares. Her nostrils flare.

Say something.

“Don’t worry.” Kimiko smiles, twisting her hair into a bun and immediately letting it drop loose. It falls in front of her shoulder like liquid. “Start with one. See how you feel.”

See how I feel?

“How … will I feel?”

“Not much.” Kimiko laughs.

I look at the pills cradled in my palm. The bag is getting clammy. Sweat pools below the plastic.

“You’ll probably feel normal.”

“Normal,” I repeat, trying to make sense of what that actually means.

“Yeah. Normal.” Kimiko shrugs.

I drop the pills into the side pocket of my bag and zip it shut, the zzz sound becoming one with the voices outside.

“We’d better get to class,” Kimiko says.

“Wait! Do you wanna, um—” I look at my feet.

Should I?

Kimiko frowns and crosses her arms with friendly impatience.

“Wanna do something later?” I blurt out, feeling my face flush.

Kimiko pouts and says with a curt nod, “Meet you here at lunch.”

I smile. Thank, God. First non-rejection in months.

Together we walk out of the toilet block, separated by a metre of space, teeming with untapped energy.

By the afternoon it becomes an inch, and she lets me call her Kimi.



Chapter 11


Sonia: Is this how you be a mother?


I stand on my doorstep, briefcase in hand, staring at our brass knocker, its lion head roaring at me to smarten up. The wind blows my blouse flat against my back as I look at the round overgrown patch of grass where I attempted to landscape a mini rock garden last year. The pile of decorative pebbles are now lost in weeds, and the tiny apricot tree struggles to survive on its own, producing one apricot a year, as if too stubborn to be conquered by human neglect. Every time I return home, I am sure I can hear the tree spitting at me: “You never learn, do you, woman?”

I do not want to go inside. I never want to go inside. He is waiting for me. Ready to pounce, either with degrading comments or silence; I do not know which is worse. But I have got to stop doing this. Working late every night is not going to fix the relationship between us. It is not going to fix me.

As I insert my key, the sound of a car screeching and crashing leaps from the open living room window. He has left the fly-wire off. Again.

“Fuck you, you motherfuckin’ wanker-fuck!” he screams. “Cunt!”

Something falls to the floor and thick thuds follow, a bit of bookcase abuse, perhaps. The roar of the digital explosion stops abruptly. He must have turned off the TV.

I open the door slowly enough for the hinges not to squeak. I step inside and place my briefcase delicately by the door as I do every night—easy access for the next morning. No. The real reason is I hope Mick will open it and find the journal I leave in there. Read all about my struggles. Maybe he will feel sorry for me and realize how hard life has been with his father. Maybe he will realize he’s had me wrapped around his little finger, and I had no choice.

Maybe the journal is a complete and utter lie I am trying to make myself believe I am not responsible for my actions.

I can still … taste the pleasure. That thrill when the knife slips in and the blood oozes like liquid velvet.

I envision the look of calm on a dead face, relax my jaw, and take a deep breath. I adjust the cuffs and collar of my blouse and push my hair behind my ears. Keeping up appearances, even at home, is important for my rehabilitation.

I stride down the hallway, head high, towards the kitchen. My son’s shadow ripples over the tiled floor as I approach the arched entranceway. The fridge door opens and closes. Its contents rattle like the music of water-filled crystal glasses. Along with a running bath, it is perhaps the only other relaxing sound I ever hear in this household.

“Fuckin’ bitch fuckin’ ate it.” Mick scoffs, snorts, coughs, spits into the sink. It splatters like fresh fish gut.

I lean against the archway, fold my arms under my breasts, and try to drill a hole through Mick’s head with a glare. I am going to have to tackle this with a little less “nice.” I have been trying so hard. To be a good mum. To get this family back on track. But maybe I’ve got the balance wrong.

So I just say it.

“What did the fucking bitch fucking eat, Mick?” I raise my eyebrows, trying to maintain my assertiveness from the morning.

He looks up and smirks, shoves a hand down the front of his jeans, and rearranges his package. I look him up and down. Mick winks, spits into the sink again, and walks out without uttering another word.

“You did not just walk away from me,” I call towards the ceiling, trying to disguise my tears with volume. “You come back and apologize. And apologize for this morning in class.”

Mick’s bedroom door slams, and the boom of heavy metal sucks the oxygen out of the house. This is a prison. And I built it myself. But how could I have possibly done any better? I have been the perfect textbook mother since Ibrahim left. Is it the lack of a sane father that has done this? If only I could get him to see someone, to talk to someone, then maybe we’d have a chance.

I pull out a chair and sit down. The kitchen bench and sink is overflowing with dirty dishes. There’s something pink and sticky that smells like cough syrup all over the floor by the dishwasher and broken brown glass sitting mercilessly at the base of the garbage bin.

I cry. My shoulders shake, and my throat constricts from the effort of keeping quiet. I am sick, I think. The chaos that was this household before my husband left was the only thing that kept me sane when my parents died. Especially when Mick said he couldn’t wait until I followed suit.

I wipe my eyes with the heels of my hands, prop a shiny carving knife on the windowsill above the sink, and glance at it now and again, while I clear away the mess.




Chapter 12


Nash: She wouldn’t, would she?


As the chicken breasts grill, I prepare a salad, wondering where Mia is. It’s been months since she’s been late home from school. I was all hyped to have that talk. But now my confidence has waned. I couldn’t bring myself to call Celeste either. What’s got into me? Crikey. Have I become that much of a wuss? I’m a father to a beautiful young woman, and I can’t even bring myself to talk to her about something that surely worries her as much as it does me. She’s quite mature for her age sometimes, and she can probably handle it, but I feel like all I’m good for nowadays is putting my nose in where it’s not wanted.

I think seriously about what Sonia said in the staff room as I chop lettuce into paper-thin strips. In the back of my mind, Celeste nags that I’m going to cause the leaves to oxidize. Who gives a… ? Would Mia really think I’m trying to help her lose weight because I’m ashamed of the way she looks? I reckon she’d understand I just want what’s best for her. Sonia has to be overreacting, speaking from her own insecurities. Why do the skinny ones lack more self-confidence than the overweight ones?

Mia hasn’t shown any signs of resentment towards me. Has she? She always seems so much angrier at herself than she does at me. Which is a good thing. Wait. No. That can’t be a good thing at all¬—

Mia flings the front door open. It ricochets off the arm of the couch and slams shut. She throws her schoolbag at the foot of the coffee table and runs to her room without a glance in my direction. Her footsteps rumble in my stomach like a bad meal.

“Dinner. Ten minutes,” I call out, groaning at her inability to be human and at my inability to act natural around her. I always feel like I’m putting on an act, being the boring, responsible parent, trying to “do the right thing,” when all I really want to do is be her best mate, take her to the footy, order ham and pineapple pizza, pig out on burgers. Shit like that.

This is fucked. I can’t even offer her a big juicy steak!

Silence.

Footsteps on floorboards in the hallway.

Door handle squeak.

Slam.

Something hits the floor.

Stereo full blast. Magic Dirt: “I Was Cruel.” It’s the only song I ever hear anymore.

I smile sadly as nostalgia pulses in my temples. I dice the last cucumber, chuck it into the salad bowl.

I squat to take a gander at the chicken under the grill. The intense dry heat radiates across my forehead and stings my eyes.

I’ll give it a couple.

I stand, wash my hands, and lean my back against the counter, wiping my hands dry on my T-shirt. I look out the kitchen window and say to myself, “We’re doing alright. I’m doing the best I can.”

I am, aren’t I? I can’t tell anymore. But the more I let myself feel guilty for wondering if I’m doing a good job or not, the more I feel like I’m not doing a good job. I reckon I have to count myself lucky that she’s a decent human being with a kind heart. Even if she often tries to hide it.

Mia surfaces from the hermit’s cave she likes to call her bedroom when I pull the chicken out of the grill and leave the tray on the stove. Is the universe being friendly to me tonight, or is it some sort of test? Usually I would have to knock on Mia’s door over and over before she showed her face. By then, her food would be cold, and I would be accused of being an incompetent father. I would defend myself, make sure Mia knew it was her own fault the food was cold. And then she’d retaliate with, “You know I take ages. You should start calling me twenty minutes before you actually wanna serve.”

You can’t beat that logic, I reckon.

Mia approaches the kitchen counter with a grin.

“You okay?” I say.

Mia tsks.

“Okay, stupid question.” I’m about to ask why she’s so cheery, but then realize I might be pushing it. Maybe I should save the interrogation for later. Or maybe I won’t even need to talk to her after all. She seems so much better than she was in the morning.

“Nice to see your teeth for a change.” I wince at my unintentional sarcasm, bracing myself for back talk. I put away a few dry dishes to avoid eye contact. There I go again. I should be awarded wuss of the year.

“Lucky I’ve been using your whitening stuff, then,” Mia says.

I laugh and scratch my beard, half on the verge of getting shitty about her using my toothpaste, and half pleasantly surprised that she thought to look after her appearance. That’s got to be a good sign.

I slide the bowl of salad towards Mia and point to the chicken breasts resting on the stove. “You can serve yourself today.”

Mia grabs a plate, fills it to the brim with salad, and puts half a chicken breast on the side. I watch in silent satisfaction, grab myself a plate of food, switch on the TV, and slump into the couch.

“Weather’s nice. Gonna eat in the backyard,” Mia says.

I stand. “Good idea.”

“Um. Alone.”

“Oh.” I sit again and nod. “Go for it.”

“Sorry.” Mia screws up her nose as if she might be feeling guilty. “I just want to … you know … think.”

“Yep.” I salute. “Understood.” I do understand. But I can’t deny I feel a twinge of rejection. I reckon I just have to accept that I’m never going to be her mate. A father is a father, and always a father.

Mia shakes her head. “You’re such a dick.”

“Thanks. Your compliments always bring a tear to my eye.”

“Anytime.” Mia stands there, plate in one hand, a glass of water in the other. She stares at me with a strange smirk on her face. I’m happy she seems happier today, but was it brought on by something? And how has the incident in class not gotten her down?

“Mia. Go. I’m fine. Wanna watch 7:30 Report anyway,” I say. It’s true.

Mia blinks, as if she’s just snapped out of a trance. “Yep,” she says, and walks out dragging her tattered and grimy tracksuit cuffs along the carpet.

I flick to the ABC and pull the coffee table between my knees. Footage of a school trip gone troppo in Echuca with kids smoking and shooting up, drinking copious amounts of booze, and getting arrested flashes over the TV screen. I cut off a piece of chicken and put it in my mouth; chewing and chuckling at the memory of being a bit of a teen rebel myself, at Celeste and me smoking pot, getting drunk, having sex in the back of my father’s E-Type Jag while it was parked in the garage right next to my parents’ bedroom. God, it was fun trying to be so quiet.

Crikey, C. We really pulled the wool over their eyes, you and me.

I laugh out loud and chew with my mouth open.

Then my chewing slows. I rest my knife and fork on the edge of my plate. Swallow. Rub my hands over my face. Squint at the TV, elbows resting on my knees.

I sway side to side a little. Then hang my head.

Oh, Mia.

Suddenly, I feel sick. She wouldn’t be doing anything stupid, would she?



Chapter 13


Sonia: It is simply a safety net.


The phone rings. A welcome distraction. But how can I hear anything with Mick’s metal blaring like it is the end of the world? I lift the receiver off the wall and hold it to my right ear. I stick a finger in my left to block out the music.

“Hello?” I say, trying not to shout.

“Sonia, it’s Nash.”

“Oh hi. Sorry about the racket, but I cannot do much about it at this point. Do you want to call back later?”

“No worries, I’ll be quick.”

I nod and pinch the skin between my eyes. “Is everything okay?”

“Mia’s behaviour is—uh, I want to get your opinion about something. Can we meet?”

I sigh with relief. Any excuse to get out. Any excuse that isn’t my own flight-before-fight syndrome.

“Sure. Dexter’s in Northcote?”

“Half an hour?”

“See you soon.”

I hang up, load the dishwasher, put the knife I was ogling back in the drawer, and slip on a pair of blue jeans that are hanging on the clotheshorse. On my way out I apply a bit of red lipstick in the hallway mirror, take a handful of cash from my briefcase and put it in my back pocket.

As I step outside, I decide once and for all that the next time Ibrahim turns up on my doorstep, my pistol will be within reach.




Chapter 14


Mia: Can I just squeeze my eyes shut and pretend I’m being responsible?


I sit on the wooden bench in the backyard. The one my mother insisted go under the fig tree so she could read her fitness magazines in the afternoon shade. Pain in the arse, this bench. Rotten gunk that looks like decaying organs sticks to it twice a year. And I’m always left to clean it up. The spatula used to scrape the rotting flesh off the not-so-varnished-anymore bench is jammed in the dirt at the base of the tree’s trunk—its dark-green-tinted handle faded at the tip, where the sun hits it every morning. I can’t help but think it looks like a moldy penis-zombie escaping from its grave.

Doesn’t help that Dad doesn’t give a toss about collecting the figs to eat, either. Or the garden. The only time he ever sat out here to “read,” was the day Mum left. His reading material? His own desperate text messages that he never got replies for.

I rest my plate of food and water by my right thigh and try to cross my legs, but it hurts my knees, pulls the skin so tight that it stings. So I sit like a bloke with a stubby of beer hanging between his legs. It’s a position I’d like to stop sitting in, but it’s the most comfortable.

When I was skinny, this position looked sexy. I had attitude; the boys drooled. Well … I like to think they drooled, especially when I licked ciggie papers, pinched my tobacco, and lit them, tautly rolled, with one eye half-squinted. But now I just look like a desperate, attention-seeking fat girl.

How did I let myself get like this? What was I trying to prove?

A tear escapes the corner of my eye. It tickles my cheek. I wipe it away, checking that Dad isn’t spying on me through the back window.

I slip the Ziploc bag of caffeine pills out of my back pocket and fiddle with them like beads in plastic. If I take one now, will I stay up all night and burn some hard-core calories? You know, just to give the whole process a decent kick start, then I’ll be good. If I can stay awake as much as possible, it’s only logical that the weight should start dropping off. Right?

I don’t know, man. Honestly? What if I’m allergic?

I put the pills back in my pocket and stare at my plate, at the chicken fillet balancing on the edge. I pick it up, sniff it. Its salty fragrance makes my mouth water. But I shouldn’t. So I squeeze my eyes shut and fling it behind my shoulders and over the fig tree. A flock of birds fly away as it hits the back fence.

I shove in a few mouthfuls of salad and chew quickly. One of the lettuce stalks tickles the back of my throat and makes my gag.

Should I see what Kimi is doing tonight? I don’t wanna come off clingy. Maybe it would be better to wait till tomorrow. Now that I’ve lost my popularity, I don’t have my posse. I know they weren’t real friends, but at least it looked like I had some. I feel like Kimi is the only chance I have left at finding out what a real friend is.

I close my eyes. The rustle of leaves and the light breeze brushes over my skin.

I can do this. I have the willpower.

I stand, walk over to the compost heap near back fence, and dump the rest of my salad into it.

No food.

I know. It’s a stupid idea. But just one night. I need a decent head start to boost my confidence.

I pull the bag of pills out of my pocket again, sit down, and pop one into my mouth.

Just a kick start. A few days.

I promise not to become a statistic.



Chapter 15


Nash: If only parents had a bedroom.


I sit outside at Dexter’s despite the wind picking up speed. I light a pre-rolled cigarette, take a long drag, and nod a thank-you as the waiter brings me my double Maker’s Mark. Neat.

I reckon the café bar is pretty quiet for a Thursday night. The weather is off-kilter, but what’s new for Melbourne?

On the opposite side of the street, I spot a young dude drinking from a VB stubby, and smoking. It looks too thick for a cigarette. Probably a joint. His dirty fluoro-green baseball cap hides his eyes. On the corner of the block is a cop car. Waiting. Eyeing the dude. The fluoro-dude spits, drags, breathes, swigs, paces. Spits, drags, breathes, swigs, pulls a knife out of his pocket, inspects it, smiles, puts it back in his pocket. Paces. The cops don’t seem to notice as he pisses off around the corner.

His gait and build remind me of Ibrahim at that age. My stomach tenses up. To think he almost convinced me to be a partner in his new “business” venture. Crikey. I can only imagine what would have become of me. If I’d’ve become anything at all. I reckon I’d be dead in a ditch. Or someone’s back yard. Or maybe I’d have been done on Sonia’s back porch.

 “Did you talk to her?”

Sonia’s voice snaps me out of my trance. She steps onto the curb and pulls out her seat. It scrapes on the concrete. She winces, shivers, then rubs her bare goose-bumpy arms. As she sits down, she squashes her hands between her knees, eyes the waiter to come and take her order. I flare my nostrils, take a sip of my drink and swish it around my mouth. The waiter swaggers out with an unhealthily large grin on his pink freckled face. Sonia mimics his expression in jest and orders what I have.

It’s our usual.

If it wasn’t for Sonia’s red lips and the deep smile lines around her big black eyes, she’d look like a schoolgirl right now. I don’t know what I’d do without Sonia in my life. She always makes me feel so much lighter. Which is weird, considering.

I wonder what life would have been like if I’d married her instead of Celeste? Sonia pretty much kept to herself in high school. At least until she hooked up with Ibrahim. But now that I look back, even though I never said anything to him, I’m sure the fucker only hit on her because he knew I’d set my eyes on her first. I s’pose at the time it just made sense. Because of their nationality and all. So I never challenged it. I moved on to the next-best-looking chick and that was it.

Our futures marked in stone.

Sonia shakes her head and blinks numerous times. “What happened to the weather? This stinks.”

“I reckon that was summer,” I say. I lean back in my seat and spread my legs.

“Half of it was overcast. We should move to the Gold Coast. You and me. And leave the kids to fend for themselves?”

I’m not sure how to react to that. So I take another sip of my bourbon in silence. Sonia laughs and flicks her hand in the air. For a moment there I thought she was serious.

“Well?” Sonia asks, craning her neck.

“What?”

“The talk?”

“Nope,” I say, and take a long drag on my cigarette.

“Nash!”

“That’s what I wanted to talk about.”

“I am not doing it for you.”

“Not gonna ask you that.”

Sonia squints at me. The corner of her mouth twists upwards.

“Mia is—” I sip my bourbon as if I’m trying to eat the glass. “Really happy today.”

“And?”

“You know, smiling, being nice, no back talk. She sat in the backyard to ‘think.’” I pause for a moment and let smoke ooze from my nose. “And ate salad. On her own.” I shift in my seat and glance at Sonia’s feet. She’s wearing thongs; her toenails are painted bright pink. I realize I’ve never noticed her crooked toes before. A couple even look like Twisties.

“Teenagers tend to want to be on their own,” Sonia says, as if reading it out of a manual.

My mouth goes dry. I soothe it with another swig of bourbon. “Do you think she’s hiding stuff?” I say stuff in such a way that means it mightn’t be harmless. One thing is for sure—Mia’s behaviour is out of character. And sudden. I reckon I’d be fooling myself to think otherwise.

“Teenagers always hide stuff from their parents.” Again she speaks in that monotone teacher’s voice.

The waiter brings out Sonia’s drink. She winks a thank-you. Another sudden shift in attitude. It’s like her real self is finding little opportunities to show its face. Maybe she needs this drink as much as I do. The waiter blushes and walks backwards into the empty table next to us. Sonia and I smile at each other and pretend not to notice.

“Look.” Sonia cups her bourbon like a mug of coffee and closes her eyes with a deep breath. She holds it in. As she slowly exhales, it blends with the whoosh of cars—they sound different in the dark, like they’re passing through thick air, unfriendly and sad.

“If you ignore your gut,” Sonia says, with her eyes still shut, “you are neglecting them. If you ask too many questions, you are being overprotective. If you try to be friends with them, you are an embarrassment. If you are strict, they rebel. If you are lenient, they take advantage. If—”

“Sonia.” I scoff. I get it. We can’t win. But she’s supposed to be the one that knows.

She opens her eyes and forces a crooked smile.

“Just tell me what you would do.” I lean forwards and rest my arms on the table. “Be honest with me.”

She shifts her gaze across the street. Her smile fades and her eyes glaze over. The fluoro-dude is back, pacing up and down the street again, with a new bottle of booze in one hand and the knife in the other. Sonia squints at him, glances over at the oblivious cops. Pity plays with her gentle face. I’m pretty sure I know what she’s thinking about.

“I’d … ,” Sonia whispers, still staring at the guy across the road. “I wouldn’t second-guess myself. Regardless of the consequences. Even if I would end up with blood on my hands.”



Chapter 16


Celeste: From fit to fake to freak.


Karter’s taking on a pro bono surgery. I cackle within. Oh my God, what a joke. Okay, okay, I was the one who convinced him to do it by reminding him of the positive publicity and reputation boost. Can you blame me? The money is fab. And so is the spotlight. But I never knew he would do this to me. Force me under the knife. My passion is getting into shape, not cutting into shape. But what could I do? It was either suffer through the drop and fluff, or be ditched for a younger, thinner, more beautiful me.

“Karter, honey?” I bare my teeth—a smile in his eyes—and quickly pin up my hair before holding a pair of earrings to my ears. “What do you think of these with my new tan?” I spin around on my five-inch heels, flicking my hip to the side, jutting out my newly-healed boob job. I feel sexy in this black Prada gown, all set for tonight’s gala, but what’s the point in wearing $20,000 if he doesn’t even notice it? His eyes go straight to my tits. Of course. He’s admiring his handiwork.

Karter peers above a pair of invisible spectacles and offers a gentle grin—the one that frequently contradicts his true colours when manipulating a patient into having an unnecessary procedure. I see it all the time. Does he really think I don’t notice when he tries it on me?

“They look divine.” Karter nods and pinches something off the tip of his tongue. He frowns at a selection of X-rays spread across our bed, shifts a few around. “But if you’d gotten that Botox to accentuate your cheekbones, they’d probably look even better.” He taps his nose.

“Oh.” I nod and swallow. My smile deflates. Sure, it was fake. But sometimes pretending makes it seem real. I guess there’s no need to cover my emotional wounds anymore. Karter wouldn’t know the difference between genuine hurt and a playful Botox pout.

“Well, I’ll leave my hair down for tonight, then?”

Karter’s top lip twitches with his brief nod of acceptance, and he steps inside his five-metre-long closet.

“Wouldn’t want to draw too much attention to my shapeless face,” I whisper in the mirror, squinting at Karter behind my own reflection. He is sorting through his row of dark-grey tuxedos. He insists they each have their own unique style to suit his mood. I can hardly tell the difference between the grey, the black, and the “Prussian” blue, let alone those of identical colour.

I unclip my hair. It unravels over my right breast, hangs, motionless—a taunting silky tragedy. I brush it one last time before putting on my powder-pink lippy. Estée Lauder. Honestly? I miss the good old Body Shop on Bourke Street.

I open my panty drawer and rummage for my stash of Xanax, despite promising myself that I’d no longer self-medicate. I haven’t taken one in three months. I’ve been a really good girl. At Karter’s beck and call. Making sure the housemaids’ work hours are in order so we don’t end up paying for the two of them at once. Really? Who cares! Karter has enough money to pay the wages of every housemaid in America and still retire a billionaire.

Maybe if I set things straight with Nash once and for all I’ll feel better about myself. I would get some closure. And I could also convince Mia to come and live with me here. But how could I possibly tell Nash I’ve been lying to him all these years without some chemical courage? Especially since the lie is going to be a lie.

I’m so lonely! What choice do I have? I made such a huge mistake marrying Karter. But there’s no chance of going back to my old life by asking politely. They hate my guts. It’s lie to Nash, or die alone and plastic.

I twist the cap off the bottle of Xanax and shake a couple of pills into my palm.

I imagine they are little people eating out of my hand. So cute!

“It’s time,” I whisper to the pills. “It’s time to tell him it was Ibrahim.”



Chapter 17


Mia: Whoa.


I lie flat on my back. On my bedroom floor. Eyelashes pinned to my eyebrows. The rough red rug Sonia brought for me from Turkey prickles my upper thighs. It’s a perfect reminder that the mass of skin on my body is growing, and that I’m doing the right thing by taking these pills.

Despite its periodic nature, the traffic is loud. Too loud. Too present. The whoosh of wheels along the wet road wavers; white noise hangs around my body like tangible clouds. The rhythm of my breath encompasses the room, the midnight air now sticky from the unexpected storm, the temperature change a sign of something …

…  not right.

I turn to my side, grab the edge of my bed, and pull myself off the floor. I push my tongue into my front teeth as though it might help me keep balanced. My knees crack and my heart pounds, rises, thumps in my throat. My head feels so light it’s as if it’s not even there, the air soft on my skin. I grab my phone off my desk and text Kimi: Don’t feel good.

I pace the room.

The floorboards creak, and I wonder if I’m gonna need Dad, I don’t wanna need Dad, it would be embarrassing, he’d stop trusting me, I’d have to lose weight the normal way, and not at all quickly enough to be skinny for when Mum comes home, she could visit at any time, she could be here tomorrow, she said she was coming at the end of summer, it’s past the end of summer, she must be coming soon, fuck, she can’t see me like this, shit, imagine if she saw me like this? Dad pushed her away by just being the man he is … what’s Mum gonna think now that I’m a big fat fucking cow?

My phone buzzes.

“Hey!” I say so loud my voice vibrates through my head.

“You’re not freaking out on me, are you?” Kimi’s voice is slow, calm, soothing. I stop dead in the middle of my room, close my eyes, and take a long deep breath through my nose. All I want to do is talk. But I would sound ridiculous. And what if Dad came home? He’d hear me babbling and wonder what was going on. I don’t need that right now.

Don’t.

Need it.

“I took two,” I say, and sit on the edge of my bed. A spring snaps and throbs through the mattress.

“You what? Jesus.”

“You said they were just caffeine!”

Silence. Fuck fuck fuck fuck …

“Kimi, please—”

“If I’d told you they were uppers, you probably wouldn’t have taken them.”

“Uppers? I’m on— What the fuck is an upper?”

“Speed, Mia. You’re on speed.”

Oh my God. I look out my window, as if the cops are gonna come charging in to arrest me at any second.

Kimi laughs—deep, velvety. Suddenly I forget about the cops and think about kissing her.

I blink. Hard. Whoa.

Now I feel calm. But it only lasts a short moment. “Why did you want me to take speed?”

“Was a test.”

“Why?” I squeal, then slam my hand over my mouth. Why am I speaking so loudly?

“Hey, Mia?”

“What?”

“You’re gonna be fine.”

“Um … can you please just tell me what’s going on?”

Kimi sighs; something muffles the receiver. I can hear tapping, and saliva swishing around Kimi’s mouth as if she’s sucking on a lollypop. My crotch tingles.

Holy fuck, why am I so turned on and so freaked out at the same time?

“Um. I needed to test you.”

“Needed?”

“Yep.”

“Did I pass?” What am I talking about?

“A-ha.”

It starts to rain again. It patters on the windowpane like a sweet lullaby. I stare at my reflection in the glass and tip my head to the side. My mascara has smudged.

Pretty.

“Mia?” Kimi asks, her voice rising in tone a little. “I need your help with something. I need to you to help me fuck someone up. Can I trust you?”



Chapter 18


Sonia: Did I really say “lemme”?


I have had three double bourbons on a school night. Nash has had five, and has almost finished his packet of Drum. He is rolling his last slither of tobacco now, grinning like an idiot. A handsome one, though. And an awkwardly charming one.

I am a lucky woman.

The street spins around me like a Google map virtual view, in a slow and beautiful cinematographic glide. No nausea, just a sluggish yet embraced lull in my tired and abused brain. It has been a long time since I felt the effects of alcohol, and it is absolutely splendid. I can still hold it down pretty well. Remarkable really. Even more remarkable that I think it is something to be proud of. But I am. Especially in front of Nash, who is still grinning like an idiot, lighting his cigarette, staring into the sky, exhaling his smoke as if a sacrifice to the moon. The man on the moon. I like to think of him as God——an optical illusion, something we wish to perceive.

“What do you think of God?” I say with a few too many pauses between words. I mark the end of the question with a mouthful of bourbon. Or perhaps it is to prevent myself from vomiting more nonsense.

“Not a bad guy.” Nash takes another drag. “Met him at the pub last weekend.” He exhales with a smirk. A short gust of wind shifts his cap, but he pulls it back down before it comes off.

“Since when do you go and see live music?” I say.

“I don’t.”

I frown and draw my chin into my neck. A bubble of vomit rises up my throat, but I catch it just in time and swallow it back down with a wince.

I squint at Nash, with my head tilted to the side. I feel sixteen again. The day I tried to act cool in front of him in Chemistry. I recited the periodic table from top to bottom, after looking at it for only two minutes. I saw Nash smile at me. I thought he was going to say something, but Ibrahim slapped him on the back and started whispering about getting high behind the shelter shed at lunch. I will never forget how much I wanted to be invited. I will also never forget how much I regret being invited the next day.

My face is hot, the tips of my fingers cold, my palms and feet sweaty. I fling my head back and look into the sky—the stars are hidden behind a thick mass of grey cloud illuminated by the city’s glow.

“I said God. Do you believe in him?” I look back down and clear my throat.

Nash squashes his top lip to his nose in thought, takes another sip of his drink using the hand that is holding the cigarette.

“Actually, do not answer that. Lemme ask you another question.” Wow. Was that a slur? Did I really just say lemme?

Nash taps his cigarette on the edge of the ashtray. It’s the first time the wind hasn’t blown the ash away.

Nash looks into my eyes; the streetlights reflect off them like travelling souls. I count the seconds of silence in my head and divide it by pi—just for fun.

“What would you say if I said I was serious about the Gold Coast?” I soften and lower my voice, trying not to sound drunk. “It is their last year of school; they can look after themselves.”

Nash smiles and gets the waiter’s attention. He asks for the bill.

“What are you doing?” I say. Why does he keep ignoring me? Are we leaving? I was just beginning to relax. I need this. I have needed it for a long, long time. I am not done. Need another drink, but I do not have the energy to protest. I look at my hands, all four of them, blurring into each other.

Nash smirks at me, lifts his pelvis, pulls his wallet out of his back pocket, slams it on the table like a deck of cards.

I laugh and down the remainder of my drink. I close my eyes and sigh.

School. Right. Forgot for a moment. That was nice.

The waiter arrives with the bill. Nash pays, shoves my hand away when I try to pay my share. Nash stands, holds out his hand to help me out of my seat. I put my hand in his. He pulls lightly, and I float to my feet. I fall into him, the top of my head on his chest, supporting the weight of my body. Both arms hang limp by my side. Nash kisses the top of my head and breathes into my hair like it’s a secret.

We stand, joined brain to heart. In silence.

“Can I please stay with you tonight?” I whisper.

Nash flicks his cigarette onto the road, levers me into a standing position, and takes my hand. He leads me towards his car.

For a very brief moment, I wonder what it would feel like to stab him.



Chapter 19


Nash: She’s her mother’s daughter.


The bourbon just hit me. Great example I am. For my daughter. Drunk driver. Smoker. Pizza-eater. All hidden behind the mask of a Physical Education teacher. Crikey. I got a lot going for me, don’t I? I promise myself I won’t do it again. But I reckon I will. It’s just the nature of being human, I s’pose. The single-dad status could also be my downfall. But the calming effect of the alcohol makes me feel like my life is great. In this moment. Nothing to worry about. At least not until the morning.

By the time I roll into my driveway, Sonia is fast asleep, clutching a bottle of water to her chest. Her face is squashed against the passenger window, mouth open wide, a cone-shaped mist painting the glass like the voice of a ghost. I turn off the ignition. The car rumbles to a halt.

I admire Sonia’s beauty in the after-hush of the engine growl. Her eyelids flutter. The tiny creases at the corners of her eyes are haunting; I can’t figure out whether they’re from too much smiling or crying.

Sonia opens her eyes and wipes drool from the corner of her mouth with the top of her wrist. She makes a strange noise—a combination of a squeak and groan—and jolts upright.

“Where are we?”

“My house.”

“Why?”

“You wanted to come.”

Sonia gawks at me as if I’m talking rubbish, then rolls her window down and sniffs at the grassy post-rain air with her eyes closed. She stretches her arms as far as they can go before colliding with the windscreen, and relaxes into her seat again.

“Right,” Sonia swallows as if her throat hurts, then frowns. “Where were we tonight?”

I laugh. “Dexter’s.”

“Oh! Right.” She swivels around and looks at the backseat. “Why are we sitting in the car?”

“Just got here.”

“Oh.” Sonia laughs under her breath. “I’ll shut up now.” She grabs her handbag from between her feet, opens the passenger door, and steps out. She clutches at the door handle as if it’s the only thing protecting her forehead from the ground.

I get out of the car too. We shut our doors simultaneously, and the sheet metal clunk echoes through the street.

“I’ve got a question.” I scratch my beard. “Why don’t you ever invite me over?”

Sonia shrugs and rummages through her handbag. She pulls out an army knife, stares at it, drops it back in, then finds her lipstick. She twists the deep-red-velvet balm through the top of the tube, dabs it on her bottom lip, and then rubs it against her top one. She contorts her mouth to the left as if she were dislodging something from her teeth with her tongue, drops the lipstick back in the bag, and fixes a glare on me as she snaps it shut.

“Perhaps it is … dangerous.” Sonia laughs with unease.

“Dangerous.” I repeat, lowering my chin. “But he’s gone.”

“It’s not that. Mick and I are really messy. You might trip over something, hit your head on the edge of my coffee table, and die.” Sonia winks. Her thong scrapes on the concrete.

“Well, clean it. Mia and I are coming over for dinner.”

“ Mia and you? When? I am not sure that is a—”

“Yeah, it is.”

We stare at each other, from opposite sides of the car, across the hood. Heat radiates from it like midday sun from a wet road. Sonia purses her lips. “Well. We can make it work, I imagine. But you must tell Mia that Mick will be there. If you leave it to the last minute, all hell will break loose. You know they—”

 “I know. I know.” I clench and release my jaw.

“Okay. I am just—”

“You told Mick?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Not sure what I am worried about, really. He will probably just gyrate his hips, make orgasmic sound effects, and—”

I stare at Sonia, expecting her to continue. She stares back. We both laugh. I’m not sure if it’s nervousness or genuine jest. It’s been months since we’ve been in the sack together. Not purposefully. Time flies by without even realizing it. Especially with teenage kids.

I move to Sonia’s side of the car and put my arm around her shoulders. I kiss her softly on the nose. With Sonia’s head on my shoulder we walk to my front door. Her hair smells like apricots.

As we approach my porch, I notice a heavy thumping and muttering, and fast footsteps on a hard surface, as if someone’s doing aerobics. But we have carpet. It doesn’t sound like feet on carpet.

I open the door and we step inside. Sonia gasps and brings a hand to her mouth to stunt a laugh. Mia is jogging on the kitchen counter with her arms stretched out from her sides, reciting the lyrics of “White Rabbit” by Jefferson Airplane.

 
 

“One pill makes you larger

And one pill makes you small

And the ones that Mother gives you

Don’t do anything at all

Go ask Alice

When she’s ten feet tall

And if you go chasing rabbits

And you know you’re going to fall…”

 
 

I don’t like to swear. I really don’t. But what the fuck? Mia smiles, not at all put off by us, as she continues to jog and chant the lyrics as if they were pumping her full of air.

“What’s going on?” I say, closing the front door behind me with my foot.

 
 

“Tell ’em a hookah-smoking caterpillar

Has given you the call to

Call Alice

When she was just small…”

 
 

I frown and smirk at the same time, rub my hand over my beard, then put my hands in my pockets. I don’t know what to do with them. My little-boy instincts make me want to point and squeal. And then I realize this is my daughter. Acting crazy. On my kitchen counter. Singing song lyrics that are more than forty years old.

Sonia looks at me with a huge grin, glances at Mia and back at me again. She points in the direction of my bedroom with her thumb. “I will just—”

I laugh under my breath as Sonia tiptoes out of the room.

But Mia is still jogging. She’s going to make herself pass out if I don’t get her to stop.

“Mia, get down.”

“I’m not finished.” She puffs.

“With what?”

“Working out. Burning calories. Getting thin, man!” Mia emphasizes thin as if trying to dislodge a parasite from her tongue.

“At two a.m.?”

“I think the question you’re looking for, Dad, is ‘On the kitchen counter?’”

“That too.”

Mia laughs, breathes, laughs, breathes, laughs, and starts to slow down.

“I’ve been going for about an hour anyway.” She sniffs.

“An hour?” I say, with a bit too much shock in my voice.

“I guess. I can stop.” Mia levers herself to the ground and squats, balances herself on all fours, and breathes heavily, like she’s about to give birth.

I look at my toes, embarrassed—for myself, for her—especially for her. Should I go over to her? Rub her back? Bring her some water? Say something? I dunno what. I’m not good at this stuff. I even get a bit queasy when I see a bloody tampon in the loo bin. I’m a guy. Cut me some slack.

“Do you … need anything?” I say, unsure whether I’m s’posed to speak or just let her be.

She shakes her head. Her fringe flicks sweat across her face.

I turn to leave, then turn to face Mia again, step forwards, change my mind, return to my original position. Crikey! I really don’t know what the “right” thing to do is. I want to ask her what the hell is going on. She’s as high as a bloody kite. Of course she is. But maybe the confrontation can wait until tomorrow. I s’pose that would be the fairest.

“Dad. Just go to bed.”

See? I nod. “Okay. You’re okay?”

“Yes.” Mia groans as if in pain, but I choose to believe it’s just annoyance. If I think too much about the stress she’s put her body through, I might not be able to resist my overprotective instincts and will rush her to the emergency room. And that would be “embarrassing.” So I hold back. She looks like she will be fine after a good sleep. I hope.

“I’m going to bed. See you in the morning?”

Mia nods at the floor, still squatting, and flicks me away like an insect. I leave, shaking my head. I told Sonia something was up. Something is up. But is the something simply a newfound enthusiasm to get in shape? Could I be reading too much into it?

I open my bedroom door, and Sonia is already under the covers, wearing one of my footy T-shirts, scrunching the doona up to her chest with a cheeky grin on her face.

“What was all that about?” she says, as if performing in a pantomime.

I kick off my shoes, undo my belt, and pull down my jeans. I fold them and put them in my drawer where all my jeans go. The shoes I leave in the center of the room, one upside down, the other right-side up. I can handle not putting them outside for one night.

“She’s trying to lose weight,” I say. I reckon saying it out loud helps me believe it more.

“That looked like a lot more than trying to lose weight.”

I cringe. I don’t want to hear it. I get into bed with my T-shirt still on. I pull Sonia close. She rubs her thigh against my erection.

“I think she needs a boyfriend,” Sonia whispers, and bites my ear.

I laugh and pull the doona over our heads. “You’re the one who needs a boyfriend.”

“I thought I already had one.”

I cup Sonia’s left breast in my right hand. “But weren’t we just—”

“Not anymore.”

“Good. ’Cause I’m getting tired of being the teacher’s pet.” I wink and slip my hand between Sonia’s legs.

Sonia’s eyes roll into the back of her head, and she whispers in a really low voice, “Fuck me like I’m dead.”

For a split second I want to pull away, but my dick is so hard I ignore my instinct that she’s thinking of Ibrahim.

I enter her and she says it again. And again and again, a little more softly each time, until we both come.

After a few moments of catching my breath, I bring it up.

“You’ve never said that before.”

“Said what?” she says.

“What you said. About being dead.”

“Dead? Who’s dead?”

I laugh nervously. “Are you messing with me?”

“No. Why would I mess with you? What are you talking about?”

“You said, uh—” I clear my throat. “Fuck me like I’m dead,”

Sonia glares at me.

“More than once,” I add.

Her jaw drops, and a tear escapes the corner of her eye. “I’m sorry. I— I don’t remember.”



Chapter 20


Mia: I may look like a cow, but you can go eat shit if you think you can put me in a field and bark at me.


Having pulled an all-nighter, I get to school early. I felt totally cool when I left the house, still energetic—less so—but motivated for the day.

But the comedown.

Man. It’s just hit me.

Feels as if I’ve been injected with the entire world’s lack of enthusiasm. My head is full of bees. Buzzing. In slow motion. As if trying to hypnotize me.

 
 

Mah he-eh-eh-eh-ed

Is full of beeeeez, yeah.

Bahhhzzing.

In slow moh-shahn.

Hip-no-tah-zing-meee, yeah.

 
 

Lyrics. Mental note.

Noted.

I meet Kimi in the corridor by her locker. She’s sitting against the wall, legs spread, with her schoolbag between her knees. She’s the only one in here, but she raises her hand to get my attention as if amongst a large crowd.

“Hey.” I lean my back against the wall and slide my body down into a sitting position with a thud.

“You alright?” Kimi has one eye closed.

I nod and rub my forehead. “I guess.” I’m getting a bit of a headache.

Kimi lifts her T-shirt and points to her scar. All dramatic-like.

“ This is why we’ve gotta screw this guy over.”

And she’s just showing me now? I don’t get it. This whole strategic let-things-out-one-bit-at-a-time is getting on my nerves. What’s the point? She fishing me out? I shuffle my arse backwards a bit to get a better view. Seeing the scar up close, I can tell that the wound must have been pretty deep.

“Shit. That looks painful,” I say.

“It was. And I couldn’t go to hospital because I—look, that doesn’t matter. It’s not important. Anyway, I survived. But now he’s gotta pay. And that’s where you come in. Okay?”

I frown and inspect my nails, thinking that what Kimi just said sounded way practiced and melodramatic. I want to know where this shit is going. What kind of person does she think I am? I’m not gonna go and stab some dude because he stabbed her. But I guess I shouldn’t push it until I’m clear about what she wants. And what’s with the acting all of a sudden? I used to think first impressions counted. Obviously not. Kimi is not the reserved “mysterious” cool chick I always thought she was. She’s … well, I don’t know what she is yet. I suppose that does make her mysterious. But, you know, not in an intriguing way. Much. I’m sorta getting the feeling that she’s as desperate for a friend as I am. So I’m game. I’ll let this ride out and see what happens.

“Are you gonna tell me who the guy is?” I say. I tilt my head to the side and notice another scar behind Kimi’s ear running along her hairline. It’s long and thin and clean.

Cosmetic? Corrective?

“Can’t,” she says, stretching her arms to her toes, and doing some sort of yoga position.

“How come?”

Kimi sits upright and glares at me as if I’m asking the most ridiculous question ever.

“I think I have the right to know who I’m gonna screw over.” I don’t mean to snap. It just comes out that way.

“You will,” Kimi snaps back. “Eventually. But right now we should just focus on getting you in shape.”

The comment stings. What? Is she my personal trainer now?

“Why can’t you do this on your own?”

“Are you kidding?” Kimi shrieks, then resorts to a half-whisper. “The guy would kill me. He’s too strong.”

“What exactly do you need me to do? Why can’t you just be honest with me?”

Kimi tsks. “I told you I’d tell you soon. I’ve just gotta figure out a few things. And I need to know you’re on my side first. I can’t do this on my own. And I can’t afford for you to turn on me. Is that honest enough?”

I hardly know you, I think. Kimi stares at me, expectant, eyes like an owl.

“Well? Are you on my side?”

This is all too weird. Here we are, sitting in a typical high school corridor, in a typical Melbourne town, living our typical inner-city suburban lives, and all of a sudden we’re characters in Underbelly? I mean, come on. Get real!

I grit my teeth in frustration. She found my soft spot and pounced. Typical of me to think she was just trying to help. Everyone has an agenda, I guess. Why I thought she was an exception is beyond me. And why did she choose the fat girl? There has to be a reason other than the fact we’re both outcasts, doesn’t there?

I guess I’ve been fooled now, and none of that matters anymore. What’s important is to take advantage of the free speed and lose weight. If Mum sees me like this, there’s no telling what fitness regime she is going to force on me this time. It was hard enough getting over the last one. She had me doing cardio for four hours a day, and I ended up in hospital with heart palpitations. At sixteen, man!

Let’s face it. There’s nothing stopping me from pulling out of Kimi’s plan once I’ve got my weight under control. Right? And I don’t even need to lose it all. Just enough for me to convince my mother that I don’t need any help. And if Kimi wants to use me, then I’m gonna use her.

Yeah.

“Yeah.” I nod. “I’m on your side.”



Chapter 21



Mick: Over me dead fuckin’ body.


“You fucking sold ’em yet, shit-fer-brains?”

I barely twitch me head to the right as the cunt in the fluoro-green cap and thin greying goatee holds a fuckin’ switchblade to me neck. His breath smells like vomit and cat food.

 “No? Was that a fucking no?”

I whisper “yes” through me gritted teeth, tryin’ not to move me jaw so the knife don’t poke into me skin.

“You’ve got a month. He said if you haven’t exchanged ’em for the coke in a month, there are no second chances. But you know what I can’t fucking believe, mate?”

I shake me head, take quick breaths through the corner of me mouth, and let ’em out me nose. He’s got me locked in his arms, holding me from behind. I can feel his gun stickin’ in the crack in me arse, and it makes me want to spit phelgm in his fuckin’ face for making me picture the sick cunt butt-fuckin’ me in the alley.

“I can’t for the life of me,” he says, drawing out the word life, as if tryin’ to point out that he has one and I don’t, “figure out why he’s given you such a long grace period. But I swear, if you do take longer than a month, you know whaddit means, don’t you, faggot-shit?”

I close me eyes. I nod. But I swear to fuckin’ God, if he lays a fuckin’ piss-stinkin’ finger on ’er, I won’t fuckin’ hold back. I’ll kill ’im meself. That’s a fuckin’ promise.

Bile rises in me throat when he spins me round ’n’ breathes straight into me face. I wanna dry-retch, but I force it down. I can’t let this scum-wanker-cunt think he’s got a hold over me emotions. I can’t let him know I’m actually shittin’ big black motherfuckin’ bricks right now. Me own dad. Me dad is doing this shit to me. Because he knows how much I love me mum. How much I would do anything to save ’er.

The guy cackles and shows his pointy white teeth with two or three gold ones stuck in there. It sounds like he’s runnin’ his tonsils over a cheese grater.

 “Good,” he says, and pushes me backwards. I lose me balance and fall on me arse, whack me head, and pierce me right hand on a rusty nail that’s pokin’ through a concrete crack. He laughs again, steps a bit further back, and points the switchblade at me from a distance, as if it were a part of his finger.

“One month. I’m not fucking kidding you.”

I nod, over and over, gasping for breath through me effort not to cry.

I watch as the guy turns left out of the laneway, only two blocks from me house. He must be bullshittin’ me. It’s gotta be a test or somethin’.

There’s no way me dad would whack me mum. Why now? After all the chances he had of doing it, and gettin’ away clean.

I sit up and run me fingers along me neck, to make sure there’s no blood. Me heartbeat slows down to somethin’ a bit more normal.

Me neck’s not cut.

But if I’m not careful, Mum’s’ll be.



Chapter 22


Sonia: Somewhere over the rainbow.


It is seven a.m. and everyone’s mailboxes are decorated with dew. When I was a child, I liked to think the dew meant fairies had been out to play during the night. Especially when the sun shone through dispersive prisms of condensation, creating a field of colour across my front lawn. It was the rainbow that first got me interested in mathematics and physics, and its ever-elusive pot of gold. It didn’t take long for me to rationalize that the pot of gold was simply the bait to enrich my knowledge.

I hold my ear against my front door, whispering for it to be kind to me today. I am short on time to get ready for school, as I overslept at Nash’s house.

A sparrow chirps from the window ledge, as if to tell me the coast is clear, and flutters away.

Quiet. Thank God.

As I twist the key in the front door, I realize Mick forgot to lock it again.

For fuck’s sake! I swallow, take a deep breath, and remind myself to stop saying that word. Even when it is only inside my head.

Last time Mick forgot to lock the door, our entire entertainment system was stolen. Along with my iMac, which I had just bought the same week. Since then I have resorted to using my old PC, and failing to collect Mick’s weekly monetary contribution for a new computer like he promised. I didn’t really expect him to pay me. But the possibility sustained my sanity. He needs focus—some constituent of responsibility. Because God knows his father never taught him more than “be faithful to your brothers.”

I open the door, and my heart sinks at the scattered papers all over the floor.

God no. Not again.

I put my bag down and close the door behind me, making sure to be as quiet as possible. Just in case Mick’s still here. I cannot bear to face him this morning. Every expression, every wince, every … smile, reminds me of Ibrahim. There’s no escaping him no matter how much I try. I look around for something other than my stashed pistol to use as a weapon. Nothing. Not even a nail file. The curtain in the lounge room waves about in the breeze.

He’s been gone all night? Excellent. Thieves are going to think we’re inviting them in!

I sigh and roll my shoulders to try to relax, and notice there is a huge puddle of water on the floor below the windowsill.

I close the window and curtains, drop my belongings on the couch, strip to my underwear as I walk back into the hall, throw my dirty clothes through my bedroom door on the way by, and yank the tea towel with the Periodic Table on it off the kitchen door handle. And … what? The kitchen is clean?

I stare at the shiny sink, polished floor, empty dishwasher, while holding the tea towel in the air. A shiver travels down my spine, and I sneeze. It echoes through the whole house, followed by uncertain calm. Goose bumps form all over my naked limbs.

I blink. I must be imagining this. This is not the work of Mick. It cannot be. If it is, is it a sign of progress?

I swivel around on my heel and head back to the lounge room to mop up the water. I kneel on the floor. My knobbly knees dig into the floorboards like chicken bones. I am reminded of scrubbing at the bloodstain on the back porch and the satisfaction I had felt at that moment.

Once I’ve mopped up all the water, I collect the papers that have flown about the house. Some are supermarket receipts; some are empty envelopes, sealed envelopes, bills, junk mail from Safeway and David Jones. Another blank postcard from Ibrahim. This time from Istanbul. My husband’s way of letting me know he’s still alive. I feel sick to the stomach every time I receive one. Not because I worry about him. Because he knows I still care. He knows his postcards remind me of our past. He thinks this will bring me back to him. It will not. I have promised myself—and my son—to ignore the temptation.

I single out Mick’s offshore bank statement. He blackmailed some banker into opening it for him. Mick apparently had saved him from being busted by the police after handing cash to a hooker. It is who you know, is it not? And of course, there is the whole “be faithful to your brothers.” And we know many “brothers.”

I stare at the envelope. Thumb already lodged under its corner, ready to rip it open.

Should I?

I do. And I am not at all surprised at the amount of money he has. I was hoping to be surprised at him not having any money.

Thirty thousand dollars. At seventeen. With no job. And terrible at maths.

The time has come to call him out on it. It is the only way I am going to fix our relationship. If he knows I know what he is doing, maybe he will have more respect for me. And if I confront him about it, he’ll admit it. Because he cannot lie. He can only hide. He is absolutely fine as long as no one asks him about anything. So I will insist that he promise to come clean, return the money to whomever it came from, or I turn him in to the police. Risky, but worth a shot—as long as Ibrahim has nothing to do with it.

Mick’s bedroom door is closed. I knock, hold my breath. Just in case. No answer. I twist the silver skull-handle and open the door. A whiff of stale vodka and weed engulf me. I sniff. Cheap sex. And teeny-bopper perfume. My stomach and throat constrict.

Dirty clothes are sprawled all over the floor and bed. Racy panties hang from the light fixture and picture frame hooks. Empty coke bottles, a smashed white saucer, bongs, threads of tobacco on the windowpane that look like furry caterpillars.

I haven’t stepped foot in this room for two years. But I cannot play the ignorant and naive mother any longer. Even if I have been doing it for only a short amount of time. If I continue in this fashion, Mick will end up in prison, or worse—following in his father’s footsteps.

Mick’s wardrobe is open. One side of it is completely empty, bar the one hundred or so manipulated wire coat hangers he has drilled into the wood to create something that looks like a torture chamber. A seccade, his Muslim prayer mat, is rolled up in the corner. Does he pray for forgiveness? Did Ibrahim teach him that, too, after I asked him specifically to leave our religion out of his upbringing? My stomach sinks. This is our son. And we made him like this.

I take a deep breath. I am in here now, and might as well start looking for something. But is there even anything to find? If his father taught him well, probably not. To be honest, the easiest thing to assume right now would be that he is dealing drugs. But that is stereotypical, and if there is anything I am more certain of, it is that Mick cannot stand stereotypical. He has always got to go against the grain. How do I know? I have seen the way he looks at Mia. In the quiet moments in class, when no one is watching. He has a soft spot for her. I know it. I recognize that look. It is straight from Ibrahim’s face when we were in high school. It must be in our family’s blood. We are attracted to different.

I notice an open cardboard box squeezed between his dresser and the wall. On top is the dark-blue jumper my mother knitted for him when he started high school. I smile, lift it out of the box, and hold it in front of me. The grey light from the window shines through the fabric. I bring the jumper to my nose and sniff.

I miss you.

I imagine it still smells like my mother.

Anise.

I decide to keep it. A token of my son’s innocence, a memory of my mother. I close my eyes and whisper, “May Allah bless her soul and make her grave a garden of paradise,” out of respect to my parents.

I look at the box again and notice that the whole thing is full of Mick’s woollen jumpers. Is he giving them to the Salvation Army? Is he finally getting rid of all his excess junk?

I rummage through the box, to see what he is getting rid of, but as I push some fabric to the side, I hear a heavy muffled thud. So I pull out a couple more jumpers and there are more thuds. They get louder and louder the more jumpers I pull from the box.

I toss the pile of jumpers onto the bed, and reach into the box to pick up one of a dozen or so T-shaped black leather cases. Its weight is quite soothing in my hand, like a stress ball.

I unclip the press stud at the center of the T, hands trembling, heart pulsing in my ears, and slip it from its case. I am pretty sure I know what it is. But I am hoping I’m wrong.

But I’m not. Push daggers. And they are all engraved with a capital I.

I smile … until I realize I shouldn’t.



Chapter 23


Mia: Maybe he isn’t a dickhead after all.


I’m supposed to be in Theatre Studies. But I so can’t see myself performing that stupid Joan of Arc scenario when I feel so rat shit. I lean against the newly decorated mosaic wall of the auditorium and smoke a ciggie, breathing in slow, long, and hard, the velvety smoke caressing the inside of my throat like a tongue.

I stare across the empty football field at the cluster of old red brick buildings—the English wing—and wonder why Psychology and Advanced Sciences get the new building when English is a compulsory subject. Everybody’s got an agenda. Even the people that aren’t meant to.

The waist of my jeans digs into my stomach as I bend down to pick up a smooth black oval rock; my dry lips crack as I wince, and my feet burn as gravel scratches the soles of my black baby doll flats.

I slip the rock into my schoolbag. I’ll keep it. Maybe I can do something with it in Metalwork. A pendant for Dad maybe. It would be a nice gesture. And I should butter him up a bit anyway, prevent him from finding out about the pills.

The pills. ThePills.

I’ve never done drugs before. What if I get hooked? Caught? What if I lose heaps of weight, but then keep losing it and turn into a freaky anorexic? Ugh. I’ve seen what that shitty disease does to people. They look like zombies.

Man. Even grosser.

I take another heavy drag of my ciggie, suck my cheeks in as much as possible, and imagine gorgeous cheekbones appearing. But I breathe in too deep and gag and spit yellow foam onto the concrete. As it splatters onto my shoe, someone around the corner of the building kicks something, and yells, “Cunt! Fuckin’ stupid fuckin’ cunt!”

I drop my cigarette on the ground and with a quick press, twist, and jerk of my heel, I butt it out and lob it under a bench.

There’s more swearing, more kicking, more groaning, and I creep to the corner of the building to see what’s going on.

It’s Mick. Having a tantrum. As usual.

Dickhead.

I roll my eyes and spin around to grab my bag to leave. I can’t deal with his shit again. He’s a freaking psycho. But just as I hook my arm into a strap, Mick grabs it and yanks me around to face him.

“You spying on me, you fat fuck?” Mick spits on the ground.

A fleck of his saliva lands on my lip. Yuck, gross, ew. I hold my breath and try not to look him in the eye. Instead I focus on a mole by his left nostril. He’s got a good grip on my arm; maybe I’m not as fat as I feel. Or maybe Mick’s hands are just extra big. I swallow, squint, and channel my own bullying nature back to the surface.

“Nope. You all sooky ’cause your mummy didn’t come home last night?” I say.

Mick snarls and inches backwards. He flicks my arm out of his hand like it’s burning his palm. He stares at me, arms slightly out to the side as if they are opposing magnets pushing from his torso. He sucks in his top lip and scrapes it over and over with his bottom teeth.

Maybe I should push some more. What have I got to lose? He’s gonna try to make my life miserable anyway.

“Didn’t Mummy leave you any yum-yums, Mick?”

Mick clenches his fist and lifts it above his head as if about to pound the shit out of me, but he just swings at the air. Man. What a dick.

“What the fuck do you know about that?” he barks.

“About what? Your mother or your dinner?” I scoff, surprised I haven’t been smacked or spat at again.

Mick takes a deep breath and closes his eyes. His torso and arms relax, and he squints across the football field; the expression on his face is the epitome of what I was thinking about earlier. Mick hurls a globule of phlegm at the ground and wipes his mouth with the hem of his T-shirt. He looks at me and his nose twitches.

“Can I bum a smoke?” Mick asks, as if trying out a slightly different personality.

I hesitate a little, not sure if I heard right, then fumble through my bag looking for the pack. When I find it, I hold it out in front of me, at a distance, as if Mick were a wild animal that might bite my arm off if I get any closer. He stares at me, then at the pack of ciggies. I glance at my hand, flick the lid open with my thumb. Mick steps forwards, takes a ciggie, launches it into his mouth. He catches it between his lips like a pro and gawks at me. What? Does he want me to congratulate him? I gawk back.

Mick raises his brow in question.

“Uh …  uh … here.” I rummage for my lighter. I can’t find it.

Mick reaches into his back pocket and pulls one out. Lights his cigarette and blows smoke straight into my face. His lips form a perfect O.

I don’t flinch.

Mick hovers above me. I’m not gonna let him intimidate me. He’s all show. He’s got to be. And who would hit a girl? For real? If he did he’d be fucked. My dad would kill him.

“You gonna hang around here all day, pussy shit?” Mick says. Didn’t take long for him to stop being “nice.”

I scrunch up my nose, numb to the name-calling. “I have as much right to be here as you do, man.”

Mick’s upper lip twitches. He looks out at the field again and takes another long drag, his ciggie pinched between his forefinger and thumb. When he exhales, he tilts his head and narrows his eyes at me as if scrutinizing every wrinkle that is bound to surface as time goes by.

“You’re still hot.” He smirks.

I blush and glance in the opposite direction as if I might have heard someone approaching. I rub my nose, sniff, and look at the concrete, smile a little, hoping Mick can’t see it, then draw a star on the ground with my toes.

“Didn’t really take you for the type to go for ‘Big. Fat. Fucks.’” I laugh. I don’t mean to laugh. It just sorta comes out.

Mick cracks his knuckles by pressing his fingers into fists, sits on the bench and rests his elbows on his spread knees. He doesn’t ask me to sit, but something makes it seem like an invitation.

So I sit. And place my bag between my feet on the ground.

Mick doesn’t look at me, but he smiles and sucks on his ciggie. The tobacco crackles and burns as I watch the smoke slip in and out of his mouth.

I get butterflies in my stomach and gulp.

“The only reason I give ya so much shit,” he says, “is because yer the only chick in this school that doesn’t break down cryin’ every two fuckin’ seconds.”

I think about the logic of that for a sec. But can’t find any. I scoff. “And how exactly does that make me a target?”

Mick laughs and shakes his head as if the answer were obvious. “Yourra challenge.” He leans closer to my ear and whispers, “I want to break you.” He glances at me for a split second, grins, and shifts in his seat.

Could he be feeling nervous?

“You’re never gonna break me,” I say, bumping my right shoulder into Mick’s left one. “I’m already broken.”

I just touched him. A huge lump rises in my throat, and my face flushes. I don’t know what possessed me to say something so, so lame. Mick turns to face me, his smile fading slightly. For a very short moment we hold each other’s gaze. Just long enough for me to see another side of him lingering in his eyes.

I grab my schoolbag off the concrete, lay it in my lap, and zip it open. I reach inside and pull out a packet of gum, squeeze a couple of pellets into my mouth, and then offer some to Mick. He shakes his head and rubs his hands over his knees.

“I gotta go.” Mick stands, puts his hands in his pockets, and lingers a bit, looking to his left. I look up at him. I want to say something to make him stay. Even if it’s something cruel. I don’t care. Beats sitting here alone. But I’m too late.

“Take it easy, pussy-shit.” Mick winks and disappears behind the building.

I lick my lips as I zip my bag shut and rest it beside me on the bench. I stretch my legs out in front of me and scrutinize my swollen ankles.

Still hot? Man! What’s in his ciggies? I chuckle to myself.

I gaze into the sky, shade my face from the sun shining through a gap in the clouds, and smile.

Huh. He actually likes me.

To celebrate, I pop another pill.



Chapter 24


Nash: Just pockets of air.


I stare at the e-mail. Clenching my jaw. Wondering why the fuck now? Not a word. Not a single word from Celeste. And all of a sudden, she wants to “have a catch-up chat?” On the home phone? Why couldn’t she just call in the first place? Why go to the trouble of e-mailing me to say that? We didn’t “chat” when we were married.

I scowl at my computer and take a bite out of my nectarine. Juice drips into my beard. I wipe it on my forearm, then my forearm onto my thigh, and jiggle my leg up and down.

Agenda.

I nod at my screen as if it were offering me advice. She’s preparing me for something. I know the manipulative drill. How could I forget? Do all women pretend to be nice only when they want something? I haven’t noticed Sonia do it. Mia does. But she’s a teenager. That’s expected.

My shoulders and neck are sore from sleeping pushed up against the wall. Sonia sleeps like a starfish. I stand up and stretch my arms to the ceiling while keeping my eyes on the screen. As if staring at it is somehow going to give me all the answers.

I look around the staff room. It’s still early. Empty. Should be about nine p.m. in LA about now. Should I just get this out of the way and call her myself? Maybe catching her off guard might elicit the real reason she wants to chat. Without cushioning anything. Less time to prepare. Also using the school’s phone will save me the cost. There’s no way I’m going to tell her to log in to Skype. I reckon she’ll stall. Then teachers will start coming in and it will be too late. It’s always too late.

I rest my half-eaten nectarine on a serviette and rub my hands on my thighs. I pick up the phone. The cold, lightweight plastic hums in my hand. I break out in a sweat when I bring the receiver to my ear. The dial tone seems louder than usual. I check it’s not on speakerphone and dial Celeste’s number. Know it by heart from all the times I called and hung up when the separation was fresh.

Karter answers the phone.

 “Hi,” I croak, and clear my throat. “It’s Nash. Is Celeste there?”

Karter groans. “I know who you are. I’d recognize your accent from a hundred miles away.”

Likewise, Hitler.

Just as I’m about to reply, something muffles in the phone, as if Karter is pushing the receiver into his chest when he calls for Celeste. I can just make out Celeste’s fake surprised “Oh?” in the background. Karter is probably glaring at her as if she’s going to somehow give me a blow job through the phone.

Tosser.

“Hello, Nash. What a pleasant surprise. How are you?”

I scratch my beard, glance towards the entrance of the staff room to make sure I’m still alone. “Celeste. Don’t.”

“Hmm, oh, that’s fabulous. Yeah, I’m fine, thanks. Is there something I can help you with?”

“I would’ve thought, after a lifetime of pretending, that you’d do yourself a favour and find someone you could be yourself with,” I snap and loosen my jaw. I’ve just noticed it’s clenched.

“I see.” Celeste sighs. I can practically hear her lip twitch and nostrils flare.

“Look. What do you want? What was that e-mail all about?”

Silence.

I pick up a biro and stab it into my corkboard. It doesn’t go in far enough and drops to my desk with a clack.

“I see. Okay. Well, let me have a think. I could have something prepared for you in a couple of days. Would that work for you? What’s your deadline?”

“So you’re keeping stuff from Karter as well? I should’ve fucking known.”

Celeste clears her throat. “I’m sorry, I’m not sure I know what you’re referring to.” Her voice is a little shaky, but probably only enough for me to recognize.

“For fuck’s sake, C. Whatever it is, you’d better spit it out. You’ve caused Mia and me enough grief as it is. What. Do. You. Want?”

“Okay, Nash. That shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll send you an e-mail with all the details on how to get started. It’s not a complicated procedure.”

“No. No, you won’t. You tell me what’s going on now. Figure something out.”

Silence.

I bring a fist to my mouth and bite it. This whole thing makes me want to scream. I need a session with the punching bag in the gym.

Fuck.

“I mean it, Celeste,” I say through gritted teeth.

Her breath quickens.

“I’ll call you back,” she whispers and hangs up.

“Fuck!” I bang my fist on the desk. When I look up, Sonia is standing beside me.

“Shit. Sonia. Sorry.”

“Not a problem. Sounds like your morning is as bad as mine.”

I stand and cup my hands over Sonia’s cheeks in an attempt to relax myself. “What’s wrong?” I say. A tear rolls down her cheek, and she glances towards the entrance.

“It’s Mick. I think he is into something illegal.”

“What do you mean? Drugs?”

Sonia gently removes my hands from her face and shakes her head. She swallows, looks at her shoes, and pinches the skin between her eyes.

“Worse. Nash, I think he is selling stolen weapons.”

“Guns?” I say a little too loudly, craning my neck.

Sonia frowns and whispers, “No, no—”

My mobile phone rings. I glare at it. Cover my mouth and nose with my right hand and breathe into it like an oxygen mask.

“I have to get this. I’m sorry.”

“Should I leave you alone?” Sonia asks with a forgiving yet sad smile on her face.

“Nah. Nah. Here.” I roll an absent teacher’s seat next to my desk and gesture for Sonia to sit while I pick up the phone.

Sonia sits and pulls a tissue out of her handbag.

“Yeah?” I sigh.

“It’s me.”

“Alone now?”

“Yes,” Celeste says, half whispering. “Barely.”

“Get on with it then.”

“Okay.” It sounds like Celeste is holding her breath.

“Jesus Chri—”

“Mia’s not yours.”

I glance at Sonia as she blows her nose. “What?”

“She was the result of an assault.” Celeste bursts into tears. The sound becomes a little quieter as if she’s moved away from the receiver.

“What?” I repeat so quietly I can hardly hear it in my own head.

“I’m sorry. I just couldn’t keep it from you anymore. It was burning a hole in my heart. You deserve the truth. Mia deserves the truth.”

“You—you—”

“I’m sorry.” Celeste blubbers like a child. “Can you not tell her yet? I’d like to visit. I think she should hear it straight from me.”

“Excuse me?” I roar, kicking my dustbin. “You can’t expect me to—”

“Please!” Celeste wails. “I’m sorry. I’ve got to—” She hangs up.

I hold the receiver in front of my face. Stare at the beeping plastic like it’s an object I’ve never seen before in my life. Sonia goes quiet and rests her hand on my knee. I turn to face her, swallow a buildup of saliva, dizzy, like I’m being held upside down by my ankles.

“Nash? What’s the matter? You have gone really pale.”

I drop the phone.

And throw up on the floor.

 
 


***


 
 

I can’t look Sonia in the face. Her eyes are all slanty. Her mouth thin and therapist-like. I hold back the tears. Just. But if I look her in the eye, I’ll be a total goner—and a high school parking lot is not the place to lose control of my emotions. Especially since I’m a PE teacher. A male PE teacher. And students are storming out of the building like a wild stampede. They’ll target my vulnerability as if it’s a piece of meat.

I roll two cigarettes on the roof of my car, put one in my mouth, lean my back against the driver’s side, and light up. I offer the other one to Sonia with a swift flick of my hand. Corner eye contact. Glancing at the ground. Gravel. Dark grey. Rock hard with pockets of air.

Just like me.

Sonia looks around her, shifts her weight from foot to foot, shakes her head. I shrug. Put the cig behind my ear.

Usually, I wouldn’t let the kids see me smoke. But right now I couldn’t give a shit if they saw. As long as I’m not crying and looking like a pussy. Fingers crossed the principal doesn’t decide to leave on time today.

 “Are you going to be okay?” Sonia half-whispers, resting her hand lightly on my inner elbow. “Is there anything I can do?”

I jerk my arm away. Sonia retracts her hand. I can sense the confusion on her face, but I can’t let her touch me. It’ll trigger the tears. I have to avoid the tears. I sniff and stare in the opposite direction. Sonia swallows, crosses her arms, and looks at the ground. Or her feet. Or the back tyre of my car. I can’t tell which.

“Sorry.” I face her, but focus on the tiny dark freckle to the left of her mouth. “Not now. Smoke with me?”

I remove the second cigarette from my ear and offer it to her again. Sonia snatches it, purses it between her lips, and leans forwards for me to light it with the end of mine. She shakes her head, stares towards the school gate.

We stand here. In the silence of our synced exhale. Watching the crowd of students leave the school grounds and hoard outside the fish ’n’ chip shop across the road.

Sonia slips one hand behind her back and taps her fingers on the car door.

“Are you going to tell her?”

I drop my shoulders, fill my cheeks with air, and let it out slowly with a trickle of smoke. “Should I?”

Sonia pushes her fringe out of her face with the hand holding the cigarette. “I don’t know. Do you want to?”

Student voices fill the grounds with ambivalent noise. Car doors open and close, engines roll, gravel grinds as wheels roll towards the comfort of their own homes.

I laugh. Inhale the sweetness of autumn. “What do you reckon?”

Sonia elbows me in the side and juts her chin towards the school gate. I lower my gaze. Mia is approaching with a hippie-looking somebody I have never seen her with before. As far as I can tell, my expression doesn’t change.

“Aren’t you going to offer her a lift?”

“She doesn’t like to ride with me anymore.”

“Since when?”

“Couple weeks. Best I don’t ask, I reckon.”

“Right.” The tone in Sonia’s voice sounds cynical.

“Please, don’t.” This time I look her right in the eyes. I can see my reflection, the hazy sun light filling my backdrop like a white sheet.

“I’m not.” Sonia looks away. Towards Mia. I look too. The hippie girl starts massaging the back of Mia’s neck. They lean against the fence on the outside, and Mia hunches her shoulders as if the massage is too rough, then moves away. The hippy girl puts her hands on her hips. Mia pulls the waist of her pants up and her T-shirt over her hip flab. She yells something, flings her arms around. The silence of that yell from a distance is disconcerting.

Maybe it’s just a new friend. A tiff. As simple as that.

“Well¬—” I open my car door and butt my cigarette out in the ashtray by the gear stick. “I’ll head home.”

When I reemerge from the car, Sonia is gone.



Chapter 25


Sonia

[image: Equation 1]

There is a plastic toy truck embedded in my back lawn, disintegrating, slowly sinking from years of weather. Every day for the past fifteen years I have kept reminding myself to dig it up and throw it away. But every day I purposely neglect it.

On the back porch, I stand over the bloodstain, so I can pretend, for a moment, it does not exist. I unfasten the hair clip holding my inarticulate twist together, looking at the truck and the overgrown grass surrounding it, the part I always mow around. The teaspoon wind chime Mick made for me when he was a child preaches melancholic memories in the lukewarm breeze.

Today is the day I let go of the boy and welcome the man—regardless of the man he has become.

I kick off my shoes and cross the lawn to the aluminum shed. Inside, I search for where Ibrahim hid the shovel and gardening gloves. I find the shovel leaning upright against a huge bag of “fertilizer.” It’s been sealed with staples across the top, but the gloves are nowhere to be seen. Maybe Ibrahim took them. Maybe he is sentimental.

I roll up my shirtsleeves, then spear the shovel into the dirt surrounding the toy truck, and make four large dents in the earth. In the fourth dent, I pry up the truck just enough for me to jerk it out with my hands. Dirt embeds itself below my nails. I pull hard and almost tumble backwards as it comes loose from my overenthusiastic yank.

I hold the truck out in front of me. The bottom half of it is still bright red and yellow, the wheels clogged with mud. The top part has faded into a pale shade of orange.

Maybe that’s all it is. Maybe Mick’s just fading on the surface.

“My truck.”

I look up at the sound of the fly wire squeaking, still holding the truck in front of me. Mick hovers at the back door. But he won’t step onto the porch. He very rarely comes out here anymore.

“Why?” Mick frowns.

I run the truck to the dark-green street bin by the back fence. The snap of the closing lid echoes in my ears.

“Thanks for cleaning the kitchen,” I say, brushing off my hands, trying not to touch my clothes. I smile to avoid appearing threatening. I do not want him to think I am going to lecture him about anything. I have done enough of that. And who am I to lecture him about how to behave, anyway?

“I didn’t.”

“Then who did?”

Mick turns and slams the fly wire door behind him. Something crashes in the kitchen. Pots hitting the floor? Did he just swipe them off the counter?

I have to confront him about the knives. I have to get to the bottom of this, to save my son from his father. For a moment, I think that maybe what he needs is saving from is me. But honestly, if he has gotten himself mixed up with Ibrahim’s colleagues, I worry that he will do something “wrong” and get himself killed. I saw what my betrayal did to Ibrahim, the sacrifices he had to make to continue living his life. How he constantly had to run from himself. Could he be back in all his glory, but smuggling weapons instead of drugs under an alias? I would not put it past him.

I return the shovel to the shed and stare at the stapled bag of fertilizer. I suspect it’s not actually fertilizer. Do I want to open it and see? I shake my head. My best option is to ignore it. I hardly use anything that is in here anyway. And if Ibrahim is back in town, my bet is the next time I need something from in here, the bag will be gone.

I walk inside. Slam the door. Maybe it is time “Mrs. Shâd” took some time off. Lay off the over-articulation of my speech. Why I thought avoiding contractions made me sound more like a respectable teacher is beyond me.

I pick up the pots from the floor and rest them on the kitchen table. No more pussyfooting around. Time to get dirty.

“Mick! Get the fuck out here. Now!”

Mick turns his stereo up full blast.

“I Killed the Prom Queen.”

I’d recognize their sound all the way from the Dame Phyllis Frost Centre.

I sit on the edge of the table and bury my head in my hands. Grit my teeth, slam my fists on the table by my thighs. The pots rattle. That’s what it sounds like inside my head. Night and day.

I break out in a cold sweat and lick my top lip. Stand. Open the fridge. I eye the slab of steak, but grab a tub of low-fat natural yogurt instead. I peel back the aluminum cover and stare at the gelatinous slush, look at the cutlery drawer, then at the dirty teaspoons in the sink and use one of those instead.

I scoop out a spoonful of yogurt and hold it up to the light streaming through the kitchen window. It’s almost translucent. A globule of embryonic membrane. I put it in my mouth. It tastes like snot. I look at the expiry date on the lid. It’s two weeks over. I spit the yogurt into the sink, throw the tub in the garbage, cup my hands under the tap to rinse out my mouth.

Violent metal beats and grating vocals rattle something in the hallway.

Roar, roar, roar, roar …

I stand in front of Mick’s bedroom door and stare at the black Texta marks that conceal the peeling paint. I think of Ibrahim smashing my head against it and feel sick to my stomach. Then the excitement of him penetrating me from behind.

I wipe away a tear and bang on Mick’s door. No answer. I try to open it, but it’s locked. Anger flushes through my body so fast my veins might burst. I hold my breath, clench my fists, and bang on the door again with both hands.

I scream.

It’s so loud inside my own head that my brain vibrates against my skull, and my face feels like it’s burning off.

The music stops.

Mick opens the door.

We stare at each other.

My chest moves up and down as I try to catch my breath. Mick doesn’t say a word, but a glimmer of pity passes over his eyes.

“Please,” I breathe, “we really need—”

“Is this about Mr. Weston?”

I shut my mouth. Blink. Swallow.

“You know about Nash?” I croak.

For a very short moment, the creepiness of Mick’s expression makes me forget he’s my son, and I feel violated.

“Don’t get yer scanties inna knot. I don’t give a fuck.” Mick picks at a bit of paint from the door frame, peels it off, rolls it into a ball, and flicks it over my shoulder.

I squint. Wish he’d do something about those blackheads. What a stupid thought to have right now. But maybe it’s the mundane things like this that I can rely on to prevent me from retreating into my prior self.

Mick glares back. “Whatcha think? I’m gonna crack the shits ’cause he’s not Dad?”

I look down the hall as if I’ve heard a noise. I haven’t. But I need to look away. Mick’s eyes haunt me. I wonder if he notices. If he cares. “No, I—”

“Dad is a cunt. The homeless dude down the road could look after us better.”

“Oh. Well—”

“Yeah, go ’head. Have ’em over. Fuckin’ A. I promise I won’t spit in Mia’s face.”

Mick slams the door in my face and turns his stereo back on. The heavy metal razors cut through the walls, my head, and my heart.

I kneel on the floor to relieve the sudden dizziness and notice a faint footprint near the front door, but it doesn’t look like it’s from Mick’s runners. I crawl over to take a closer look.

Army boot.

Ibrahim.

I hold my breath. I knew it.

He never left.



FLASH-FORWARD


A small gasp. Female.

“What happened? What’s going on?”

A man coughs, spits on the road—it splatters like phlegm. He tells the woman to shut the fuck up.

“Oh my God, I can’t feel my legs. I can’t feel my legs!” she cries.

“Don’t move, ya cunt—stay in the fuckin’ car.” The man’s voice quivers, its tone anxious, familiar. I think I know who it is. But it can’t be.

I roll onto my side, clenching my teeth through the sharp stabbing in my leg, and look towards the voices. It’s Mum, face covered in blood, trapped in a rent-a-car wrapped around a tree. What is she doing here? Why?

My breath quickens. I look at the car, and at Dad, still motionless. Shooting pain crawls up my left arm and into my neck like an electric shock.

I look up.

Itis  him.

And he has a knife to Mum’s throat.



Chapter 26


Sonia: Cytotoxic lymphocyte


The kettle boils. Its auto-stop is broken. I neglect to switch it off. Instead, I remain seated at the kitchen table, staring at the steam hitting the base of the cupboard above it, watching condensation form on the cream gloss finish, listening to the whistle become fiercer and fiercer, until the water bubbles through the nozzle and splashes on the counter, an inch from my mobile phone.

I remember the time Ibrahim held my head over this steaming kettle. It lasted for only a brief moment. If it wasn’t for the steak knife resting on the counter from the previous night’s meal, I wouldn’t have walked away with anything less than third-degree burns covering the right side of my face. Sometimes I wonder whether physical scars would have been better than the emotional ones it left behind. I stabbed him just below the ribs. It was shallow. But I haven’t had a decent night’s sleep since. Mainly because I enjoyed it so much. Someone needs to put me down. I don’t know how much longer I can keep this up.

I stand. Switch the kettle off from the power point on the wall.

I flip open my mobile and lean my hip against the counter.

Message Nash.

I’m sorry I ditched you in the car park. I was upset about what I found in Mick’s room. I was upset that you didn’t seem to care. Can you forgive me? BTW, I told Mick about us, and he thinks it’s great. So let’s all do dinner?

I stare at it. Bite the inside of my left cheek. Delete it and start again.

I told Mick. Dinner is a go. PS: I’m sorry.

I groan. Delete it again.

Told him.

I press Send. Flick the phone closed. Wait.

I shift the weight between my feet, rest the mobile on the counter, and watch it until the screen dims.

The phone vibrates, flashes blue. I flip it open again, open the message.

great

I take a deep breath and slowly exhale through my nose. I want to leave it at that. To not give Nash the impression that I need him to stay sane, to stay … clean. But can’t help myself.

Sorry about today.

OK

What night?

Talk tomorrow.

I want to call him. The messages are unsatisfying. I have to make sure he’s okay. No. Make sure he’s okay with me. But I don’t. I resist. If I call, it will only make me feel worse—unwanted. He’s obviously in a rotten mood. And I don’t blame him. What an awful thing to find out about Mia. Celeste was so lovely in high school. She took me under her wing, helped me become “cool.” She even convinced me to hook up with Ibrahim so I could become a more solid member of their group. She used to be so down-to-earth. I wonder what turned her into such a fitness-and-beauty freak? And what kind of mother leaves her only child with a man she suspects isn’t the biological father? It just doesn’t make sense.

I turn my phone off and head to bed, feeling like all the colour has drained from my skin and into my childhood rainbow. I think about Mick’s prayer mat and contemplate pulling it out. Maybe I need to reunite myself with Allah. Maybe he can help me continue to be a good mother, to keep suppressing my older self, the craving to sin. But I can’t stop likening the prayer mat to a pool of blood. And that just makes me lose touch with reality even more.

Because the last time I prayed was over ten years ago.

The day I was baptized a killer on our back porch.



Chapter 27


Nash: Is. And always will be.


I lie on my back. On the grass. By the Yarra River. Smoking. Contributing to the grey of the low-hung clouds. I don’t want to go home. How can I look Mia in the eye and keep Celeste’s secret? And for fuck’s sake, I don’t give a shit whose junk conceived her—she’s still my daughter.

My daughter.

Always will be.

But will Mia feel that way? What if the mere technicality of it sends her spiraling into an even bigger depression? What if she goes to live with Celeste in LA? How would I cope? The thought of losing the only person I love more than I loved footy is hard to swallow.

Assault? That is rich. Really rich, Celeste.

Leaves rustle in the wind. A cyclist’s chains clink as they glide by my head only a metre from the footpath. Cars rumble on the bridge behind me. The sun disappears, thunder cracks, and rain pelts down.

But I don’t move.

I close my eyes, allow myself to become as soggy as my cigarette. I throw it towards the river knowing it won’t even make it close. This time I don’t feel guilty. The river is brown. City brown shit pollution crap, what-the-fuck-are-we-doing-wrong brown.

What’s one more fag?

What’s one more sorry broken soul taking his shit out on the river?

What difference does it make?

“What difference does it fucking make?” I roar, punching both fists and feet repeatedly towards the sky.

And then it finally happens with one huge breath of wet air.

I cry.

I cry, and my body trembles against the earth.



Chapter 28


Mia: Lost in a labyrinth.


I pop another pill, sit cross-legged in the middle of my bedroom floor, categorizing the music on my iPod: male, androgynous, goddess. My left knee bounces up and down, the fat of my calf acting as an air bag. I press play on “Bird Song” by Lene Lovich in the “goddess” category and look at my window. It’s raining. The drops splatter on the glass like giant spitballs. All I want to do is jump. On a trampoline. I regret letting my dad throw it away.

Trampoline in the rain, trampoline in the rain, Hi-Ho the Derry-O, trampoline in the rain…

The phone rings, shrill in my left ear as I adjust my earphones, a mix between tweeting birds and nails down a blackboard. But I dance to my feet anyway, trying on the dub step moves, unsuccessfully, but who cares. Man, at the moment I feel like I could do anything.

I yank the earphones from my ears and drop my iPod on the bed, dance to the living room, answer the phone; the smile on my face fades when I hear her voice.

“Mia? Darling?”

“Oh. Mum.”

“How are you?”

I look at my reflection in the picture frame on the wall, my face an essence within a nostalgic footy game, Dad in the motions of kicking the ball towards the goalposts, his mouth contorted with passion—young, handsome, pre-single father lost in the labyrinth of responsibility.

“Same,” I say quietly.

Lahhhst in a laaabrynth …

“How’s your— How’s Nash?”

I shrug. “Same.”

Lahhhst in a laaabrynth…

Silence. Saliva. Scent of suppressed hunger.

Kids screaming, running in the street in the rain—it filters through the open window. I want to join them. Play hopscotch, clapping rhymes, grow up … nicer.

“Ah… how’s—”

“Why are you calling?” A dog barks and growls. Next-door neighbour tells it to move, it whimpers, a door slams shut.

Mum laughs. Squeaky. Phoney. Small.

“Sweetie, I’m just calling to see how you are.”

Singsongy.

Lahhhst in a laaabrynth…

“You never call just to see how I am.”

Mum inhales. Drama queen. I picture her nostrils flaring and bite dry skin off my top lip. Something pings through the phone. A microwave maybe. Or maybe Karter gave her a time limit on the phone, and this is her cue to get off. Wouldn’t be fucking surprised. Arse.

“So. I did have a reason for calling actually. I just wanted to let you know that I’m coming to visit! Good news, isn’t it?”

I hold my breath and look at my swollen ankles, my wrists, the ring I can’t remove from my middle finger. My cheeks flush——an urgent need to run, to run anywhere—pinches just below the surface of my skin like an itch, an itch, the creepy crawlies in my bones, eyes hot, they sting, like I need some water, I’ve been forgetting the water, forgetting to eat, when did I eat, when did I stop thinking about the chocolate under my bed, oh shit, oh shit, oh fuck, visit? What? When when when?

“When?” I ask.

“Oh. I was thinking …  around a month?”

I shriek, “A month?”

“A month isn’t good? What’s happening? You going away or something? I don’t want to intrude, just let me know when it’s a good time, the last thing I want to do is—”

“No! No, it’s fine, I mean, I was just … just surprised. Happy surprised, you know. I … er … I miss you.” I roll my eyes. What am I going to do? How am I going to lose all this weight in only one month? I can’t let her see me like this.

“Oh, that’s a relief. For a moment there I thought you didn’t want me to see you.”

I choose not to answer that. “Is, uh, Karter coming too?”

“No.” Mum scoffs under her breath.

I nod. The receiver sweats in my hand, I grip it tighter; I want to strangle it. The voices outside, the kids’ voices, they seem louder—are they coming over? Do they want to play? Has it stopped raining? There’s no noise, it’s just a hum, a thick hum around my head, creeping up my nose, sleeping on my eyelashes, hammocks to the sound waves.

Sleeeeepang on mah ahhhlashes…

“I’ll bring you some really nice designer outfits. How’s that sound? You’re still the same size, aren’t you?”

I close my eyes. Hold my breath, try to hum this feeling down to my feet and into the floor and into the earth and into the core. The darkness behind my eyes transforms into coloured swirls, and for a moment I feel like I’m floating. Is it relief? Am I falling asleep? Standing?

“Mia? Are you there?”

I flick my eyes open and touch the flab under my chin.

“I, uh, yeah. I’m still the same size.” I lower myself to the floor and hug my knees. I look between my legs, at the way my stomach folds over itself.

I’ll be the same size.

“Fabulous! I have the perfect outfit for you. Fun! Are you excited?”

I smile at a thin image of myself. I’ll never do this on time. Maybe I should leave town, quit school. Nothing here for me anyway. Go somewhere where no one knows me, hide out for a while until I’m back to my normal size, then return, you know, all happy and shit, and say, surprise, I’m not actually dead, man. I’m sorry I made you cry.

“Yeah. Full-on excited,” I say, rolling my eyes again. Funny how I sound so convincing.

Mum claps. “Let Nash know, okay? I haven’t had a chance to speak to him.”

“Okay.”

“Fabulous. Speak soon?”

“Sure.”

I return the receiver to its hub, and Dad opens the front door, sopping wet, pale, shivering, gasping for breath.

“Dad, you have to tell her no!” I cry, standing up too fast, feeling dizzy and balancing myself against the wall.

Dad lifts his cap, smoothes his hair into it, and puts it back on. He shakes his head, grabs a T-shirt off the arm of the couch, and wipes his face dry. “What are you on about?”

“Mum. She said she’s coming over. In a month!”

“Oh.”

“Oh? Look at me, Dad. I’m a fucking rhinoceros.”

“Mia, she’s not going to care.”

“Of course she’ll care,” I scream, tears streaming down my cheeks. “Look at who she married.”

“Mia—” Dad steps towards me, reaches for my shoulders.

“Don’t touch me. I should have known. Why would you care what Mum thinks of me? You probably agree with her. You think I’m a fucking fat ugly bitch just like everybody else. No wonder you keep pushing me to lose weight. You can’t stand the sight of me, can you?”

“Mia, it’s not like that. I’m just concerned about your health. Please, can you—”

“No. Leave me the fuck alone.” I grab the picture frame off the wall, of Dad playing footy, and hurl it across the room. It shatters on the TV and screams I hate you.

I stare at Dad, I want to say “sorry,” I want to take it back. Dad has tears in his eyes, tears, he never cries. I’ve never seen him cry.

I run into my bedroom, sobbing, choking on my own thick breaths, wishing the big fat ugly bitch in me would just die, die, die.

I rummage through my schoolbag and pull out the plastic Ziploc of pills. I empty it onto my bed.

There are only two left.

I swallow them both and clench my jaw until my head hurts.

I’m so fat I probably can’t even overdose.

I grab my iPod, put the earphones back in. Go for the goddess. Today’s goddess. I press Play, stand still, straight and tall, pretending to watch myself from above.

Courtney Love.

Skinny Little Bitch.



Chapter 29


Nash: I think I’ve lost her anyway.


I pick up the photo and the glassless frame off the floor, focus on Ibrahim, his pouted mouth and stocky legs. I rest the photo on the arm of the couch. Coach Warren gave it to me. A gift. A message. A sign I’d be the one to “make it.”

Yeah, I miss my footy days. I even miss the kinds of matches when it pelted down with rain. Once, it was raining so hard I couldn’t see properly, and I slammed into a fellow team player when we both jumped to catch the footy midair. I broke my collarbone. He fucked up his nose. We were mates. We shook hands and laughed about it. That was brotherhood. Not the team of psychos Ibrahim assembled when I married Celeste.

So? I could have become a pro player. Could have won trophies. But you know what? Mia is my trophy. And the only trophy I’ll ever need. Maybe I didn’t make it to the AFL, but I made it somewhere. And this place? It’s so much more special than a career that would probably have lasted a decade, if that.

The fact that I “made it” as Mia’s father is enough.

I can’t lose her.

I just can’t.

I go to the laundry; grab a plastic bin bag, the brush, and pan; return to the living room and scoop up the shards of glass. They hit the bottom of the plastic bag like I-told-you-sos. I leave the bag by the front door for the next time I go out.

In the kitchen, I open the fridge, grab myself a light Carlton Draught, and contemplate ordering some takeout. Vegetarian pizza maybe. But what about Mia? She shouldn’t be eating that stuff—even the garden variety. I’ve gotta be strong for her. I’ve gotta be strict, even if she hates my guts and lashes out. So what? I’ll be her punching bag. Crikey, that’s what parents are for.

I stare at the blank chunky ’90s TV screen, swig my beer, listen to the rain stop and start like God’s got prostate cancer. I switch the TV on for some background noise. I need to change clothes, but I head to Mia’s bedroom first, my wet footsteps as heavy as my heart.

I knock on her door.

No answer.

I knock again. Call her name. Jiggle the handle. Call her name.

Do I force it open? Or leave her alone? I have to confront her about her behaviour before she damages herself.

There’s movement, sound, like beads moving around a glass bowl, her wardrobe door swinging shut, a rustle of clothing, humming. As I reach for the handle again, the door swings open. Mia is lip-syncing, earphones in. Thick black shadow lines her eyes; her mouth is glossed red like fresh blood. Mia tries to push past. I block her, gripping the frame of the door on each side.

“Take them out,” I say, jutting my chin towards her earphones. Mia stares at my mouth; the corner of hers turns up. She raises her brow as if to say “fuck off,” jittering with an urgency I have never seen before.

“Please,” I mouth.

Mia clenches her jaw; looks at my left hand; whacks it down with both her arms, buckling my elbow; and slips past me. I grab her by the back of her T-shirt, pull her so hard it looks like she’s about to choke from the collar tight around her neck. I spin her around to face me. She gasps, eyes open wide. I breathe into her face, holding both her shoulders taut, yank her earphones out, and push her into the wall, just hard enough for her to know I mean business.

“What’s going on? Tell me now.”

“Piss off.” Mia spits in my face. I can’t believe it. I back up, glare at her, wipe her spit off with the hem of my wet T-shirt.

Mia glances towards the front door, at my chest, then at the floor. “Fuck. I’m sorry. I … I shouldn’t have—”

I flare my nostrils and put my hands in my pockets, open my mouth to speak, but nothing comes out. I want to yell and scream and shake the shit out of Mia, tell her to show me some respect, but I don’t. It’ll only make things worse. Plus, she just apologized. Even if it was motivated by a threat of not being let out of the house, she still did it. That says something. I should let it slide. Get to the bottom of what really matters here.

“Where you going?” I say on the exhale.

“Out.”

“Where out?”

“Just a friend’s house.”

“It’s a school night.”

Mia shrugs. “Maybe we’ll study.”

I shake my head. Mia’s eyes are glazed. Reflecting the shame I feel for all the crap I let Celeste put us through. We were a family. A happy one. Then all of a sudden Celeste decides we’re not good enough for her and runs off with a rich prick who treats her like a rich prick’s wife. What was she thinking? And now? Why? What’s the point of telling me now? Is this a part of some scheme to try to get custody of Mia?

Mia glares at me, flushing saliva back and forwards between her front teeth. She seems high. I scratch my beard, lean my back against the opposite wall and look at the floor.

I need to think.

“Can I go now?” Mia says with a fake smile.

I’ve just gotta ask her. Straight. “You on something?”

“What? No.” Her overly shocked expression tells me she’s lying. But I will give her a chance to come clean.

“Just tell me. I won’t be upset. I just wanna help you.”

Mia brushes hair out of her face and adjusts her T-shirt.

“Don’t be stupid.”

“You think I’m being stupid?”

“Yeah. It’s a stupid question.”

“I’m not blind. Explain the—”

“Man! It’s not ’cause I’m taking drugs. I’m dieting. And it’s hard. And it’s driving me fucking nuts.” Mia clutches her head, actions to demonstrate her explanation, I s’pose. Does she really think I’m that stupid? As if I need visuals to help me understand. “I need to, uh, keep busy, uh, to stop thinking about it.” Mia looks me right in the eye and stops fidgeting for a moment. It seems like it’s taking a lot of effort and concentration on her part to stand still. “That’s all. That’s all it is. I promise.”

I look towards the front door and press my lips together. She’s convincing. But I can see it in her eyes that she’s on something. How far do I push? How far can I interrogate her without pushing her to leave home? That’s what Celeste and I did as soon as our parents started questioning our behaviour. We thought we were invincible. We thought our parents were old-fashioned, overprotective, and overreacting. We thought that life would be easier on our own, without the hassle of listening to their lectures about drugs and contraception. Is that how Mia feels right now? Is this conversation the beginning of me pushing her out of my life?

I’ll let it go. For now.

“You still need to eat, mate,” I say. “What have you eaten today?”

Mia rolls her eyes. “Fruit. A salad.”

“When? Lunch?”

Mia nods.

“Dinner?”

She shakes her head.

I sigh, groan under my breath, yank my wallet out of my back pocket, and slide a twenty-dollar note out. “Promise me you’ll get something to eat on the way.”

Mia nods again, grabs the twenty, puts it in her back pocket, looks at her feet while clicking her tongue as if to say “Can I fucking go now?”

I cross my arms. Mia walks to the front door, puts an earphone in, pauses, spins around to face me, and smiles.

“Her name’s Kimiko. Kimi for short.” Mia’s top lip twitches. “You’d like her.”

I nod and watch Mia close the front door behind her.

The house fills with a suffocating invisible fog. I remove my cap and my wet T-shirt, run my fingers through my damp hair. I roll the T-shirt into a ball and hurl it at the door. It hits with a thick slap and flops to the floor.

And I have a terrible feeling, that this day has marked the beginning of our end.



Chapter 30


Mia: No one is ever what they seem.


I stand outside Kimi’s house, wondering whether I have the right street, right house number. I look at the directions on my phone again. Look at the house.

This is it. I am repulsed.

It’s a fucking two-storey mansion. White, blinding, even in the dark. Floor-to-ceiling windows deck the entire left side, which faces a block of land filled with trees. The lights are all off except a smallish circular one on the far right of the second floor.

I text Kimi to tell her I’m here, like she told me to. My hands are trembling, and I keep making stupid typos, biting my tongue in frustration at the auto-correct.

I rub out the text five times before I get it right. Almost: I’m outsider.

I send it anyway. My stomach gurgles. The insides of my legs feel like they’re filling with soda. I grit my teeth, flex my toes, clench my fists.

I need … more.

Something creaks behind me and I spin around. I think I see a shadow of translucence, like a jellyfish floating by. My nose is itchy. I rub it. Squeeze it. Sniff. Wipe it along my wrist.

Kimi slowly opens the front door and holds her finger to her mouth. Gestures for me to tiptoe in. Kimi takes me straight up to her bedroom without even introducing me to her parents.

Everything is white, black, and chrome. Everything. Art Deco–like. A mini retro hospital. Kimi is even wearing a grey tracksuit with freaking diamantes arranged in the shape of a heart on her left bum cheek. Kimi gestures for me to slip off my baby doll flats.

They’re flats, you idiot, I think.

I stare at Kimi’s arse as she leads me up the spiral staircase.

Bumshell. I giggle.

Kimi turns around and shooshes me with a frown.

The first thing I see in Kimi’s room is my reflection in the mirror directly opposite the door. I look and feel like a piece of stale toast crust.

Kimi closes the door, rolls her eyes, groans, and falls backwards, arms out to her sides, onto her king-sized bed with white lace frills bordering the bottom edges of the mattress.

“They’re not my real parents,” Kimi mumbles.

“What?” I stand in the middle of the room, wondering where to sit, afraid I might stain something with my inferiority.

“I’m adopted.” Kimi sits up, crosses her legs under her sparkly butt, and flings her arms in the air. “Can’t you tell?” She laughs, but I don’t get the joke.

I chuckle, not sure whether to feel pity or pleasure towards Kimi resenting good fortune. “Does your mum dress you too, then?”

Kimi glares at me, clearly not impressed by my sarcasm.

“Sorry.” I drop my bag and flats on the floor and look at my toes. I need to cut my nails. “I’m all out,” I say, and look up again.

“Already?”

I shrug, trying not to blink a hundred times a second, trying not think about pissing all over Kimi’s fluffy white carpet. I need the loo. Badly. “I took the last two before I came.” I glance at Kimi to see if she freaks out. Iam kinda freaking out. What if something happens to me after taking two pills at once? My limbs already feel floaty.

Kimi smiles as if she’s got a secret. “Chill out. You should see the look on your face.” She bursts out laughing again.

I swallow, walk to Kimi’s state-of-the-art dresser, open the top drawer to see what’s in it. These drugs make me do weird shit. I would never even think to pry like this normally. And I’m doing it so casually, without a care. And I don’t care. I just “am.” Like my existence is a gift to the world. And whatever I do in it is inconsequential.

“What the fuck are you doing?” Kimi says.

I click my tongue. “Getting to know you.”

Kimi jumps up, pushes in front of me, and flicks the drawer closed with her knuckles before I see beyond the abundant collection of nail polish arranged perfectly by shade. The drawer rolls and snaps shut.

“Nothing in there that’s gonna help you, chickie.”

 “Chickie?” I laugh. “Who are you?”

“No one is how they seem.”

I raise my eyebrows and let out a big breath. “I don’t even know why I’m here.”

“I do,” Kimi says.

I narrow my eyes at her. Her sly smile is so slanted, I’m amazed her mouth isn’t sliding off her face.

“So, let me get this straight. You’re just using me to sort out this stupid revenge thing you’re going on about. And you think getting me addicted to speed is going to keep me in your company and eating out of your hand?” I laugh—actually, I think it’s more of a cackle—trying to ignore the pulsating in my temples and the sweat accumulating on my top lip. “As if.”

Kimi shrugs. “Well, it worked, didn’t it? You’re here trying to score.”

“Can I just ask you one more time?” I say. “Why me? I mean, why not miss-piss-my-pants-in-Ping-Pong, who never learned to say no?”

Kimi looks at the ceiling, dramatizing her reaction with a contorted mouth and a scratch of her head. “You seemed, uh, let’s see … more vulnerable?”

I knew it. Great. So it’s obvious to everyone. “I’m not vulnerable,” I say. Seriously? I don’t even believe that myself, so why would she?

“Not anymore. You’ve got the drugs to thank for that.”

“You’re a fucking bitch.” I don’t know why that just came out of my mouth, but a sense of power is surging through me that makes me think of vampire poison flushing through my veins.

“So are you.”

Why is Kimi acting so calm? Does she really think she’s all that?

I crane my neck and drop my jaw. “ You manipulated me. How does that make me a bitch?

“You can’t remember a thing, can you, Mia?”

“Remember a fucking thing of what?” I wipe the sweat from my lip with the top of my wrist and cross my arms in one smooth transition.

“That day you burned my clothes in PE.”

I suck my tongue to the roof of my mouth.

That was … her?

“Shit.” My arms fall to my sides and Kimi inches closer, practically blocking me into a corner.

“Yeah. Shit.”

“Uh … you looked so different then.”

Kimi scoffs, shrugs, pulls out another little Ziploc bag of pills from her bra. She holds it out for me between two fingers. “So did you.”

I look at the pills, feeling like my eyes are crossing to gain focus. I contemplate turning them down, getting out of this little grave Kimi seems to be digging for me. I’m not myself. I know this.

These drugs. These drugs, they’re bad for me. But it’s so cool. This feeling. Of control. I feel alive and free and floaty, and I love and hate everyone at the same time. Maybe I don’t even know which feeling is which. Maybe it’s indifference. But I don’t care. And I don’t care about my weight so much, either. And I’ve already lost two kilos. Maybe this is what they call freedom. But I’m not stupid. I know they’re beginning to screw with my head. I mean. Fuck. I spat in Dad’s face. I would never have even considered doing that if I wasn’t high. I didn’t even think about it; I just did it. Like a reflex. I know I should stop taking these. I know. I will stop. Just one more round, and then I will stop.

I promise. It’s an honest-to-God promise.

I snatch them out of Kimi’s hand and put them in my pocket, hoping I don’t regret this.

Kimi grins. “Would be nice if you could contribute a little cash for—”

“I’m trying to figure out why I’m okay with you manipulating me,” I say, turn ninety degrees to face the dresser mirror, and wipe a small smudge of black from my right cheek. On top of the dresser is a picture of Kimi and some older guy. Really dark-skinned. The guy looks familiar, but who isn’t quite registering. It’s probably her adopted father.

Kimi puts her hands around my waist from behind and rests her chin on my shoulder. We look into each other’s reflected eyes in the mirror.

“I’m not manipulating you,” she says. “It’s a simple case of I scratch your back and you scratch mine. And there’s more to you. I’m curious. You’re interesting.” Kimi lowers the tone in her voice to a featheriness that reeks of sexual innuendo.

I purse my lips and turn around to face her. Kimi pushes her boney pelvis against my robust hip, hooks my hair behind my ears, and whispers, “You’re not afraid of me, are you?”

My stomach tightens and tingles travel down to my crotch. Kimi’s lips move closer to mine; she smells like white musk. Saliva accumulates under my tongue, but all I can think about is Mick being here too. If he was, I wouldn’t pull away.

Just before Kimi’s lips touch mine, I swivel my head to the right. I can’t do this. I want to try it. But I can’t. It just feels wrong. Kimi steps backwards and gives me room to move away from the dresser and stares at the floor with her arms crossed.

I grab my bag, hook it over my shoulder, and pick up my flats.

“You really should tell me what it is you need me to do.” I say, and stand by the door. “You can’t bait me with speed forever, man. At some point I’m not gonna want it.”

“I don’t need to tell you anything. You can easily help me on the spur of the moment. It’s not as if I need you to plan a murder. I just want you to—” Kimi holds her forehead like she has a headache. “You’re just going do something in a place I can’t be seen. That’s all.”

“That’s all? This is stupid. Why can’t you just tell me?”

“I’m trying to protect you. If I tell you, you might be liable.”

 “Liable? For what?” This doesn’t sound good.

Kimi flicks her head towards the door. “I think you should go now.”

“Why?” Is she serious?

“You just should. My foster father doesn’t know you’re here, and he’ll be up here to check on me any minute.”

“But—”

“You got what you came for, didn’t you?”

She shuffles me to the front door. “Sorry. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Kimi smiles as if she’s a little embarrassed. Maybe she’s really in trouble and genuinely needs my help. Maybe I’m being too suspicious. Maybe I’m just a clueless idiot.

I open my mouth to say “okay,” but Kimi closes the door on me before I can even utter the “O.”

I stare at the chrome knocker, imagining the taste of musk in Kimi’s mouth. I’ve never been attracted to a girl before, and I wonder if it’s the influence of the speed or the effects of being “needed” for something, even if I am being totally taken advantage of.

I turn around and walk out through the front gate, wondering where I’m going to go that’s not home, when I think … fosterfather? She said she was adopted when I arrived. Is she full of total shit, or what?

I feel inside my back pocket. The twenty-dollar bill Dad gave me for food is gone. Did Kimi pickpocket me? I backtrack through the events in her bedroom, trying to pinpoint the exact moment she grabbed it, and I suddenly realize where I’ve seen that dark-skinned guy before.

He was in that footy photo with Dad.

The one I smashed against the wall.



Chapter 31


Celeste: No more Botox.


I pop three Xanax and swallow them without any water. My throat stings as I breathe in the metallic air of Karter’s office, and I clutch his door handle in an attempt to stop my hand from shaking. Karter’s secretary, Freda, hovers behind me, whispering for me to reconsider interrupting him right now: He’s very busy.

And we all know what that means, don’t we?

I flick Freda away like she’s filth.

I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and exhale as I twist the handle and swing the door open. Karter’s head is down, a tuft of hair reaching for the ceiling, red pen in hand, scribbling with abandon on what seems to be some sort of report. A woman in a black leather skirt is sitting cross-legged on his sofa, buttoning up her white blouse. She winks, smirks, grabs her leather jacket off the armrest, and shrugs it on.

“Darling,” Karter says, still scribbling. He doesn’t look up. “As you can see, I’m slightly busy at the moment. Make an appointment with Freda. I think I have a cancellation this afternoon that I can slot you into.”

Sofa Woman stands, licks her lips, and says, “Ich hätte meine Muschi lieber dir überlassen.”

Freda gasps.

Karter stops scribbling, looks up, and smiles at me. Little does he know that I learned German in high school and can pretty much figure out what she said. Repulsed, but slightly flattered by her lesbian advance, I scoff at Sofa Woman as she brushes against my shoulder on the way out.

“Very well.” Karter nods at Freda hovering behind me in the doorway. “Freda, you may leave Celeste here with me. It’s fine.”

“Yes sir.” Freda nods and closes the door.

I run my tongue along my teeth and hug my handbag to my chest. The room smells like a barber shop. Was he shaving in here? Oh …  her pubic hair. What a laugh! He did that to me before our very first sexual encounter at the Hilton in Melbourne. He hit on me at the bar. I was supposed to meet Ibrahim for a drink. But his stupid wife decided to get arrested that night, and he didn’t want to risk being seen in public.

“What is it you want?” Karter laughs. “Change your mind about the Botox?”

“I wouldn’t let you stick me with another syringe if my life depended on it,” I snap.

Karter caps his pen and aligns it next to a pile of papers. He cups his hands together and rests them in front of him. “I see. What is it you want then, dear?”

“A divorce.”

Karter scoffs, props up his feet on the corner of his desk, and runs his fingers through his hair. “That might be difficult at this point in time. I have a lot on my plate.”

“I’ll take care of it.” My voice quivers as I force myself to relax my limbs before I snap in half. “I’ll have my lawyer send you the documents. From today, you will communicate with me through my lawyer only. I’ll have him send you all the necessary documents to—”

Karter sits upright and smacks his hands on the desk. “Back up a minute. You can’t just—”

“Of course I can.” I snicker. “And don’t worry. It will be done quietly. The press won’t hear a peep of it until your grant is awarded.”

Karter clears his throat. “And what, may I ask, did I do to deserve your discretion?”

“Nothing. It’s what you will do. And if you don’t do it, you know exactly who I can ask to pay you a visit.” Ibrahim and I have stayed in touch.

“I see.” Karter laughs again as he gets out of his seat, walks around his desk, and sits on its front edge. “How much is this going to cost me?” He crosses his arms and narrows his eyes like he’s trying to read my mind.

I swallow, hold my breath, and let it all blurt out. “I want a million dollars, a ticket to Australia—for as soon as possible—and for you to never, ever, contact me again.”

Karter nods and stands. He holds his fingers to his lips in thought. What a parody.

“I’ll give you two million if you remain at my beck and call until the spotlight fades.”

“I refuse to stay.”

“Then I suppose I misjudged your needs.”

Now he’s getting cocky. “What do you mean by that?”

“We had an unspoken agreement, did we not?”

I clench my teeth. I knew threatening him with Ibrahim wasn’t going to work. He has his own connections that could do Ibrahim and his family just as much damage. I can’t even imagine Ibrahim being any sort of saviour anyway. He loves his stupid wife too much. But I have just the thing to counteract it.

“Wasn’t I your so-called shield of protection? From your less-than-favourable past? Isn’t there something you wish to keep from your imbecile of an ex-husband? Not to mention the fact that such news, I imagine, would be absolutely devastating to your daughter.”

I step closer to Karter with more conviction than I’ve ever had in my life. I lean forwards and curl my top lip. Those Xanax might be kicking in already. Or maybe it’s the 400ml of vodka I downed before leaving the house.

“I’ve already told them.” I sneer. “And something else you might like to keep in mind. I know all about the Dexfenfluramine you smuggled into the country. I suggest, if you want to retain your reputation as a good Samaritan, you will do as I ask.”

Karter sits behind his desk again and picks up his phone. He stares at me with his finger holding down the hook. Why is he even bothering to think about this? He knows his career would blow up in one big mushroom cloud if this information got out.

Karter’s nostrils flare. He lifts his finger off the hook and presses a button. “Freda, can you please book the earliest possible flight to Melbourne, Australia, for my lovely wife?”

I smile, hang my handbag over my shoulder, and adjust my left bra strap. I hold out my hand for Karter to shake. “Nice doing business with you, Dr. Schwörer.”

Karter stares. His eyes glaze with defeat.

I shrug, swivel round on my heel, and stride out of the office with a victorious smile on my face. Never in my life have I had the confidence to do what I just did. Today is the beginning of a new life. A life in which  I will be the manipulator and acquire every single thing I desire.

And I will knock down everyone who gets in my way.



Chapter 32


Mia: Ciggies and cornflakes.


First thing Friday morning I have Social Sciences. When I get out of class, I notice Mick standing at the entrance of the building with his hands in his pockets, eyes searching through the crowd of students. I hold my breath. Maybe I’ll walk over to him, just to see what’s up.

I’m a masochist. Can’t deny it.

There’s something about him. Something that excites me. And I need a hit.

Mick sees me hesitating by the classroom doorway and raises his hand a bit. But he quickly puts it back down, stares me right in the eye, and flicks his head towards the exit. A flutter in my stomach silences the teenage corridor chaos in my head.

He wants to talk to me. Me.

I follow him behind the toilet block. Mick leans his shoulder against the brick wall and lights a ciggie. I stop about two metres away and hug my schoolbooks to my chest. Mick sniffs, takes a long drag of his ciggie, and looks at the ground.

“What?” I squint at him.

Mick laughs. “Yer comin’ over for dinner next weekend.”

I look at the asphalt between my feet. The sun is hitting it just right. It shimmers like black diamonds.

“And?” I say. Is this a message, or something else?

Mick’s ciggie hangs from the corner of his mouth. He shrugs.

“Do you need me for something, or are you still trying to ‘break’ me?” I say with a smirk.

Mick’s top lip twitches. He steps closer, sliding his shoulder against the wall until his breath brushes against my face. I don’t move, but I look at Mick’s chest. Usually I would hold his gaze, but today I’m nervous. I like him. A lot. I think he likes me too, but I’m really not sure.

Butterflies flutter in my stomach, and I let out a tiny unintentional squeak. Man! I hope he didn’t hear that. How embarrassing.

Mick smiles. I think he did hear it. Oh man, really? I’m such a dork. He moves his face closer and closer until his lips almost touch mine.

He whispers, “I’m a cunt.”

Shit, you think?

“Uh, I don’t—” I whisper back, but he doesn’t let me finish my sentence.

“But I’m a cunt that can’t stop thinkin’ ’bout ya.”

My breath catches in my throat. Now I have to look up. And the butterflies in my stomach are going berserk. He likes me?

Oh my God oh my God oh my God …

Mick is still squinting at me with a wonky smile on his face. Almost sad, and somehow innocently sly. A total paradox. But it suits him. I think there’s a gentle person inside him. He just doesn’t want to show it.

I open my mouth to speak. I want to say something sarcastic. I don’t want to appear too interested. That’s the way it works, right? If I don’t play hard to get, he’ll lose interest in me. I definitely don’t want him to lose interest in me. I should tell him I’m not worth the effort, that I’m a fat cow, and that he must be trying to mess with my head.

But just as I’m about to tell him to get stuffed, he kisses me.

Mick’s eyes stay open as his warm tongue slides against mine. The taste of ciggies and cornflakes fill my mouth, but his fresh aftershave balances it out. It sounds disgusting, but it’s not. My stomach is doing dances. If we weren’t in school, I’d take his hand and touch it to my breast. Our gaze remains locked as he gently pulls away and takes another drag of his ciggie, making sure to blow the smoke away from my face.

My top lip twitches as I try to stop myself from smiling. Mick notices, laughs a bit, and then pulls me into him for a hug that feels more like how a bloke would pat a mate on the back. But he’s hugging me. Me. Hugging. Crazy.

“Meet you here after school?” Mick says.

I nod and watch him walk across the car park.

When I turn around, Kimi is standing right behind me.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me, Mia!”



Chapter 33


Sonia: 1, 2, buckle my shoe, 3, 4, open the door …


Numbers. Numbers are my thing. Numbers keep my life on track. Numbers are my safety net. Working with numbers keeps me calm. They’re a way to occupy my brain through periods of stress … and criminal cravings.

But not lately. Numbers are not doing their job. I’m scared I’m going to slip. Especially now that Ibrahim is back in town.

I sit at my desk in the staff room, staring into my tuna salad. Going over and over the possible reasons he would still be here.

What proof do I have? A faint army-boot footprint in my hallway? A stapled fertilizer bag in my shed? Mick claiming he didn’t clean the kitchen? It’s all pretty telling, even if not solid proof. The sole of that army boot has collided with my head more times than I can count. It’s Ibrahim’s footprint for sure. He slipped up. He missed one. Or maybe it was Mick’s footprint. Maybe I’m mistaken about the bag of fertilizer and I never noticed it before. It’s true I have tried to stay out of the shed lately. And maybe Mick is denying cleaning the kitchen simply because he— I shake my head. I can’t find a logical reason for that.

Maybe  Icleaned the kitchen and forgot? Could I have experienced something similar to the other night in bed with Nash? If not, what was Ibrahim doing in the house? And why doesn’t he want me to know he’s back? Is he planning something with Mick? Is that why he has a stash of push daggers in his room? Trying to keep it a secret from me just in case I try to get him caught again? Or what if he’s planning a kill? But who? All the old crew are dead or crippled, and the ones that are left in action would be hanging on Ibrahim’s every word like their lives depend on it.

Well, their lives do depend on it. I scoff. Realize I may be muttering aloud to myself. I look around me, making sure there aren’t any teachers in earshot. No. I think I’m okay.

What if … what if he wants to kill … me? I wouldn’t put it past him. I betrayed him. And though I would never do that again, obviously he doesn’t truly know how much I regret it. Maybe his desire to look the other way to “preserve me” has reached an expiry date. And if it’s my life he’s waiting for the perfect time to expire, and he’s been in the house, why hasn’t he gotten rid of the pistol I keep hidden by the front door? He’s not stupid. It’s not something a man like Ibrahim would overlook.

I’m still staring at my salad when Nash kisses my head. I jump in my seat.

“Sorry, mate,” he says.

I spin around and smile. “Me too.” If only the smile signified genuine happiness instead of adulterated worry.

Nash sits on the edge of my desk and peels a banana, takes a bite, mumbling something with a shrug I can’t comprehend.

I tsk in jest. “Say that again?”

Nash takes a deep breath. It whistles through his nostrils. “Mia is on drugs.”

I widen my eyes in fake shock, then nod when I realize he probably already assumes I’ve thought the same. “Makes sense,” I say.

“Makes sense?” Nash says a little too loudly, then lowers his volume. “What makes you say that?”

“She’s trying to find an easy way to get thin. I knew it the instant I saw her dancing on your kitchen counter.”

Nash sighs. “I confronted her about it. But she has an excuse for everything. I don’t know. What do you reckon?”

“I don’t think you should beat yourself up over this,” I say. “There isn’t much else you can do right now.”

Nash nods and takes another bite of his banana. I watch as he squashes it to the roof of his mouth. I listen for the squish—it mixing with his saliva—and the swallow—the sound of fear when my victims see the knife. My heart rate slows as if I’m entering a meditative state.

I rest my hand on Nash’s knee trying to stay focused on the image of a potential kill. It feels so calming … so right.

Nash slides off my desk and into a chair. He rubs his forehead, and then his beard. “What do you reckon I should do?”

What should he do? I snap out of my reverie. If only I had someone I could ask that very same question. I take a mouthful of salad to buy myself a moment to think. But I believe Mia being on drugs is the least of his problems right now. Something is not gelling for me regarding Celeste’s claim that Mia is another man’s daughter. Ibrahim and I were a part of their lives so much so that I can’t remember a time when he and I did anything without them. And we were all so close. A family. I’m sure I would have noticed if Celeste had been raped. An event like that cannot be hidden from a woman’s face. And even if, somehow, she did manage to hide it, why would she want to? What was she afraid of?

I go out on a limb and tell Nash my thoughts. I don’t want to instill an unwarranted sense of suspicion; he’s got enough to worry about, but I can’t just keep these thoughts to myself. If the tables were turned, I’d expect the same from him.

“I think you’re doing fine. But I also think there is something more serious you should consider.” I pause and wipe my mouth with a serviette. “I’d investigate what Celeste told you a little further.”

Nash squints at me and flops his banana skin in my bin. “Huh?”

I fold my hands together on my desk and look at them. “I mean, I’m not convinced Celeste is telling you the truth. About Mia.”

Nash scoffs. “I wouldn’t put it past her.”

To be honest, I thought he’d react a little more in her defense. Perhaps he really is over her? I had always thought he would have a soft spot for her regardless. I guess she really did do a number on him.

“I’m not going to tell Mia anyway.” Nash crosses his arms and gazes towards the entrance of the staff room. More teachers are rolling in.

I pucker my brow and consider telling him it’s a bad idea to keep such a big secret from her, but I do understand why. Putting myself in his shoes, I’d probably feel the same way. I’d want to be my son’s mother for as long as possible.

“I’m also going to insist Celeste keep it a secret for now too.”

Now this, I must oppose.

“Nash, no. If it is true, she has to know.”

“It’ll kill her. Not to mention, she’ll probably try to run away.”

“Run away?”

“Yeah. Why are you saying it like that?”

“I don’t think she would. She’s seventeen. If she intends to leave, she can do it legitimately. And she doesn’t seem the type to want to support herself yet.”

Nash tsks, and makes a move to get out of his seat. I reach for him and grab his elbow. “Sit down. I’m sorry. I’m just—”

“You’re just what? Ever since that morning Celeste called me you’ve been really cold. You’re not jealous of her, are you?”

I laugh. “Of course not. If you took a moment to ask how I am, then maybe you wouldn’t be making such an assumption.”

Nash rubs his hands over his face and sits back down. He sighs. “You’re right. What happened? You said something about guns?”

“Shh!”

“Sorry.”

“No. Knives,” I whisper, leaning forwards. That word slipping through my lips gives me goose bumps.

“So he has a few knives. He’s a street-wise kid. He’s probably trying to protect himself.”

I shake my head and lean in closer. “He has lots of knives. Military knives.”

“So … he’s selling them?”

I wonder whether I should tell him. Maybe it’s the only way. I trust Nash. A lot more than I have trusted anyone my entire life. Maybe it’s time to let him in completely. I need him.

I lovehim. Maybe not as much as I loved Ibrahim, but I’d do anything to protect him.

“Nash.” I clear my throat. “I have a feeling he’s selling them for Ibrahim.”

Nash slowly leans backwards, puts his hands behind his head, looks at the ceiling, and takes a deep breath. His seat creaks as he leans forwards again, exhales, and rests his elbows on his knees. “He’s … back?”

I nod and dig my front teeth into the tip of my tongue.

Nash coughs and says, “Fuck.”



Chapter 34


Mia: No. Way.


When I turn around to see Kimi sneering at me, I laugh. She has her hand on her hips and a frown so deep her face looks like clay. Talk about drama queen. What’s the issue now?

“How long have you been watching me?” I say.

“Does it fucking matter?” Kimi cranes her neck forwards, and her nostrils flare.

I step closer in defense. “Yeah, man, it matters. Just ’cause I’m in on your shitty little revenge mission doesn’t mean I need to spend every second of my life with you. Gimme some space.”

“You’re kidding, right? You really think I want to be with you all the time, and that’s why I’m pissed off I saw you with Mick?”

I swallow and shrug. Maybe I’m reading too far into it. We haven’t been friends long. Hell, I don’t even know if this is even called a friendship. What exactly is it? And who does she think she is speaking to me like this? Do I have a tattoo on my forehead that says “I’m a weak geek, please walk all over me?” I mean, come on.

“I’m pissed off because this messes with my shit.”

“How is Mick kissing me messing with your shit?” I throw my arms in the air. Maybe it’s a little overdramatic, but I can’t help it. Kimi makes the entire world seem melodramatic. The least I can do is try to fit in when I’m around her. I chuckle to myself.

Kimi tosses her bag on the ground and pulls up her T-shirt to flash me her massive scar. “Because of this, Mia.”

I groan. Again with the tragedy that is a scar. “Whaddaya mean?” I look at her stomach and then at Kimi’s sneer. I want to physically pinch it off her face.

“What do I mean? What I mean is your little fuck buddy did this, that’s what I mean.”

I glare at her. “What?”

No. Way. Mick can be a dick sometimes, but I know he wouldn’t do something like this. Why would he?

“Yeah. He’s the one. Mick’s the one I want you to fuck up.”



Chapter 35


Mick: Can’t avoid that fuckin’ stain no more.


I wouldn’t normally sit ’ere. On the creaky back porch. So close to the stain. But I need to get me shit together. I can’t be feelin’ all these pussy shit feelin’s over a fuckin’ stain, when I need to figure out a way to sell these fuckin’ knives. I should just tell me mum what’s goin’ down. She’d be able to help me sort it out. I know that. But she’s been tryin’ so damn fuckin’ hard to be normal. I don’t wanna set ’er back. She deserves to have a normal life.

She deserves to be free.

I light a smoke. Stare at the half-filled hole in the grass where me toy truck was dug up. It reminds me of me fucked-up dad. He used to drag me along the driveway on that truck. He dragged me ’cause the wheels were clogged with dirt, ’cause I’d always be riding through the fuckin’ mud ’n’ pretendin’ I was on an army tank bein’ shot at in Afghanistan. The wheels stopped turnin’. The scrapin’ sound of plastic on the concrete meant I was in for it. That scrapin’ sound has echoed in me ears for fuckin’ years. Once, me dad pulled too fast and hard, and I toppled over, grazing me hands ’n’ knees.

He screamed ’n’ yelled ’n’ kicked me ’n’ shit.

I cried.

It was the last time I ever cried in front of me dad. ’Cause whenever I cried, me mum would get a beat’n, accused of bringin’ up a “pussy-shit,” and then forced her to handle the next job “solo” as a “plea for salvation.”

“Prove to me that you’re devoted,” he would say. “And then I’ll keep my hands clear of your face. Is it a deal, Ebedi öpücük?”

That last job put me mum in lockup. Shut in a cell for three fuckin’ weeks. Me alone with Dad. In this house. Thank fuckin’ Christ he was hardly ever home. But Mum coulda been put away for twenny fuckin’ years. But the cops offered her a deal. She took it. They tapped her phone, ’n’ hid cameras in the house.

There was never a next job.

Dad found out.

Beat Mum to a pulp, put her in hospital with ten broken bones, and then he fucked off. To I-don’t-give-a-fuck where.

She almost died.

Me mum almost died.

That was four years ago. I promised meself I wouldn’t let meself love her no more. So that the next time she got hurt, I just wouldn’t give a shit.

But ya know, some-fuckin’-times, no matter how thick ’n’ tall you build the fuckin’ wall, it doesn’t help jack shit. Because when Dad had someone follow me to school a month ago, to tell me he was back, and that if I didn’t do what he asked he would kill Mum, that wall didn’t stop me from agreein’, did it?

I didn’t even ask why.

I was shittin’ bricks. What else was I s’posed to do? Ask for a reason? I’d have me head fuckin’ kicked in. “You don’t say no to Ibrahim.” I’ve heard me mum say it a million times.

You don’t ask Dad questions. You just take his orders.

But it’s gotta end.

It’s time to fuck the cunt up. I’ve already proven I can pull the wool over the cops’ eyes by doing stupid jobs here ’n’ there for ’im. And if I can fool the law, there’s no fuckin’ reason why I can’t fool Dad too. And whaddav I got to lose anyway? It’s not like we’re gonna be free of this lifestyle by just askin’.

Once you’re in it, you’re in it until you kill or be killed.

I take another drag of me smoke, drop it on the ground, ’n’ scrape it into the grass with me heel.

The fly wire squeaks behind me, ’n’ footsteps vibrate the porch.

Mum rests her hand on me shoulder. I lean me head against it and close me eyes.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper. I am. I mean it. I’m sorry for everythin’. Even the stuff I can’t control.

Mum kneels down ’n’ sits next to me. Her feet dangle a bit above the ground. Mine don’t. I can feel her smile. Somethin’ always tingles in me chest when she does.

“I know,” Mum says. “So am I. I know I wasn’t much of a mother to you.” Mum rests her hands in her lap ’n’ squints at the shed. “But I’m really trying now.”

I shrug. “I haven’t been much of a son.”

We both stare at the shed in silence. That fuckin’ shed. Me dad’s playhouse. I can’t figure out how me mum can stomach goin’ in there. I was never told what went down in that shed in the middle of so many fuckin’ nights. But I had an idea. Especially the night of the bloodstain on the porch. I had just turned ten, ’n’ Mum came in to tuck me in. She smelled of soap. She’d cleaned herself up. But she’d missed a smear of blood on her neck. And I knew, somehow, that it wasn’t hers.

“You sure you’re okay with Mia coming over?” Mum clicks her tongue, pushing her shoulder into me shoulder ’n’ nudging me sideways.

“Yeah. Should be good.” I smile and nod. I haven’t seen Mia in a week. She ditched me that day I kissed ’er. Maybe I scared ’er off. But I don’t understand how I coulda.

I thought she liked me.

It looked like she liked me.

I guess I’ll find out when they get here.

My stomach goes all fucked up.

I think I’m nervous.

I think … I love ’er.



Chapter 36


Mia: I’m done.


Dad and I stare at Sonia’s front door. We’re here for dinner. I’ve been avoiding Mick the entire week, and I’m shitting myself about seeing him again. I really like him. But after what Kimi said, I feel like I should hang low for a bit. At least until I figure out if it’s true. What if they were, you know, together, and he cracked it over her splitting up with him or something? That shit is scary.

But right now I have a bigger problem. He’s gonna see me. In like, one minute. Is he gonna be pissed with me? Just because he kissed me doesn’t mean I need to see him all the time, right? I could act normal. Like I didn’t realize it’d been so long. Is that lame?

I glance at Dad. I’m a bit sluggish and uneasy from another comedown off the pills. Dad’s constantly swallowing and adjusting his collar. We’re a good pair. I internally giggle.

“What are you all worked up about?” I say. I can’t help myself. When it comes to Dad, all the snide remarks I bottle up each day squirt from my lips like I’m spitting up milk. I immediately apologize. But it turns out he didn’t even hear me.

Dad clears his throat and straightens his back, turns his head to face me.

“Huh? What?”

I scrunch up my nose. “You look nervous.”

“Nah.” He shakes his head as if to convince himself. “I’m not.”

“Then ring the doorbell?”

“Hmm? Oh.”

Dad presses the doorbell and shakes his arms. It rings the tune of Somewhere over the Rainbow. I smile as I remember the story she told us in class about how she got into maths. Dad rubs his temples.

So weird.

Mick answers the door. Shit. He’s dressed in a nice black shirt and smells like that fresh aftershave stuff. Mick smiles at me quickly, then shakes Dad’s hand. He glances at me again, for a tenth of a second, before he clears his throat and swings the door wide open for us to enter.

What is it with men and throat-clearing?

For a moment I forget that Kimi asked me to pretend I don’t know what Mick did. For a moment I forget whether it’s worth the risk asking Mick if it’s true. What if Kimi is totally bullshitting me? Mick must already be so pissed that I stood him up last Friday after school. But what was I supposed to do? Kimi plunked me at a crossroads.

Mick leads us to the kitchen, where Sonia is decked out in a bright-yellow apron, already serving her traditional Turkish specialties on the table. Anise and bay leaves overwhelm my senses.

Sonia rests what seems to be the last dish on the table, wipes her hands on her apron, and flings her arms in the air like a typical Turkish mama.

“Guys! Just in time.”

I’ve never seen her so “domestic” before. Is it all an act for Dad? What’s going on? Both Dad and Sonia are acting really weird. Maybe they had a fight or something.

Sonia kisses Dad and me on each cheek and gestures for Mick to pull out a chair for each of us. He obliges, makes a wonky smile, and clears his throat. Again. For real?

Nobody speaks.

We all just sit. And dig into the food. No one looks up from their plates except for me, when I ask Dad to pass the Baba Ghanoush. The swish of saliva in everybody’s mouths echoes through the kitchen. The tension is hanging in the air like my own flab—thick.

 “Nice food, Sonia,” I say, to try to break the ice. “Thanks for having us.”

Sonia lifts her head with a really fake smile and rests her knife and fork on the side of her plate.

“Thank you, Mia. Please, eat as much as you can, there’s—”

Dad frowns at Sonia. She frowns back in question until it seems to dawn on her what he means. I can’t believe this. He’s doing it again. Why can’t he just leave my weight alone? How dare Dad make an issue about it here?

Sonia’s bottom lip trembles slightly, but she stops it by forcing an even tighter smile than before. Mick doesn’t look up at all. He just keeps chewing, facing his plate. But then he reaches under the table and squeezes my knee.

“Thanks, but I’m full,” I say, and pull my knee away from Mick’s hand. My stomach sinks. I push my chair backwards and stand up. “Excuse me.”

I gotta get out of this room before I cry in front of everyone.

I can hear everyone’s breath stop as I walk out.

Once I get into the hallway, the tears surface. I try to hold them in, but it’s not going to happen this time. This whole thing with Mick and Kimi has sucked all the grit from my soul. I wanted friends and I got morons. Serves me right. I guess I’m a moron too. I probably deserve them. I probably deserve being this fat too. Payback for all the shit I put on people at school when I was skinny and cool and good-looking, and thought I could get away with everything and anything. I tell you, being fat is a real eye-opener. You really discover who your friends are. And in my case, that’s nobody. But that’s my fault. Back then, I didn’t want friends. I wanted people to fear me. And that’s what I got, I guess. At least I can say I got what I wanted. But be careful what you wish for and all that, right?

I go to the bathroom to get some space. From Dad, from Mick, from myself. I pull my last two pills from my pocket and sit on the edge of the bathtub. I push the two pills around in my palm, whispering, “round and round the garden, like a teddy bear, one step, two steps, tickle under there.” I close my fist around the pills and stand up.

Fuck this. Fuck these stupid drugs. And my stupid self-hatred.

It’s bad news, man.

It’s time to stick up for myself—to look after myself. No more bullshit. No more easy way out of anything anymore. The only way out of a sewer is to swim through the shit, right? And who gives a toss if my mum sees me like this? If she wants to inflict her fitness torment on me, I will just say no. If she makes my life a living hell for saying no, I will just leave. I’m old enough. I’ve got skills. I’m not an idiot. I would cope.

And all Mum has got to look forwards to nowadays is the knife. She doesn’t even need it. She makes herself out to be tough, but she’s not. She’s weak. And she’s totally fucked up her life by making stupid decisions. Fuck that. At least I’m still young. And I have plenty of time to make sure I don’t become as shallow as her.

Sometimes I think my mother’s actions are uglier than my own reflection.

I hold my fist over the toilet bowl and squeeze my eyes shut. I drop the pills into it, flush the toilet, take a deep breath.

I’m gonna have some of that awesome baklava Sonia made without feeling guilty. I deserve it. And I should allow myself to eat the forbidden fruit once in a while. Especially if I am a guest in someone’s house.

That’s my call. No one else’s.

I open the bathroom door, and Mick is leaning his back against the corridor wall opposite me, hands in his pockets. I freeze.

“Where’ve ya been all week?” Mick steps closer and tries to take my hand. I pull it away. I don’t know if that’s a good call. I actually want him to take my hand. Why am I letting Kimi’s shit get in the way of that? Why can’t I bring myself to just ask him straight?

Mick props himself against the wall with both hands, locking me between his arms, his baklava breath on my face.

I blink and look towards the front door without moving my head. “I … I had homework.”

“Homework?” Mick smiles.

“Uh-huh.”

“That’s bullshit.”

We stare at each other in silence. Yup, he’s pissed at me. Is he going to fuck me up now too? My heart beats a little faster than usual. I’m not sure if I’m scared or if this is getting me excited.

But then he surprises me.

He steps back and lets me move.

I take the opportunity to slip out of this awkward situation. I’m pretty sure if I stayed to talk to him about it, we’d both end up saying stupid shit that didn’t even make sense, to try to protect ourselves from seeming guilty.

“I’m gonna get dessert,” I say. I can feel Mick’s stare as I walk towards the kitchen. But just as I reach out to push the kitchen door open, Mick says my name as if he might choke on it.

I pause without turning around.

“Ya wanna see me room?” Mick says quietly and sniffs.

I turn around to face him and smile, tight-lipped. “Why?”

“Why are you so scared of me all of a sudden?”

“I’m not.”

“Whaddav I done? Jus’ tell me what I done.”

I shrug. “Nothing.”

Mick twists his mouth and puts his hands in his pockets. He hangs his head, and mumbles something I think sounds like “fucking cunt.”

“What did you just call me?” Typical. And I was really beginning to think he had a heart hidden in there somewhere.

“I didn’t call you anything.”

“Sounded like it.”

“Wasn’t ’bout you.”

Yeah, right. I nod and bite the inside of my cheek.

“Can ya jus’ come into me room for a minute? I jus’ wanna talk to ya.”

I grit my teeth, nod, and step towards the door Mick points to.

Mick’s room looks like a dungeon out of a theme park. I can’t help but smile at the creativity.

“Cool,” I say.

Mick sits on the edge of his bed and smiles too. What is all this about? Are we both pretending to be okay with each other now? And we haven’t technically had an argument. Are we even a thing?

“Look.” I take a deep breath and exhale through my teeth. It causes a slight whistle and puffs up my lips. I made a pledge to myself just now, to be strong. So that’s what I’m going to do. I need to be adult about it. Just say what’s on my mind. I can’t keep going like this without clearing the air. I owe it to myself to know that truth, and I owe it to him to know where we stand with each other.

“I like you. A lot,” I say. “But I found something out. About you.”

Mick stands and crosses his arms.

“And I don’t know what to think. I’m not supposed to say anything about it. But I can’t—” I shake my head and pick at my thumbnail. “I can’t not say anything. It’s driving me nuts. And I—”

Mick’s nostrils flare as he smiles. “What?”

“You know that girl at school I’ve been hanging with?”

“What, the Jap chick?”

I nod. I don’t really like the way he spits “Jap.” Makes me think that what Kimi said is true. I stare right into Mick’s eyes to see if his pupils dilate. I heard somewhere that that’s what happens when you lie. But they don’t. Either he didn’t do the shit she said, or he’s a pro at this.

“Well, she said you threatened to rape her if she didn’t let you cut her. She said you’re a psychopath. That you get off on seeing blood.”

Now that I’ve said it out loud, I realize how ridiculous it sounds.

Mick laughs. A lot. So much so that he clutches at his stomach and falls backwards onto his bed.

“You’re fuckin’ kidding me, right?”

I bite my bottom lip and shake my head.

“Fuck me! That chick spun some serious shit on ya. I hardly even know the bitch.” Mick runs his hands over his head and swings his body into a sitting position at the edge of the bed. “You really believe I’d want to stick my dick into that skanky whore?”

“I—” My bottom lip trembles. So he denies wanting to rape her, but he hasn’t said anything about the cutting. Should I read into that? And does he really have to call Kimi names? I know it’s sort of just his way, and that Kimi isn’t all that innocent, but it makes me feel even queasier than hearing him call me that stuff. If he doesn’t know her, what right does he have calling her a skanky whore?

Mick breathes heavily through his nose as if to try to calm himself down. He steps closer to me and gently takes my cheeks in his hands. I look into his eyes. And all I can see in them is pain. Why does he have to be so mean all the time? I don’t get it.

Maybe we’re both broken.

Maybe we’re two halves of the same stone.

Maybe we’re in each other’s lives now, to help each other become whole again, and I’m just being a self-centered bitch jumping to stupid conclusions.

Mick moves in closer. I let him. He licks my top lip, and then sucks it into his mouth, and right before I close my eyes, to let myself slip into his strange but comforting warmth, I glance towards the floor beside his bed and notice a photo of that man. That same man from the photo in Kimi’s house, and in that footy photo of Dad’s.

I gasp and pull away. I kneel on the floor and pick up the frame. I hold it tightly in both hands, and stare at it for a moment before jumping to my feet and shoving it into Mick’s chest. “Who the fuck is this guy?”

Mick looks confused, then snatches the frame from my hands. He glances at it, and then at me.

“It’s me dad. What’s the fuckin’ problem?”

Mick searches my eyes. I do the same to him.

“Ya know him?” Mick says, then flings the frame onto his bed. I pick it up again. I stare at it for ages, trying to convince myself I’ve made a mistake. I chew my bottom lip until I realize it hurts.

“Mia. What the fuck?”

I look up and say, “He used to be my dad’s best mate. He’s in all his footy photos at home. Did you know this?”

“Uh … nah, I didn’t, but so? What’s with the freak-out?”

“I saw a photo of him in Kimi’s bedroom too.”

Mick rubs his hands over his head. “What?” His voice goes really low.

“I know. Weird, right?”

Mick stares out his window.

“I think—”

“What?”

I shake my head. “I’m not sure, but I think he might be her foster dad.”

Mick grabs his head, kicks his wall, and shouts, “Fuckin’ arsehole cunt!”

I stare at his knuckles turning white.

“What’s going on?” I say as quietly as possible.

“Ya can’t get involved. Okay? Stay out of it. Forget what ya saw.”

“What do you mean?” I can’t just forget what I saw. His face is all over my house. Something is going on. And it’s weird.

“It’s … fuck, Mia, ya ’ave no idea what this means.”

“Explain it then.”

“I can’t.”

“Why?”

“Because …”

“Mick, I’m not your little sister. Whatever it is, I can handle it, alright?”

Mick’s jaw is clenched; he’s staring straight into my eyes. I can see he wants to tell me something. What’s stopping him? Is it really so bad?

“I know—” I hesitate and reach for Mick’s hand, but decide against it and cross my arms instead. “I know we’re kinda new, but you can trust me, you know. You’re the only person that’s ever—” I shrug, sigh, hang my head.

“I know,” Mick says with a slight laugh. “I feel the same about you too.”

I nod, smile, step closer, and lean into Mick’s chest. His heart beats against my right cheek. It’s fast but certain, a steady beat. I should trust him. Not push. I have never seen him talk to anyone in school. Ever. But he talked to me. And now I’m in his bedroom. That’s something. And the closer we get, the more he’ll tell me. I have to be patient. If I care about him, and he cares about me, I have to wait this out.

But something weird is definitely going on here. Everyone in this house seems to be stepping on eggshells.

“Mia,” Mick whispers. “Why the fuck didjya get involved with this chick?” He wraps his arms around me and kisses me on the top of my head. He holds me tightly. I don’t want to move. I close my eyes and try to slow my breathing down so it matches the way Mick’s heartbeat slows.

“Me dad. He’s—” Mick pauses and leans his head against mine. Something is breaking his heart. I can sense it. So much so that I imagine hearing it crack in his chest.

“He’s a criminal. A fuckin’ drug lord.”

My eyes flick open, but I don’t move.

Mick swallows. “He’s hiding behind an alias since the cops almost caught him in the middle of a fucked-up deal. I guess now I know where he is.” Mick laughs. “He used to always say that no one ever thinks to look in their own backyard. Guess I’m as big a fuckwit as everyone else.”

I pull away slowly. Is he for real? And my dad played footy with this guy?

“Okay,” I stammer. “What’s this all got to do with you? And why is Kimi out to get you? Do you think she’s, uh—”

Mick nods. “I’m workin’ with ’im.”

“What!”

“Shh! Keep your fuckin’ voice down.”

I cup a hand over my mouth and look at the picture of Mick’s dad on the bed. He looks so kind and friendly. A real family man with a big white smile.

Mick’s eyes are rimmed with tears. He sits on the bed and lets himself fall backwards. He stares at the ceiling with his hands on his head.

“I have to. I’ve got no choice. If I don’t do what he asks, he’ll—”

“He’ll what?” Great. His dad is blackmailing his own son?

“Doesn’t matter. But I’ve got this stash of fucking bullshit weapons that I have to exchange for coke by the end of the month. And if I don’t do it, then I’m fucked. And it won’t just be me who suffers.”

“And it’s your dad? Your dad who’s asking you to do this?”

Mick nods. “He’s a heartless fuckin’ cunt who almost—”

“We should tell my dad. I mean, maybe he can help you. I mean, they used to be really close, I think.”

Now I understand why Dad never speaks about him.

Mick jolts upright shaking his head. “No way. No fuckin’ way.”

“Why not? This shit, it’s … you wanna go to prison?”

Mick takes a deep breath, grabs the waistline of my jeans, and pulls me onto the bed next to him. “If I tell ya everythin’, ya have to promise ya won’t breathe a fuckin’ word of it.”

Maybe if Mick can trust me, I’ll be able to convince him to do the right thing. So I agree. “I won’t,” I say. “I won’t say anything. But my dad, he can help. I’m sure he can. If you ever want him to.”

Mick stands up and walks to the window. He closes the curtains over the already closed blinds as if it’s somehow going to make the room soundproof.

“No, he can’t. He can’t because me mum can’t know about this.”

“But your mum is married to your dad. Surely she knows what he is.”

“Yeah. She does. And she keeps a pistol hidden by the fuckin’ front door. Every day, she checks it’s still there. And loaded.”

I gulp. “What are you saying?”

“What I’m sayin’ is, me dad has threatened to, ya know, do some fucked-up shit if I don’t do what he asks.”

“What, you mean—” I pause, then mouth, “murder?”

Mick stands still, doesn’t even blink, but he doesn’t have to say a thing. My hands tremble, and I have a huge craving for a pill. Why did I flush them down the toilet? Today of all fucking days? I suddenly feel faint and break into a light sweat. I have to lower myself to the floor. It feels safer here somehow.

Mick kneels next to me. Silent but caring. He moves the hair away from my eyes and squeezes the back of my neck. He grabs an almost empty bottle of water from the floor, spins the cap off, and hands it to me. I take it and drink the two mouthfuls that are left.

“You have to do something,” I say. “You have to get outta this.”

“It’s okay. He promised to lay off as soon as I get this one thing done for him.”

“One thing? Is it possible for it to just be one thing and then over? I’ve seen those true-crime TV series about this stuff. Would he really let you off the hook?”

Mick shrugs.

“You really think he’d do something so drastic as killing your mum if you didn’t? It sounds crazy. There’s no way he’d kill your mum. He’s just trying to get the most out of you, right?”

 “I dunno. But I can’t let me mum find out about this. It’d destroy ’er if she knew he was fuckin’ with me like he did with her. She’d do something that she’d regret. I know ’er.”

I lean my back against the edge of the bed.

I’m in this now.

I’m mixed up with a criminal. Oh my God.

Now what do I do? I can’t just run away from it and pretend it’s not happening. I mean, how do I even act around Dad now? I can’t just blurt out, “Hey, dad, did you know that your ex-footy mate wants to kill your girlfriend?”

This is insane.

“I want to help,” I say, before I’ve even thought about the consequences. “Let me help you.”

Mick stares at the wall for a moment and nods, “Maybe ya can.” His eyes shine, and it worries me. I hope he doesn’t ask me to do anything with those weapons he was talking about. “Maybe ya could try ’n’ find out if Kimi has anythin’ to do with me dad’s shit.”

Whoa. Okay. I’m sorta relieved he didn’t ask me to commit a crime, but this is still a little out of my league. I’ve never tried to manipulate anyone in my life.

“How?” I say. I sound like an idiot. A wimp. I take a deep breath and repeat the question with a bit more confidence.

“Jus’ do what yer already doin’.” Mick smirks. “Play ’er. Like she’s playin’ you.”



Chapter 37


Mick: Sometimes fuck means shit all.


I help me mum clean up the kitchen after dinner.

I’m dryin’ dishes.

She’s washin’ ’em.

We get to the cutlery.

She always leaves ’em last.

Her hand movements get slower.

She slides the soapy sponge up ’n’ down the blades of the knives.

A smile creeps up on ’er face.

Like she don’t even know it’s there.

“Mum,” I say.

She don’t say nothin’.

“Mum,” I say a bit louder.

I give her shoe a gentle kick.

She stops what she’s doin’.

Looks at me in shock.

And ’er smile becomes tears.

I put the tea towel down.

And walk out the back door.



Chapter 38


Sonia: Knives + throats + blood = bliss


I’m alone in the house. The kitchen is clean. I turned the knives upside down in the dish rack so only the handles are visible. I stare at them. Fighting the urge to turn them around. I take a deep breath, and it quivers on the way out. I cover my mouth with my hand. I hold that hand in place with my other hand.

I scream.

I scream again.

I can’t handle it anymore.

I pull a carving knife out of the dish rack, the extended ting of the steel as it brushes against the other cutlery initiates calm.

I look at my reflection in the blade. Stare at my eyes staring back at me in disgust. When I thought Ibrahim had left for good, I thought I could get through this. But now that he’s back, I can’t stop thinking about him.

Every night, for the past week, I’ve been standing in the shed for hours, smoking cigarettes, hoping he’d drop by.

Before I can stop myself with my usual rationale, I run the blade of the knife across the top of my left arm. The warm soothing blood oozes from my skin and releases the pressure in my head as if I’ve injected myself with a sedative.

I drop the knife to the floor. It clangs on the tiles. I spread blood all over my arm and admire the patterns it makes on my skin.

Ibrahim. I miss you.



Chapter 39


Mia: And it all starts to make sense.


I skip class on Monday and lie flat on my back in the middle of the old football field, the tips of the overgrown grass gold and crispy from the sun. I flick off my shoes with my toes and shade my eyes with my right arm. I lie still, in silence, until the air around me begins to whistle lullabies, and anonymous insects take on the roles of backup singers.

I didn’t cave. Didn’t take another pill. I feel like I’ve run a marathon. And my hands are bit shaky. But I also feel good about myself for once, despite feeling so run-down. I was only taking the pills on and off for two weeks, so it can’t get any worse, can it?

I think about the weekend. About the dizziness I felt when I mouthed “murder.” What does this say about me? It’s a scary thought. It’s not TV. It’s real. And a part of my life.

I am needed. Despite what I look like. And that feels good.

Is it weird that it excites me? Could it be that the possibility of danger just hasn’t hit me yet? Or could it be that I am, deep down, one of them? The kind of person that gets a thrill from the chase?

I’ve seen on TV how organized crime can get totally out of control. I’ve seen how a happy family household can turn into a bloody slaughterhouse within seconds. I’ve seen how one stupid mistake, one stupid little fuckup, can turn into the murder of those in its wake.

Anything could happen now. Couldn’t it?

Once I start this.

And—

Man, what am I thinking?

I take a deep breath. Some birds tweet in the background. Someone approaches.

“I knew you’d be here.”

I remove my arm from my face and open my eyes. Kimi is hovering over me. I sit up.

“How?”

Kimi shrugs. “Just did.” She kneels down next to me and tilts her head. She strokes my cheek. “You look pretty in the sunlight.”

I want to slap her hand away, but then I realize this could be the perfect opportunity to make Kimi trust me and tell me what I need to know.

I smile and lean my head into her hand. For a split second, she looks surprised. Her breath shudders and she inches forwards. I close my eyes. I know what she wants. I’ve known ever since the day she pushed me against her dresser. I don’t know what I’m scared of. The fact that I’ve never been with a girl before, or that I’m starting to like the idea of it?

I’m just going to do it. It’s the only way to figure out where Kimi stands anyway.

Kimi leans over me, inches closer to my lips. I close my eyes. She smells like a mix of jasmine and fairy floss. The heat of her breath brushes against my lips right before she kisses me. Lips closed. Gentle, like we’re two little sisters.

Kimi hovers her face above mine without touching. Her breath stops for a moment, then she kisses me again. This time she parts my lips with her tongue. She tastes like peach schnapps.

My crotch starts to burn and pulsate. I want more. But I’m scared. Not of her touching me. But of me liking it so much that I lose sight of what I’m trying to do.

I need to make this about her. Not me. So I slip my hand between Kimi’s legs and under her knickers. Kimi groans, rolls onto her back, and spreads her legs wider. Now I’m on top of her and have one of her legs between mine. She’s so wet that my forefingers slip inside her with hardly any force.

She fingers at the waistband of my tracksuit.

“Pull them down,” she whispers.

“Out here?”

“Why not?”

“Why don’t you just——” I bend over and thrust my tongue into Kimi’s mouth, then gently bite her bottom lip “—let me make you come.”

Now I am in control. It feels like a miracle. Is it really this easy? Is this maybe all Kimi has wanted all along? To get into my pants?

Breathless, Kimi pulls the collar of her T-shirt into her mouth and bites it. I flick my fingers over her clit until she comes. She arches her back and takes my hand from between her legs and licks my fingers.

Oh. My. God. That is so disgusting. The thought of tasting myself makes me want to gag, but I hide it behind a forced “sexy” smile.

Kimi rolls over onto her stomach and starts to laugh.

I chuckle a bit. I can’t believe I just had lesbian sex. And pretty much enjoyed it (except for that last bit, of course.) I don’t know why she’s laughing, but my chuckle is definitely a nervous reaction.

We lie in silence for a few minutes until I find the courage to bring up Mick.

“So, uh, are you going to tell me what I have to do now?”

“Huh?” Kimi looks to her left. “About what?”

“Mick.”

“Oh, yeah.” Kimi smiles, takes a deep breath, and pushes her skirt between her knees as she slowly exhales.

“Well, I don’t actually want to hurt him. I was just winding you up. I thought you looked like the type of person who liked to, you know, punch.”

“Oh, man. You’re kidding me, right?” So this was all because she wanted to get into my pants?

“Nope. I just need something he has.”

“Oh. What does he have?”

Kimi smirks, sits up, and moves her eyebrows up and down. “Some kick-arse weapons.”

Whoa. Maybe she is doing this for Mick’s dad.

I pick at a fingernail, trying to look casual, like this information isn’t really that important to me.

“What do you need them for?” I say.

Kimi cranes her neck. “Do you have any idea how much money that shit is worth?”

I shrug. I’m not meant to know. “Maybe.”

“If I can get them and sell them,” she says, then bites her bottom lip, “then I’m set, and I can get the hell outta here.”

I nod, look at my left palm, and trace my lifeline with my ring finger. Should I just ask about her connection to Ibrahim? Would she freak out? Would she call the whole thing off if she thought I was onto her?

But on the flip side, maybe I should take this chance. What if I don’t find myself in this kind of situation again? I can’t imagine Kimi ditching me now, but I don’t think I can take that chance. Kimi seems the most relaxed I have ever seen her, and let’s face it, I am in control, finally, whether she realizes this or not.

“Can I ask you a personal question?” I keep my tone as casual as possible.

Kimi lifts her arms, lies back down, and rests her head on her hands. She closes her eyes and smiles into the sun. “Sure. Shoot.”

“Are you okay?” I know this is probably treading on dangerous territory, but it’s the only way I’m going to get what I need. “I mean … at home?”

Kimi’s flicks her eyes and shades them with her hand. “Why you asking me that?”

I shrug again and adopt a look of concern.

“It’s just … those scars. I mean, if you don’t want to actually hurt Mick, then I’m assuming that he didn’t, you know, do that.” I nod towards Kimi’s stomach.

Kimi closes her eyes again and smiles tight-lipped.

Here goes.

“Has it got anything to do with your foster dad?”

Kimi’s throat moves like she’s swallowing a marble, and a tear falls down her left temple.

Silence.

Maybe this isn’t what I thought at all. Maybe Kimi’s attitude is all show.

“Is he hurting you? Is that why you need cash? To get away?”

Kimi sits up slowly, staring at nothingness. She clutches at her necklace as if she’s about to yank it off, but she doesn’t. She just rests her hand there. On her chest. Fingers hooked around the gold chain. It has a tiny dragon hanging from it. I wouldn’t have even been able to tell what it was if I wasn’t so close to her.

“If I tell you the truth”—Kimi lowers her voice—“you have to promise me, I mean really promise me, you won’t tell anyone.”

“Of course.”

“He’s not really my foster dad.” She swallows. “He took me in one night. I was out of it. High. Lying on the side of the road. I’d been attacked by someone. I don’t know who it was. They did this.” Kimi rubs her fingers over her scar. “Then they beat me, and, yeah, anyway, I was sure I was going to die that night. But he saved me. I’ve been living with him ever since.” Kimi clenches her jaw.

“What’s this guy’s name?” Of course, I know it. But I have to seem legit.

“Dunno,” she says. Kimi laughs. Which is kinda weird.

“How’s that possible?”

“He won’t say. I just call him Daddy.”

“Daddy?” I raise my eyebrows.

“Yeah. Pretty fucked, isn’t it?”

“Why didn’t you just leave straight away and find a shelter or something?”

“You kidding? The guy is loaded. All I have to do is … do stuff for him every couple of days, and I live like a queen.”

Stuff? If that stuff is what I think it is, that is fucking gross. I’m so glad Mick wants to get out of that kind of life.

We both pick at the grass.

“So how come you even bother coming to school?” I say after a few moments of silence.

“It’s his cover.” Kimi smiles, but immediately looks as if she regretted saying it. Sex has definitely made her vulnerable, and now I feel guilty. “Shit. Mia, you can’t talk to anyone about this. I’m not supposed to say anything. I’d be totally screwed if he found out I’d even suggested he exists.”

“Okay. Don’t worry.” I touch Kimi’s knee. “What’s he hiding from?”

“Fucked if I know. All I know is that I’m still alive, and I’d like to keep it that way.”

“You don’t have to live like this, Kimi. I can get you some help.”

Kimi laughs again. “I don’t need your help. I can look after myself.”

So how does she know about the weapons? Does she know that he’s Mick’s dad?

“Uh, just out of curiosity, how did you find out Mick has these weapons?”

Kimi stares at me in silence. I can’t tell whether it’s fear or a pending threat shining through her eyes.

“Just overheard some phone conversation, that’s all.”

Something isn’t quite right here. But I feel like I should back off now. Something in her voice has changed. It’s defensive.

Kimi twists her hair to the front of her shoulder and combs her fingers through it, squinting at the ground. It looks like she’s biting the inside of her cheek. She’s hiding something else. I know it.

“Look, are you going to help me get them or not?”

“I’m on your side, man. You don’t need to get upset with me. But can I ask you a favour too?”

Kimi takes a deep breath and sighs like it’s an apology. “Anything.”

“Can you hold off on stealing that shit a bit longer?”

Kimi frowns. “Why?”

“I have a better idea to get you outta there.”



Chapter 40


Celeste: Home sweet home.


I collect my Louis Vuitton luggage off the conveyor belt, contemplating going back to duty free to pick up some perfume. I have to smell perfect when I drop in to see Nash. I need him to melt. Like he used to. In the crook of my neck. Purring. We used to be the perfect couple. The couple everyone believed would go the distance, you know?

What a stupid mistake it was to leave him. If only I’d known that all Karter ever wanted me for was decoration, then I wouldn’t have even bothered. Yes, I admit it, I married him for the money. I was tired of being the suburban housewife, tired of picturing myself forty years from now, old, grey, wrinkly—fat. But I married Karter over a delusion that he might help me become the next Jane Fonda. Invest some money in me starting my own fitness studio and produce some workout videos. I honestly wanted to help people become the beauty queens they’d dreamed about being since their debutant balls.

How stupid I was to think he’d want to do that for me. All he did was shape me into an accessory. One he could perpetually have hanging from his arm during public appearances.

I was gullible.

Of course he couldn’t find a wife.

Anyone smart enough would have seen through his charm and run a mile. But did I? Of course not. I had my eye on the riches and got distracted. And all for what? I lost my family because I—what? Felt a little old? Midlife crisis drama? So, the boys go for the red-hot Ferrari and the girls for the red-hot post-cosmetic surgery skin abrasions.

Clever.

I deserve to be blond.

I’m never going to convince Nash to love me again. I know this. I devastated him. And he’ll never forgive me for devastating Mia. How could I have been so selfish? But I honestly thought that it would only be a matter of time before she’d come running to me, begging to live with me in LA. I am shocked that she didn’t. That she enjoys living with a man who has to go to high school until he retires.

How horribly sad and boring.

What happened to his aspirations?

If there is a will, there is a way. He can’t blame my getting pregnant for his own decision to quit football.

So I have decided, seeing as there is no turning back, that the only way to get my family on track is to embrace who I have become—a selfish, shallow, money-sucking, life-sucking desperate housewife.

I don’t regret telling Nash about the “assault.” Not. One. Single. Bit. I’ve got nothing to lose. If it works? Bonus. If it doesn’t, I’ve got plenty of Xanax to top myself with while anonymously accommodated in the penthouse at the Hilton.

My luggage finally comes swinging around the bend. I snatch it off the conveyor belt, wheel it out of customs, focusing straight ahead with a plastic smile on my face. Literally. I got one last Botox injection before I left. I couldn’t resist.

I pause a few metres away from the sliding doors leading to the taxi line, gulp at the sensation of my tingling limbs and my spinning head.

I release my grip on my suitcase. It drops to the floor with a thud that hangs thick in my ears, and I rummage through my handbag for the Xanax. I haven’t had one for forty-eight hours. I know exactly what’s going on.

Withdrawal.

With trembling hands I open the bottle of pills, then shake some into my palm. A couple slip between my fingers and fall to the floor. Suffocating on my own breath, I bend down to pick them up, but the bottle slips from my hand. Pills scatter all over the hard white floor like sundried pieces of my brain.

“Shit!” I shriek, then fall to my hands and knees, scampering to gather them into a pile. I lick my middle finger and press down on a couple so they stick, then lick them off my fingers.

I taste the oily grime from the airport floor and wince.

I’ve consumed worse.

I sense people stare as they walk by. The sliding doors sigh with impatience every time they open and close. I take a deep breath, close my eyes, and sit up. My black stilettoed feet slip to the side of my thighs like a kindergarten kid in a classroom.

You’re not in the outback. Just buy more, I say to myself.

I quickly grab two or three more pills off the floor, secure them in my palm with three fingers, and stand up. I drop them into my purse, snap it shut, flick my hair behind my shoulders, and walk out of the airport as if nothing at all has happened.

Breathe. They will  love you again. Even if it’s just pretend.

After a detour to a chemist’s with my rented dark-blue Mercedes, and half an hour squabbling with the pharmacist before bribing him with an amount of cash the man wouldn’t dream of earning in one year, I head towards my old home with a full bottle of tranquilizers. I have no idea what I’m going to do when I arrive, but I’ve decided I’ll take this one step at a time. If the courage to make an appearance escapes me, I might spend the night staring at my old front lawn. But that’s okay. That’s one step closer to my goal. What matters now is that I’m here, and I’m on the road to getting my life back on track, to normal, to the way it was before I appreciated how wonderful my life was. Well, in hindsight, at least I wasn’t lonely.

What more does a woman need in this day and age? It’s all about keeping up appearances, and everything on the surface of our life was shiny and clean.

When I reach the corner of my old street, I stop the car.

“Just take a quick look,” I say to myself in the rearview mirror. “Then go to the hotel.”

I roll into my street and head towards my house at 5km an hour. I notice a girl walking with a backpack in the same direction. She’s unhealthily overweight and dressed in a black tracksuit, decent, but a little tattered around the ankles. The kind that reminds me of the pot-smoking days with Nash and Ibrahim. I smile at the thought, but then with a touch of pity towards the girl.

Poor thing. She could really do with a personal trainer. Maybe I can offer my services when I move back into the neighbourhood.

But wait. The girl opens the gate to my old house. And walks to the front door!

I frown. She doesn’t look like the type of girl Mia would hang out with. At all. But there’s something familiar about the way she moves and rummages in her schoolbag. I retrieve my mini binoculars from my handbag and lift them to my eyes.

Gasp!

She’s pulling out her key, still attached to that ridiculous dog chain.

Mia? Oh my God. Nash, what have you done to her?

There’s no way I can sit back and allow my daughter to ruin herself a second longer. Just look how ugly she has become! I must get back into their lives. Right now.

I unhook my iPhone from the hub in the dashboard, and with the edge of my right index finger text Nash.

I’m in Melbourne. Meet me at Roxy’s in two hours. Or I tell her.



Chapter 41


Mia: I never would have guessed.


I’m lying flat on my back staring at Mick’s collection of boobs and arses on his bedroom ceiling.

“I think Kimi’s just scared,” I say. “We could use this to your advantage, babe.”

Babe? Where did that come from?

Mick pulls all the knives out of his box and lines them up at the base of his bed. He hasn’t seemed to notice what I called him. It’s practically saying that we’re officially together.

Are we? We haven’t talked about it. Is it possible to be an item without declaring it to each other? Or is that too “high school?” I can’t deny feeling like it has to be announced. Could I really assume that we just are?

The thought gives me tingles all over, and I imagine sliding under his bedcovers.

With him following me.

Kissing.

Mick doing to me what I did to Kimi.

I have the same burning feeling in my crotch as I did with Kimi. I slide my feet up to my bum and let my knees fall to the side. I notice that the skin over my knees isn’t pulling as badly as usual. Could I have lost a bit of weight?

Mick shrugs and says, “I dunno.” He hooks his thumbs into the pockets of his jeans and looks left to right at all the knives on the bed.

“What do you mean, you dunno?” What I really want is to ask Mick if he’s my boyfriend, but I force myself to stay on topic. “It makes sense. We tell her who she’s really living with, how much danger she could be in, and get her on our side to help you find some coke, and, you know, give her a cut from it to sell instead of your knives. We already know she can get speed.”

Mick pauses and looks up. “How?”

Shit.

“Uh,” I hesitate for a moment, but then realize there’s no harm in telling him the truth. “She was giving me some so I could lose weight.”

“What?” Mick laughs and nods. “Now, I geddit.”

I sit up and shrug. “Yeah. But it’s not like that. I’m not addicted to that shit or anything. And I stopped. I feel totally fine.” Just as I say that my eye twitches. “Can we talk about that later?”

Mick shrugs and frowns. Could that actually be a sign of concern for my well-being?

“Okay,” he says. “But can we fuck’n’ trust ’er?”

“Don’t you think it’s worth the risk? It’s either that or her trying to get your knives. And I’m not sure I can keep pretending I don’t have anything to do with you because—”

Mick smiles at me. “’Cause?”

We stare at each other with smirks on our faces. Mick walks to the side of the bed, sits next to me, and wraps his right hand around the back of my neck.

We kiss. With a lot of tongue.

I can hardly catch my breath by the time we stop.

Mick stands up and continues the conversation as though it wasn’t interrupted. My heart is beating as if I were still on speed.

“Maybe we can ask ’er, but I still think she needs to prove herself.”

Maybe we are an item. Would he behave so comfortably if we weren’t?

“How?” I say.

“Get his contacts for us?”

“You want her to snoop through his shit?”

“Yeah.”

“What if she gets caught?”

Mick leans his back against his set of drawers. “If she needs the fuckin’ dough to save ’er own life, then she’ll do it. If she wants to get outta here so bad, she’d take whatever op she could get.”

“Why would her life be in danger? She’s living like a queen—she said so herself. We’d have to offer her something better than that, babe.”

This time I didn’t say babe by accident.

“Dad is a fuckin’ cunt. He doesn’t give a fuck about Kimi. Trust me. If she’s in the way of his business, he’ll just kill ’er. Slaughter ’er like a fuckin’ lame horse.”

I glare at him. I don’t know how to respond to that. Really?

“I’m fuckin’ serious,” he says.

“I don’t think she’ll go for it.” I massage my temples.

Mick half sighs and tsks. “Fuck. I’ll just say it.”

“Say what?”

“She’s toying with ya.”

“What do you mean?”

“What if she’s actually workin’ with me dad? What if he’s havin’ her steal the weapons for ’im?”

“Why would he do that? I don’t understand how—”

“Mia. Fuckin’ think.” Mick whacks the side of his head as if it’s somehow going to jump-start mine to function like a gangster’s. “He hates my mother’s fuckin’ guts. He wants revenge because she’s the one who worked with the cops to try ’n’ nab ’im in the fuckin’ first place. Maybe he’s trying to fuck up this whole deal I have goin’ with him. It makes sense. Then he gets everything he wants. He doesn’t give a fuck that I’m his son, or that me mum is his wife. All he gives a fuck about is money. And blood.” He points his finger at me and makes a popping sound like it’s a gun.

“Oh.”

“Yep.”

I squint out the window trying to think of a solution. As if I’m even qualified to come up with one. All I can think of is to go to the cops. But if Ibrahim really is as crazy as Mick makes out, I can’t see how the cops are going to be able to do anything anyway. Clearly he’s escaped them plenty of times before.

“We gotta hide these somewhere else.” Mick juts his chin towards the knives on his bed.

“Where?”

“I have a mate that could help.”

“A mate.”

“Yeah, a mate.”

I don’t wanna feel like this, but I think this is freaking me out a bit. I move my hair out of my eyes, and my hands start to shake. I grit my teeth, stand up, and cross my arms, so Mick doesn’t see.

“I don’t get how telling someone else about this is gonna help us, babe. You won’t even tell your mother. I mean, she’s the one in danger here, right? She deserves to know.” Okay, maybe I yelled a little too loud. But I had to. The air was building up inside my chest.

Mick cranes his neck, his jaw hanging slightly open. “Will ya keep your fuckin’ voice¬—”

Mick’s bedroom door swings open and ricochets off the dresser.

“What are you two yelling about in here?” Sonia leans against the door frame and puts her hands in her pockets.

We stare at her.

Speechless.

I can’t be the one to say anything. It’s not my right.

“I thought ya said ya locked the fuckin’ door,” Mick says through gritted teeth.

“I thought I did.” Honestly. I really thought I did.

“She obviously didn’t,” Sonia says.

“Shut the fuck up, Mum, it’s got nothin’ to do with ya.”

“Hey!” I don’t know what makes me stick up for Sonia, but Mick is way too mean to her. I really don’t get it. I mean, sure, I get it, but I think he goes overboard sometimes. Sonia interrupts, flicks her hand as if it’s nothing, and remains calm.

“Don’t worry about it, Mia. I’m used to it. He gets it from his father.” Though she’s speaking to me, Sonia says this while staring directly at Mick.

Mick clenches his fists and punches the air with a roar.

“But he loves you.” I whisper. I can’t help it. He does. She should at least know that.

Mick shakes his head as if to tell me to stop talking.

“What’s up? Spit it out,” Sonia says.

“He doesn’t want me to tell you.” I’m getting in deeper here. And I’m probably screwing up our relationship as well. I mean, we just got started and I’m already trying to play the martyr. Am I insane? I hope he doesn’t hate me after this. I hope we can still be a thing. Because I really like him. I mean, really like us being a thing.

“Don’t. Please,” Mick says, shaking his head and holding a sideways fist over his mouth.

“He doesn’t want you to tell me what?” Sonia says dryly.

Silence.

Sonia’s trousers ruffle as she switches the weight from one foot to the other.

Mick grabs my hand. We sit on the edge of his bed. He squeezes the back of my neck and winks at me. He’s letting me know it’s okay. He’s not getting angry. The relief flushing through me is like shedding thirty kilos and slipping into a bikini for the first time in forever.

“Why should I be worried?” Sonia says and steps inside the room properly.

She stares at the knives. Her expression doesn’t even change. It’s like she’s looking at a set of silver spoons.

Is she for real? This is my teacher. My dad’s girlfriend. And she doesn’t even bat an eyelid over illegal weapons splayed all over her son’s bed?

I frown at Mick in question. Mick stares at his feet. His right leg jerks up and down. Fast.

“You’re working for him, aren’t you?” Sonia grips the iron foot of the bed. Her knuckles go white. But her face doesn’t reflect the same feelings as her hands. It’s … freaky.

She picks up a push dagger and runs her forefinger over it, as if tracing the letter T. She smiles. Looks up. Lets the push dagger slip from her fingers. It clunks against one of the other knives. “Tell me.”

I notice tears in Mick’s eyes. He stops moving his leg and stares at her. He clutches my hand and pulls it into his lap. His squeeze is gentle but firm. Like he’s telling me that everything is going to be okay.

“He wants revenge, doesn’t he?” Sonia whispers.

Silence.

This is intense.

All I can do is sit and listen.

Mick’s touch is the only thing holding my emotions in check. I can’t help but wonder what it would be like if this was happening to me and Dad.

“I want you to stop, Mick,” Sonia says. “Whatever it is you’re doing. It’s got to stop. Whatever happens, happens. I just want you to be safe. You hear? I don’t want you doing this anymore.”

“Whaddaya mean, anymore?” Mick releases my hand, stands up, sticks his chest out in defense.

“I’m not stupid,” Sonia says, hardly reacting to Mick’s behaviour.

Mick sticks his tongue into the side of his cheek. It looks like he’s biting down on it.

Sonia shifts her gaze towards me and smiles, tight-lipped. “Mia, I’m really sorry about this, but I think you should go home.”

I nod and stand.

“No. Stay,” Mick whispers, and touches me lightly on the elbow.

“You can’t get Mia wrapped up in this mess, Mick. Use your brain. Don’t be an idiot.”

“Mum, ya don’t get what’s goin’ on.”

“I know a lot more than you think I do.”

Sonia glares at Mick like she has the power to stare him into submission.

This is off-the-charts insane. I want to say something. I can’t pretend to not be involved—it just wouldn’t be right, and I can’t keep secrets very long anyway. They just come out.

“Mrs. Shâd,” I say. “I can’t stay out of it now. It’s impossible.”

Sonia takes a deep breath and glares at Mick, as if this whole fiasco is his fault. “Why can’t she stay out of it?”

Mick stares at me for a moment. Then nods. “Why can’t you stay out of it, babe?” It’s my cue.

There’s no turning back now. Mick and Sonia make eye contact. For a short moment, it feels like Mick is finally letting go of the stress. There’s relief in his eyes. A sad yet much needed relief.

“Well,” I say, “there’s this girl at school. Her name is Kimiko.”



Chapter 42


Nash: Plastic invader.


The last thing I need right now is Celeste. Storming into my life again. What is she doing here so bloody early? Is she planning on telling Mia? If she does, things are going to get complicated. Mia turned to drugs. To escape the shit. It’s stupid teenage shit, but I remember exactly how big all the shit seemed at that age. The past few days, though, despite her shaking hands and odd twitch of the eye, she doesn’t seem as uptight. I reckon that’s a sign she’s come to her senses. And that would’ve taken courage. Courage I’m certain she had to dig to the very core of her soul to find. If Celeste goes behind my back, there’s no telling how Mia will react, how she will deal with the stress next time. Maybe she’d turn to more serious drugs. I can’t let that happen.

I park my car. Find the perfect spot right out in front of Roxy’s. As I step onto the footpath I see Celeste in the window, tapping away at her iPhone with her bright-pink nails, intermittently sipping a latté. I bet it’s a skinny decaf.

I stare.

The soles of my feet burn into the concrete. I can’t move.

How did she turn into this … this … object? She used to be so down-to-earth, opposed to materialistic reward, environmentally conscious, still sexy in a baggy pair of tracky daks, a T-shirt, and no makeup.

Now look at her.

A prissy plastic princess.

Celeste pauses as if she heard something, looks up from her phone, and smiles at me through the window.

Fake.

And way too white.

For some reason I’m surprised she notices me standing here at all. She stares like she can see through me.

The table she is at is small, and she bangs her hip against the edge of it as she stands up. She winces but seems to quickly overcome the pain and perform some awkward version of jazz hands—a gesture for me to hurry up and get inside so she can give me a hug. I don’t smile back, but she maintains her happy-go-lucky role regardless as I head to the entrance.

Celeste oohs and ahhs, squeezing my biceps, pouting with what seems like pride over the fact that I’m still in great shape.

She hugs me. My arms hang limp at my sides. Someone would have to threaten to kill me to reciprocate Celeste’s manipulative embrace.

“Oh, how much I’ve missed you!” Celeste pushes me away in jest, far enough to get a good look at my face, tsking in a way that I s’pose to mean “boy, does time fly.”

“What do you want?” I scrape the chair on the floor as I pull it out, sit down with a clank, and slap my wallet and keys on the table. “Get on with it. I have a busy day.”

Celeste’s smile fades just enough for me to notice she’s trying not to react. She raises her hand to grab a waiter’s attention without sitting down. A waiter waltzes over, cups his hands together in front of his clean black apron, and raises his brow at me.

“I’m not staying, mate,” I say.

The waiter nods, smiles at Celeste’s nervous laugh, and walks away. Roxy’s is one of those rich bitch places where not ordering anything is frowned upon. He’ll be back in a minute asking me to order a drink or “kindly leave.”

Celeste sits down slowly, as if the chair might break. “Nash, darling. I’m so sorry for just turning up like this.” She lays her hands flat on the table and slides them towards my clenched fists. I withdraw. So does Celeste with a dramatic sigh.

She looks out the window, breathing as if she’s trying to stop tears. “I miss you. I miss Mia.”

“Yeah, well, should’ve thought of that before you ran off.”

“I’ve left him.”

I scoff. “Brilliant. Good on you. Find someone richer?”

Celeste closes her eyes, and a single tear falls down her cheek—at just the right moment, like she planted it there.

“Save the act, Celeste. Look at you. You’re not you. You’re not the you I knew, anyway.”

“I can be. I can be anything you want.” Celeste opens her eyes and locks on my gaze.

“What?”

“I want another chance. I’ll do anything. I want my family back. Please. I’m—I’m lonely.” Celeste’s tears turn into theatrical gasping sobs, loud enough to turn heads and raise the eyebrows of every customer within earshot.

I slide my wallet and keys closer to my body. I want to get out of here, but instead I watch her cry. There’s something about her right now. I can’t take my eyes off her. Like underneath all the forged beauty lies a soul unaffected, as if her plastic mask has somehow shielded it from bad weather.

She’s still there. Under there. Somewhere. But no longer reachable.

I could try being nice and see what happens. She could be keen to change. And if she is, I reckon I can at least figure out a way to involve her in our lives again. In a way that’ll avoid a custody battle. Because if I really am not Mia’s father, we all know who’ll be the victor on that one: Mia. She would probably piss off to another state. I wouldn’t blame her. But even if we do work something out, that still won’t change the fact that I’m in love with Sonia. And there’s nothing Celeste can ever do to split us up.

I touch Celeste’s hand. “Please, don’t cry.”

Celeste wipes her eyes with her chiffon scarf.

“I’m seeing someone. It’s over between you and me. It’s been over since you remarried. I thought you had moved on.”

Celeste nods over and over.

“Oh, Nash, I’m sure she’ll understand.”

I draw my hand away. “What?”

“People leave their lovers all the time. She’ll understand that you still love your wife.”

I scoff. “Ex-wife. And I don’t still love you.”

Celeste smiles, sighs, and gulps down the last of her latté. She leans forwards and pats both my hands with hers. “I’m so glad we had this talk. I’ll be in touch, okay?” Celeste stands and clutches her handbag to her chest.

I stand up too. My chair scrapes and echoes through the café. “What the fuck? What do you mean? Where are you going?” My questions fire at her like bullets.

“To visit Mia, of course.”

“No, no, no. You can’t. And she’s at school anyway. Studying for an exam.” She’s not, but I don’t know what else to say.

Celeste smirks like she knows I’m grasping at straws. “I’ll take her out for dinner, then.”

I step backwards slightly, accidentally knocking my chair over. It hits the floor with a clang, and everybody in the café falls silent. But I don’t give a shit. I can’t let Celeste get to Mia and tell her I’m not her dad. This is nuts.

Why is she doing this to me?

“Celeste!” I grab her arm. “Stop. Leave Mia alone. She’s not ready.”

Celeste yanks her arm away from me, frowns, and glares. She’s lost it. What did Karter do to her?

“Sir!” calls a waiter, and sprints to our side. “We will not tolerate this behaviour on our premises. Please leave.”

“Me? Leave?” I yell. “I’m not the problem here. It’s her.” I poke Celeste between her breasts and she stumbles backwards melodramatically.

“I don’t know about that, sir.” The waiter puts his hands on his hips and gestures towards the exit with his eyebrows.

“It’s okay.” Celeste composes herself, flutters her eyelids, and pushes her tits out. “We were just having a slight disagreement. We’re both leaving now, anyway.” She smiles and hooks her arm around my elbow. “Don’t forget your wallet, darling.”

I take a deep breath, pick up my wallet and keys, and escort Celeste out of the café. With Celeste still on my arm, we walk silently to my car. My mouth goes dry and my throat is scratchy. I don’t know how to get out of this mess.

We reach my car and I remove Celeste’s arm from mine, unlock the driver’s seat door, and stand behind it. The only way I’m going to get her to do what I want is if I act vulnerable. It’s obvious that this is some sort of power trip. She has always shown traits of being a control freak, especially with keeping Mia fit, but it seems that now it’s well and truly reared its ugly head. She’s obsessive.

“Please don’t go to see Mia. She doesn’t know you’re here,” I say slowly, as if Celeste’s recent past seems to have sucked all the intelligence from her brain.

“Why not?” Celeste says. Calm. She tilts her head to the side. I watch thoughts of her next manipulative remark flicker behind her eyes.

“Because I don’t want you to say anything yet. For her. She’s having a tough time—at school. It won’t be good for her right now.”

“Why? Because she might bury her sorrows in junk food?”

I frown and crane my neck inward. “Come again?”

“You know what I’m talking about.”

“She told you?”

“She didn’t have to. I’m her mother. Mothers just know.” Celeste taps her nose.

“You hardly speak to her.”

“I know. Trust me.”

“You lost that privilege a long time ago.”

“Believe what you want to believe, Nash. And relax.” She sucks her cheeks in and traces her right eyebrow with the nail of her forefinger. “Fine. I won’t say anything to her. The last thing I need is a daughter who is even more overweight than she already is. I’ll wait until we’re all together again.”

I scratch my beard, tap the top of the car door, and gaze down the street. “I s’pose I’m going to have to take your word for it.”

“Fabulous. When would you like to do dinner?”

I laugh and shake my head. “You don’t get it, do you?”

“What is there to get?”

“I don’t want you back.”

Celeste’s fake possessed-looking grin surfaces again. She slowly scrapes a sharp pointy nail down my cheek and says, “Yes. You do.” She squeezes my cheeks together with one hand and pulls me closer like she’s about to kiss me.

But she doesn’t.

She whispers, “I’m staying at the Hilton. Expect a call.”



Chapter 43


Mia: I think he caught me.


I sit on the sofa. Turn on my iPod and scroll through all the Magic Dirt tracks. I press play on “Dirty Jeans” and rhythmically hit the side of my head on the wall to its 4/4 beat. A lawn mower spits into action next door. I turn the volume up. Bite the side of my tongue with my molars and wonder if I’ve still got any chocolate hidden in my room.

I realize it’s the first time I’ve thought about food in a week. Ever since I started thinking about Mick.

Kimi. Football field.

Revenge. Murder.

I burp in disgust, stop the head thump, and try to reach for my toes. I smile when I realize I can now reach a little further past my knees. And I’m not even trying that hard. I’d cut out the sugar and the booze. And voila!

The bright blue light from my mobile phone flashes just as the song launches into the chorus: “You’re an ordinary boy, and that’s the way I like it …” I yank the headphones from my ears and pick it up. It’s Dad.

“Hey.”

“Where are you?” He’s panting.

“Where are you?”

“You home?”

“Yeah … what’s—”

 “Are you okay?” Dad takes a deep breath.

“Yes. Are you?”

Dad sighs and laughs as if he’s just heard a joke. “Yeah.”

“That’s uh, great then, Dad.”

“Yep. Look, what are you doing for dinner?”

I get up and look at my reflection in a picture frame. Picture frames are better than mirrors because you can’t see too much detail. I like that black kohl around my eyes makes me look gangsterish. I smile.

“Salad?”

“Again? But you’re doing so great. You should reward yourself. Let’s go out. Let’s go to that place on the other side of town you like. You know, the one with all the S&M stuff all over the walls.”

Dad speaks so fast I can hardly recognize where his sentences are meant to begin or end.

“Who said I like S&M shit?” Is he for real?

Dad pauses. His breathing is all erratic. Maybe he’s rubbing his beard. Or maybe he’s holding the phone to his chest. Or something. What the hell?

“Oh, maybe that was Sonia.”

“Uh … TMI, Dad!” Oh my God. He didn’t just tell me that. I squeeze my eyes shut trying to erase the image.

“Sorry, uh, don’t worry about it. How about the Docklands?”

“Dad, you’re freaking me out.”

More silence.

“Are you sure you’re okay, Mia?”

“Why do you keep asking me that?”

Long pause.

“Because I’m your father.”

“And?”

“Be ready at seven. I’m taking you out.”

“Okay, but—”

I finish my sentence to beeping. I put my phone down and frown at my reflection. And then it hits me.

Shit. He knows about the drugs. I’m screwed.



Chapter 44


Sonia:

[image: Equation 2]


I step into the staff room to retrieve my belongings. Nash is at his desk. Why is he back here? I notice relief on his face as he hangs up his phone. I don’t want to talk to him. I can’t talk to him. Maybe I can quickly grab my handbag without making any noise. He hasn’t seen me yet. I need to escape having to look into his eyes, into the soul I will have to constantly lie to until I decide how I’m going to incarcerate Ibrahim. The longer Ibrahim is a threat to my family, the longer I will be a threat to myself and everyone I love. And if Mick loses me, he’ll become just like his father. I cannot let that happen. He deserves a real future.

I can’t let Nash get involved in this either. I promised him I had stopped. And I don’t want to lose him. He is the only one holding me together right now.

Luckily all he knows is that I suspect Ibrahim is back in town. I can’t let him know it’s a fact. If Nash knows he’s here, he won’t be able to control himself. Ibrahim will pull him in. And that would be dangerous. For everybody. Nash had a hard enough time escaping Ibrahim’s sly manipulation the first time.

As far as Nash is concerned, it’s only Mick that might be involved with Ibrahim. And it has to stay that way. He’s worried enough as it is about the fiasco with Mia and Celeste. Imagine having to find out that I’m dragging his daughter into this mess too?

My heart beats heavily in my ears at the thought.

I tiptoe to my desk. Just as I lift up my bag, my mobile phone rings. Darn it. Nash flicks his head around. He smiles, looking a little confused. I drop into my seat and hang my head in my hands.

Nash walks over to me and rubs my shoulders. He smells like he’s had a rigorous game of football with sweaty teens. He digs his thumbs between my shoulder blades. I sit up straight and roll my head from side to side.

 “You’re so tense. Tough classes today?” Nash moves his thumbs up to the base of my head. The crunch of my hair against my scalp reminds me of death. I flick Nash’s hand away.

I anticipate the question. I know it’s coming. Maybe I should prepare answers for all the possible questions Nash could ask from here on in. This isn’t going to be an easy ride.

Hell, has any of my life been an easy ride?

“So, how’s it all going at home? Have you gotten to the bottom of anything yet?” he says.

I spin around in my chair, smile, nod enough for it to be considered a yes but also mistaken for the mere acknowledgment of the question. That will give me a few more moments to figure out a response.

I swallow. Sigh.

Nash frowns and nods as if nudging me to speak. I can hear his brain ticking, thinking, What’s gotten into you?

“Fine. Sorted.” I realize I sound like Nash and offer a crooked smile. I use Nash’s arm to pull myself up and hook my handbag over my shoulder.

“Shit, Sonia, that’s great.”

“Yes. It is.”

Is he going to push it, or is he going to get the hint that I’m not feeling very talkative?

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I said everything is fine.”

“Doesn’t look like it.”

“Can we just get going?” I purse my lips and squint at a fleck of ash stuck in Nash’s beard. His eyes are slightly red. Like he’s been crying.

He smiles, brushes hair from my eyes, and cups my cheek. “You’d tell me if it was serious?”

I nod and withdraw, clutching the handle of my handbag so tight the tips of my fingers sting. I release my grip and vertically straighten my arms.

“I’m sorry. I really need to get a move on.”

Nash frowns and steps forwards. He reaches out and gently touches my elbow. “Wait. Don’t you have detention duty?”

I smack my forehead into my palm. “Fuck.”

“Wow.” Nash laughs.

I forgot I haven’t sworn in front of him for ages.

“If you’ve got somewhere to be, I can cover for you,” Nash says.

“You don’t have plans?”

“None that can’t wait an hour.”

I peck Nash on the cheek and dash to my car without uttering another word.

Mick and I need to figure out our next move.



Chapter 45


Mia: S&M? Really, Dad?


Dark. Purple. Random crystals hanging from the ceiling. This restaurant reminds me of Moulin Rouge. Any moment now Nicole Kidman is going squeal and flash her frilly crotch.

“Why here?” I say. How does he know about this creepy place?

Dad shrugs, unfolds his napkin, and lays it on his lap.

“And what’s going on? You were fucking weird on the phone this afternoon.”

“I wasn’t acting weird. And can you watch your mouth, please? In public at least?”

I take a deep breath, puff up my cheeks, and look at the menu. It’s covered in red and silver glitter, and it sticks to my fingers. Reminds me of kindergarten. I hold my hand out to show Dad. “Think I’ll be shitting shinies by the end of the night?” I giggle.

Dad laughs through his nose, scratches his chin, but doesn’t look up from his menu. “Porterhouse Steak for me. Know what you’re having?” Dad turns his head towards the bar. Glitter glistens in his beard. I smile. He looks so sweet and gentle. I realize how much I love him, how much he’s been trying to be supportive, and how much I’ve been pushing him away. I feel a little sick in the stomach thinking about the way I’ve been treating him. Especially when I spat at him. That totally wasn’t me. I was wasted. And now I regret it so bad.

“What?” Dad laughs, as if my staring has made him nervous.

I open my eyes wide and shake my head.

A waitress approaches our table wearing a slightly see-through white bead-encrusted blouse with a bright-purple bra underneath. I want to laugh. But I control myself. I wonder if she’s trying to fit in with the decor, or if the owner of the place has made her dress like this. In which case, I guess I’d better not judge.

Dad glances up from his menu, notices the waitress’s blouse, and quickly looks down again.

“Ahem. I’ll uh … uh … I’ll have the Porterhouse Steak, medium rare, thanks.”

The waitress nods and pushes her crotch into the edge of the table. I internally gag. She looks at me with a flashy white smile—a wordless request to take my order.

“Chef’s salad,” I say, focusing on Dad’s beard.

“Mia, come on. Treat yourself today. We should celebrate.”

I frown. “What are we celebrating?”

“Your awesome effort in los—”

“Dad. TMI?”

“Oh—” Dad hides his mouth with the menu and whispers, “To lose weight.”

I roll my eyes, look at the waitress, and mimic her smile. “Chef’s salad, thanks.”

“Sweet. Ya-wan-anythin’-ta-drink?”

Dad and I exchange glances and say in unison, “Carlton Draught Light.”

“Won’t-be-long. I’ll-bring-ya-beers-in-a-sec.” The waitress takes the menus. The flop of her thongs reverberates across the wooden floor.

“So,” Dad says, combing his fingers through his hair and making the front of it stick up like a cockatoo, “you’ve been spending a lot of time with Mick lately.”

I look into my lap. “Yeah. So?” I say a bit too defensively. I knew he had an ulterior motive for taking me out.

“I think it’s good, that’s all.”

Silence. We both seem to be waiting for the other to say something.

“What?” I tense up. Is he onto me? He couldn’t be, could he? And even if he was, I’ve stopped. So he wouldn’t be able to prove it. But what if Sonia says something to him? Nah. That would never happen. She’d risk too much. And then Dad’d blame Mick. For everything. And then their relationship would be over. And that would suck. Because Dad’s happy with Sonia. She’s good for him. Even if she is a bit weird sometimes. And seriously? Mick’s so much nicer than he makes out. If only he would try to speak better, more people would like him. I’m sure of it. It’s all the “fuck this fuck that, cunt, blah blah blah.” I guess, though, it’s his toughness that first attracted me to him. So maybe I shouldn’t be complaining.

Dad rearranges the cutlery on the table, then puts it back where it was, takes a deep breath, holds it in, then exhales with a heavy sigh.

“Actually, we need to talk.”

Here we go. I knew it. I brace myself.

“Before it gets out of hand—” Dad squeezes his eyes shut for a moment, and it seems like he’s banging his fists on his knees under the table. “Wait. Promise me something first—”

Oh no, he does know!

“Dad, seriously, you don’t have to be worried. It was just a phase. I promise. I’ve stopped.”

Dad frowns and cranes his neck.

“Phase? Stopped?”

“Yeah, I mean, it was stupid. I know it was stupid. I knew it was really fucking stupid, but I really hated myself, you know? The way I look? I mean, who would like the way I look, right? But then, you know, Mick, he’s cool. And he made me realize something.”

Dad slowly leans back into his seat and scratches his beard. “Okay. I’m sorry. We’re not on the same page.”

What? Shit!

“Uh—” I squash my hands between my knees and look away.

“I’m glad, though. That you stopped,” Dad says. “I knew you would. Eventually. I trusted you to figure it out for yourself.”

I look up. “You knew?”

“Yep.”

“And you never tried to stop me?”

“Thought about it.”

“So why didn’t you?”

Sadness fills Dad’s eyes. “I didn’t want to push you away any more than I already had.”

That’s my fault. I’m the one who made him feel like that. How could I have been so horrible to him when all he ever does is do the best he can for me? “Dad, I would never—”

“Here-ya-are-two-Carlton-Draught-Lights-Yer-meals-won’t-be-long.” The waitress slaps our beers on the table so hard it makes the table shake and suds spill everywhere. She puts her hands on her hips and flashes her toothpaste-commercial grin at us again.

Dad smiles in thanks.

The waitress spins around on one foot and walks to the bar, thongs flapping on the soles of her grimy cracked heels. She sits on a bar stool, rolls her eyes, pulls a piece of chewing gum off the bar surface, and sucks it into her mouth.

“Man,” I say. “Really, who told you about this place?”

“Promise you won’t laugh?”

“I won’t.”

“Sonia and I come here sometimes.”

“Right.” I say, mockingly dragging out the word.

“Can I ask you a question?”

I sip my beer and nod. My teeth clang against the glass—it sends a nerve pain through my jaw. Ow.

“Seeing as you’ve been spending time with Mick, have you noticed anything weird about Sonia lately?”

I lower my pint and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. For some reason I don’t think that this is what he wanted to speak to me about.

I flatten my lips together and shake my head. This is not good. Not a good question at all. He can’t even be suspicious. Because if he is, he could get himself caught up in some crazy shit. And Sonia made it very clear that it wasn’t in his best interests. And he’s been to hell and back with Mum already. He couldn’t cope being betrayed again, she said.

I have to protect him from this. As much as I possibly can.

“No? She seemed a bit wired at work.”

“Haven’t noticed.” I shake my head again and look at the waitress sitting at the bar. I have to change the subject. I try to make him laugh by mimicking the waitress’s speech “I’m-hungry-are-you-hungry?-You-think-our-food-will-be-long?”

Dad smiles with suspicion in his eyes.

Pretty sure he knows I’m trying to distract him. Why why why? Please, Dad. Just drop it. Let’s enjoy this dinner together. Let’s forget the world and the shit and the fucked-up people in it and pretend we are the only ones left. Because him, sitting here, in front of me tonight, it’s nice. I miss … us.

I want to tell him how much I love him. I want to tell him how much I appreciate all the times he cooked me healthy meals even though he was dying to order pizza and drink beer. I want to tell him how much I appreciate him fobbing Mum off every time she called to speak to me. I want him to know that I’ll never forget the day he risked his job by giving one of the dudes in his PE class a detention for no reason because he bullied me about my weight.

But all I can muster is touching his hand and saying, “Don’t worry, Dad. I think you’re just being paranoid.”

And I swear to God, I feel like my heart skips a beat.



Chapter 46


Mick: Sometimes fuck means a lotta shit.


I gotta thank Mia for clearin’ the air between Mum ’n’ me. I’ve never felt so at fuckin’ ease with ’er before. It’s like I’ve just hooked up with a mate I haven’t seen in ages or somethin’. I was so fuckin’ stupid to keep this shit with Dad a secret from ’er. She’s the one with the fuckin’ experience in this shit. But she was tryin’ so hard, ya know? It hurt deep inside me chest to think that I’d be the one to ruin that for ’er.

Fuck it. I guess this is for the best. Once ya see the blood, it’s in ya blood. There’s no escapin’.

Mum ’n’ me sit on the back porch ’n’ share a smoke. She don’t do it much. But sometimes she says she jus’ likes to chill with one. She takes a real long drag ’n’ then passes it to me.

“I have an idea,” Mum says, blowin’ the smoke towards the sky ’n’ then turnin’ to face me. “But I need you to approve it first.”

I frown ’n’ rub me hands up ’n’ down me knees. “Me? Why me?” I laugh. She’s gotta be kiddin’. “You’re the old-time pro with all this shit.”

Mum screws up her mouth ’n’ nods, “Well, I can’t help thinking that we could somehow use Kimi as bait to get Ibrahim caught.”

“What the fuck, Mum? You have a fuckin’ death wish for ’er, or somethin’?”

“No, I’m serious. We could do this. Here’s what I’m thinking.” Mum grabs the smoke off me, sucks in the last bit, drops it on the step, ’n’ butts it out with ’er foot.

“Kimi needs money. That’s the whole reason she’s doing this funny business with Mia and trying to get your knives. What if we approach her and offer her a bit more cash than what she could earn by selling them, to lure Ibrahim here?”

I look at ’er. Like she’s off ’er fuckin’ rocker. But it’s genius.

“We could anonymously tip off Narcotics. Tell them that Ibrahim is going to turn up at such and such a time. They wouldn’t ignore it.”

I shake me head.

“It would be the best arrest they’d made in decades. They’ve been after him since you were born. Did you know that?” Mum stares at me ’n’ hooks ’er feet under ’er bum, sits like a li’l girl on the floor of a classroom. I didn’t know that. I hardly know nothin’ about me parents. All I know is that every time they went out, someone came back with blood on their clothes. Or skin. I used to think it was me mum’s blood. From Dad hittin’ ’er. But I’m startin’ to think it wasn’t hers at all. Ever.

“We can use her as bait, Mick. She can make it so Ibrahim ‘accidentally’ sees her steal something from his office,” Mum says, doin’ those quote things with ’er fingers. “And walk out the door with it, then head to a pickup point, collect a brick of cocaine, and bring it here. You know your dad. There’s no way he’d stop her in the middle of it. He’d follow her. The thrill is in the catch. Forever and always. And he’d want to make her suffer for it.”

I take a deep breath ’n’ shake me head. “Mum, it’s too fuckin’ dangerous. Not only for us, but there’s no way Kimi’s gonna do that. Mia said she’s shit scared of ’im. And anyway, how would it work? How’s she gonna get the coke without gettin’ hold of the knives to sell first? Dad’s been trying to get me to trade ’em for it.”

“That’s not the point of the weapons, Mick. He’s just testing you. He wants you to know how it feels to be under pressure. He’s training you. It’s what he did to me. He has all the cocaine in the world. He doesn’t need you to get cocaine for him; he needs you to show him that you can get cocaine for him, that with the right motivation you would put yourself in danger to get a job done no matter the consequence. Anyway, just leave that part to me.”

I think ’bout what she jus’ said for a minute. I’m such a dick for not gettin’ that Dad was tryin’ to train me up. And then it hits me. Why does Mum wanna try ’n’ trap Dad again if he’s not gonna try ’n’ kill ’er? What’s the point of all of it? Is she doin’ this for me?

“Whaddaya gonna do?” I say.

“I still have connections, you know. You really think after being with Ibrahim for twenty years, I didn’t learn the tricks of the trade?” Mum laughs.

I swallow. Jesus fuckin’ Christ. She really wants to go through with this?

“Mum, you’re totally fucked up, you know that?”

Mum smiles ’n’ raises her eyebrows. “Thanks?”

“I jus’ got one question.” I cough and spit between me feet. “Where you gonna get the dough to give Kimi?”

“Come on, Mick. Just because I don’t say anything, doesn’t mean I don’t know it.”

I frown at her. “You gotta be so fuckin’ cryptic?”

“ You,” Mum says, poking me in the chest, “have more than enough money to help with that.”

I think I blush. I thought she didn’t know.

“Awright,” I say, rubbin’ me hands over me head. “But even if we did do this shit, what comes next? I mean, fuck. Even if narcs do nab ’im walkin’ outta here with that amount of drugs, Dad’ll have his men onta ya—onta us—in no time ’n’ we’ll be totally fucked. And anyway, how ya gonna find out where to send Kimi to get it?”

Mum looks at the row of magpies sittin’ all peaceful along the back fence.

“I know what I’m doing,” she says. “You just need to trust me. Do you trust me?”

“Do I ’ave a choice?”

Mum smiles ’n’ rests a hand on me shoulder.

“Not really.”

“Awright. When do we do it?”

“Friday. Let’s set it up for this Friday. Night.”



Chapter 47


Sonia: Round and round the garden, like a teddy bear …


I flip through an old photo album looking for the Polaroid of Ibrahim standing out in front of Gaz’s place with Nash. Though Ibrahim graciously let Gaz loose after Gaz became a paraplegic as a result of a job gone wrong, he might still have the connections I need to find out where Ibrahim manufactures his cocaine now.

Gaz used to live above a café, so the shop front window is bound to be in the picture. If I can find the name of the café, I can find Gaz, and hopefully tell Kimi where and how to get hold of the drugs. I can lie; I can say that she’s in debt and needs a financial boost. He’d do me the favour. Surely. Especially since I kept the fact that he tried to hit on me one night all those years ago from Ibrahim. If Ibrahim had have found out about that, Gaz would have become a bloodstain on our back porch too. And I’d have been given the honours.

I dial Nash to try to calm my nerves, and hook the phone between my shoulder and ear to continue flipping through the album.

“Yello?”

“Did you tell her?”

“I tried.” Nash groans. “But she thought I was talking about the drugs. And then I saw the look in her eyes, and I couldn’t go through with it.”

 “What drugs?” I suck in my breath, trying to sound as calm as possible.

“For a mathematician, you have a very short memory.”

I close my eyes. Of course.

“Oh. Right. Yes. Sorry, I’ve got a lot on my mind.”

“I noticed. Do you want to talk?”

“Not really. Do you mind? Just tell me about Mia. That’s she’s okay. I just need to know she’s okay.”

There’s a long pause on the other end of the line. I have to control the urgency in my voice. It’s way too suspicious. “I just care about her. And you.”

The guilt of dragging Mia into this is eating away at my heart more than I thought it would. I guess my self-inflicted rehabilitation has actually started to kick in. What kind of person am I? I don’t even know where I stand anymore. Am I like Ibrahim, or not? Can I ever not be like him?

There is an end in sight, though, for the greater good. And that’s the only thing I have to keep telling myself to justify my actions.

It’s for the greater good.

It’s for the greater good.

It’s for the greater good.

“Yeah, I get it,” Nash says. “She’s fine. She quit. I think. She’s a good kid.”

 “Good.” I sigh. “Yeah. She’s a good kid.” I shake my head at myself. I feel sick to my stomach. Mick can handle this. He’s lived in the aftermath of chaos his whole life. But Mia? I have to protect her.

Silence.

“Celeste is in town.”

“What? Since when?”

“Don’t know. Met up with her yesterday. It was weird.”

“Weird?”

“Yeah. Weird.”

I scoff. “I don’t know what that means, Nash.”

I can hear a muffling sound as if Nash is switching the receiver to his other ear.

“Let’s just say I’m not sure what’s going to happen next. It seems she’s going to hold off on telling Mia I’m not her father. But I don’t understand why. I think you’re right. It isn’t true. She seems so desperate to see Mia, but she hasn’t. Yet. I don’t get it. To be honest”—Nash laughs—“she might need to be hospitalized. She seemed so—”

“Weird?”

“Yeah. And psychotic.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Wait and see, I s’pose. I don’t want to tell Mia unless I have to. I’m going to wait it out. Maybe Celeste will leave. When she gets bored.”

“Weird.” I smirk.

“You can say that again.”

I flip over another page in the photo album and spot the photo I’ve been searching for. It’s Ibrahim, Nash, and Gaz in their football gear after a match. And the shop front says “Martha’s Bakery.”

“Nash, can I call you back later? I have so much laundry to sort out, and I don’t think I have any clean underwear for tomorrow.”

“No worries. Wanna go out for dinner this Fri?”

Shit! This Friday? How am I going to keep them away this Friday?

“Actually,” I say.  Think think think! “I have a better idea.”

“Sure, anything you like.”

“Maybe you should take Mia away for the weekend. Spend some quality time together. You know, before anything changes because of Celeste. Give Mia some positive memories, you know? Recent ones. It might help keep you both solid.”

“Nice idea. But I can’t afford that right now.”

“I’ll lend you some money. Come on, it’ll be really good for you both.”

Please please please.

“Maybe. I’ll see how I feel when the weekend rocks around. It is a good idea.”

I clench my fists and grit my teeth. A “maybe” will have to do for now. I loosen my jaw and move it left and right.

“Okay,” I say with a forced smile in my voice. “Think about it. But you’ll let me know if you decide to go, won’t you?”

“Sure. Why?”

Good question. Luckily I am trained to think on my feet.

“Well, you’ve got to tell someone, don’t you? What if you have a car crash and no one knows where to look?”

Nash laughs. “Right. Thanks, Mum.”

I smile and sigh with relief.

Let the games begin.



Chapter 48


Mick: My innards are mushy, awright?


The hard fuckin’ part about wagging class is timin’ it so it doesn’t clash with the dicks in PE. At every corner of the fuckin’ school grounds is a football field, tennis ’n’ basketball court, ’n’ a mini track. And yeah, there are only a few safe places to smoke too—like behind the stinkin’ toilet block.

They really make teens feel like filth, ya know? Like ’cause they’re under eighteen they don’t have fuckin’ brains. I’ve got fuckin’ brains. I jus’ like to keep ’em to meself. I don’t need no one knowing I knows what everyone’s thinkin’. I don’t need no one knowin’ shit about me either. If they wanna think I’m thick, then it’s their fuckin’ shit-for-brains problem. Just wait. Wait till they rub me the wrong way. Then they’ll see what thick really fuckin’ looks like.

“She’s waiting for me in the football field,” Mia says, snatchin’ me smoke and taking the last drag.

“I should come with ya.” I lean me shoulder against the graffitied wall ’n’ stare at the butt Mia dropped on the ground. “You should step on that, babe.”

Mia squints at me. I smirk back ’n’ step on the butt meself. So what if I actually care about the planet? I’ve seen enough shit on TV to convince meself that I should. I’m not a total loser, you know. I jus’, you know, got a reputation to protect. I can’t have people knowin’ my innards are mushy, awright?

Mia crosses ’er arms over ’er chest ’n’ sighs. “I’m not sure you coming with me is gonna help, babe. She might just freak at the first sight of you and split.”

“Butcha can’t do this on your own.”

“Sure I can. Why can’t I?”

“Ya really think she’s gonna trust what ya have to say without me bein’ there to prove I know?”

Mia shrugs ’n’ scrunches up ’er nose. “I guess not.”

I cup me hand over Mia’s cheek ’n’ stroke me thumb along her cheekbone. God, she’s fuckin’ gorge. I don’t give a toss if she’s got some skin to grab, or if she’s skinny, anorexic, or even a fuckin’ skeleton. With eyes like hers she’s gonna mesmerize—is that a word?—me for as long as I’m alive ’n’ can say to all the fucked-up prissy cunts in this school, “Eat shit ’n’ die, bitches.” And she’s not even that fat anyway. She looks better than she used to when she was a fuckin’ cock tease. More real. More woman. More arse. I might even love her as much as I would me own sister … no … wait … I wouldn’t fuck me sister.

Mia leans her face into me hand and kisses me palm. Her lips feel like wet cotton wool.

“Look. Why don’tcha go first,” I say. “Tell her I’m in on it ’n’ explain why. And if she freaks or runs off, message me to come. I’ll sort it.”

Mia nods ’n’ leans into me for a hug. It takes a sec for me to hug ’er back. But fuck, that’s not ’cause I don’t wanna. It’s jus’—I can’t really believe this is all for real, ya know? A year ago, Mia was jus’ like all the other chicks. Hot as. A bitchy slut, yeah, but still, there was somethin’ funny about ’er. Not funny funny. Just not … normal. There was somethin’ in her face that called out to me.

It said: “Everythin’ hurts.”

And I said back: “I know.”

Mia looks up ’n’ kisses me on me chin. “What time is it? Should I go?”

“Prob’ly,” I say, ’n’ kiss ’er back on the forehead.

“Uh—I have something to tell you first.” Mia pulls back. She has tears in her eyes. What the fuck? Did I do somethin’?

“I really really really like you,” she says. “And I don’t wanna lie to you. I don’t want you to lie to me either, and I want this—us—to be—”

“Real?”

Mia smiles ’n’ blushes a little. “Yeah. Real.”

I reach out to pull her closer, but she flicks away me hand. Girls are fuckin’ weird. I thought this was a “moment,” and she flicks away me hand?

“Wait,” she says. “You need to hear what I have to say first.”

I take a deep breath. It sounds serious. I can feel me nostrils flair.

“I kinda … uh, fingered Kimi in the footy field the other day.”

I frown ’n’ then laugh. “You were trying to get shit out of her, though, right? I thought you might do somethin’ like that. Smart.” I nod. She’s a bloody genius. I knew she had good stuff in ’er head.

“Yeah, but see, here’s the thing. I— I sorta, uh—liked it?”

Fuck me! That’s a man’s fuckin’ dream come true. What’s she all wimpin’ out on me for? I laugh ’n’ finally manage to pull Mia into me arms. I kiss her tiny nose.

“So?” I say.

“You’re not mad?” Mia’s voice goes up at the end like a li’l girl’s.

“Fuck off, babe. Why would I be mad?”

“Isn’t it a bit weird?” Mia rests her head on me chest.

“Mia. I don’t give a fuck if yer bi, or whatever it makes ya.”

“Really?”

“Really.” I press Mia’s head inta the crook of me neck. She wraps her arms around me waist. I can feel her smilin’ against me skin. “And thank you.”

“I couldn’t not tell you,” Mia mumbles.

“Nah, not for that. Fuck. For helpin’ my mum ’n’ me with this bullshit.”

Mia pulls away ’n’ looks into me eyes. She smiles ’n’ nods. She doesn’t have to say nothin’. ’Cause I can tell that this is for real.

Mia.

My li’l creature.

I’m gonna keep ’er.

Forever and a day.



Chapter 49


Mia: Rust—all it takes is losing a bit of trust


When I approach Kimi in the footy field she is sunbathing with earphones in again. Her skirt is hitched under the elastic of her knickers and her T-shirt below the wire of her bra.

“Hey.” I poke her in the side with my toes and hover over her with my hands on my hips, trying not to think about the sex. I’ve got to focus on Mick now. He’s the one I really want. And with him, everything is gonna be special. I just know it.

Kimi yanks the earphones out, shades her eyes from the sun, and sits upright with a grin when she sees it’s me.

“Hey, yourself. I knew you’d come.” Kimi makes movements to stand up, but I hold my hand out to suggest she stay where she is. The less easy it is for her to run off, the better.

“Don’t get up.” I kneel and sit on the lawn next to her. “I have something important I want to talk to you about.”

“If it’s about the other day, I—”

“It’s not.”

Kimi nods. “This sounds serious. Are you okay?”

“Actually, I’m great. And the reason has to do with you,” I say. Kimi smirks as if she thinks I might be in love with her. “But can you promise me something first?”

“Sure.” Kimi gently touches my knee. I look at her hand, but don’t move it away even though I want to.

“I have a proposition for you. Something that is probably the answer to your prayers.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. You see, I’ve spoken to Mick.”

“About—?” Kimi stretches the word out and lowers her head in question. I was actually expecting her to flip out at the mention of his name. But maybe she was expecting my idea to involve Mick all along. I shouldn’t be so quick to judge a person’s intelligence. Which means right now I also need to be really careful this goes exactly to plan. I can’t let Sonia and Mick down. Not just because I think I’m in love with Mick but because it would be letting Dad down too. If what Sonia said to me is true, that Dad promised Ibrahim he’d never interfere with his business in exchange for Ibrahim never asking Dad for any favours, then the plan has to work. Because if it doesn’t, Ibrahim will find out about Sonia and Dad seeing each other, and then everything would turn to shit. For all of us.

Because, obviously, Ibrahim would just assume that Dad was in on all this.

 “I’ve come to talk about your … predicament.”

“What the fuck, Mia?” Kimi yells. “Do you have any idea how much trouble this is gonna get me in? You have no idea who Daddy really is! He’s gonna flip—”

Kimi stands up, but I grab her skirt and yank her back down. This, I was definitely expecting. And I’m prepared for it. Kimi lands on the grass with a thud.

“Kimi, just hear me out. I know who he is. And I had a feeling you knew too. I knew you were hiding something, and I know you’re not a bad person. And you know what else I know?” I say this all as quickly as possible while trying not to sound like a lunatic.

Kimi sniffs and shakes her head. A tear rolls down her cheek.

“I know how to help you. We know how to help you. And it involves you getting enough money to leave Thornbury and start fresh in another city. Country even.”

“We?” Kimi’s eyes open wide in disbelief.

“Me and Mick.” Kimi looks at me as if I’m insane. “And Mrs. Shâd.”

“His mother? Are you out of your freaking mind?”

“No, actually. Do you want the money or not?”

Kimi turns her head and looks towards the road. The neighbourhood is quiet this afternoon. Kimi wipes her eyes really quickly with the heels of her hands.

“How much are we talking?” she says.

“Fifty grand. Half today, half after the job is done.”

“Jesus Christ, fifty grand?” Kimi speaks way too loudly, but then drops her volume midsentence.

I nod.

“Sign me up. What do I have to do?” Kimi takes a deep shaky breath.

“Mrs. Shâd has organized an afterschool “maths tutorial” for you. Meet her in the Maths and Sciences Wing, room A5 at 3:30. She’ll give you the 25k—cash—and tell you what needs to be done.”

Kimi smiles as if she’s just inhaled laughing gas, but it disappears just as fast.

“I’m not killing anyone.”

I laugh. “It’s a lot tamer than that.” I shock myself at how calm I am while saying all of this. But the good thing is, it will all be over really soon, and life can go back to normal. Dad and Sonia don’t have to be scared of Ibrahim anymore, and me and Mick don’t have to worry about our parents ending up dead.

She stares at me. Her eyes glisten. “Is this all some ploy to get rid of me?”

“Of course not. Why would I want to get rid of you?”

“I dunno. Everybody wants to get rid of me.” Kimi bursts into tears.

I should have known she was insecure. Just like Mick, it’s all show. That toughness, that withdrawal from society—well, if you can call the students at school a society. I guess it is kinda.

 “This will really help you,” I say. “You can start a new life. Be anyone and anything you like. It’s a chance to be a good person. Do things right this time.”

Kimi wails and falls into my arms. I hug her tight, and she shakes up and down in my embrace. Her tears smear against my cheek. They’re warm and somehow remind me of the day my mum left. I cried for so long in Dad’s lap that I gave myself a headache. My mascara stained his jeans. When I apologized for making such a mess of them, he stroked my hair and said, “You can cry on me as much as you like, and your tears will never stain me.” I didn’t get it then. But I think I do now. I think he meant that no matter what happens, he will always love me.

Kimi doesn’t have anyone in her life to love her.

My dislike for her turns to pity. And I can only wish this deal with Sonia does actually do her some good. But for some reason, seeing her like this, sitting here, witnessing her cry for the first time, in this silent football field where my dad and Ibrahim once kicked for the same team, I’m suddenly worried.

About Kimi, about Sonia, about Dad.

About Mick.

I swallow. And say something that makes the hairs on my arms stand on end.

 “Trust me,” I say as I stroke Kimi’s hair. “Everything is gonna turn out for the best.”



Chapter 50


Sonia: Kimiko is a go-go.


I sit at the back of the classroom with Mick’s schoolbag—stuffed with twenty-five thousand dollars—between my legs. The home time bell rang fifteen minutes ago, but feet are still shuffling in through the corridor. I panic that I should have made the meeting later in case someone accidentally walked in.

I scan the room for a hiding place to put the bag until Kimiko arrives, but someone knocks on the door before I find one. My heart rate increases, and I’m shocked at the adrenaline rush. I used to be so calm in situations like this.

I leave the bag on the seat and walk to the door. My eyes are drawn to the needle of a compass on the teacher’s desk as I walk by, and I envision stabbing it in someone’s face to simply watch the blood run to the edge of their jaw, hang momentarily in a teardrop curve before hitting the victim’s silky breast.

I peer through the blinds on the classroom door to check it’s Kimiko. It is. I open it and hold my hand out to shake. She looks at my hand as though it might contaminate her with Ebola, then slips inside without touching me.

“So you’re the one who broke Daddy’s heart,” she says in a tone not suited to a girl her age, then sits on the teacher’s desk with her knees spread.

“Firstly,” I say, gently pushing her knees together, “he is not a poor man. And secondly, I didn’t break his heart.” I wonder why I feel the need to respond to her naive interrogation—I don’t owe the girl a thing. But she’s biting the inside of her bottom lip. She’s clearly trying to act tough and impress me, and so I have a deep desire to set her straight. “Ibrahim’s heart is unbreakable. It’s made of Gorilla Glass.” I smirk within while keeping my facial expression unchanged.

Kimiko’s eyebrows move closer together. “Really?”

I laugh. “No. Of course not.”

“Oh.” She smiles a crooked smile and holds out her hand. It seems the joke did the trick. I like her. We shake hands.

“So … Mia says you wanna pay me fifty grand to help nab Gorilla man.”

I smile at her attempt to continue the joke. It’s a terrible attempt, but it’s certainly a good sign. If she is so easily social, the probability of her being successful with the job is high.

“That’s the gist of it, yes,” I say.

“Cool. What do I have to do?”

“Well—”

“Wait. She also said you’d gimme half up front.”

I raise my eyebrows.

“I wanna see it.”

I’m surprised at her impatience. Impatience could be a problem. On the other hand, it could also mean she knows what she’s doing and would be hard to fool. I decide to assume the latter.

“Good call,” I say. I walk to the back of the classroom and fetch the bag. I drop it in Kimiko’s lap.

She sniffs it and frowns. “It smells like Mick.”

I purse my lips. “Is that going to be a problem for you?”

Kimiko shrugs. “I was expecting a briefcase or something.”

“This isn’t a movie, Kimiko. If a girl like you was walking around with a briefcase, it would look suspicious.” Perhaps I should take my last thought back.

“Oh yeah, I guess. I just thought … anyway, doesn’t matter.” She unzips the bag, peers inside, and grins. “Okay, shoot.”

“Let’s sit at the back.”

“Why?”

I glare at her, hoping the look alone is enough explanation, otherwise I might have to reevaluate the girl’s abilities.

“Okay.” She jumps off the desk and walks to the back of the room as though she is rehearsing for a catwalk.

“There’s a little blue notebook inside the bag. Pull it out.”

She does, and she holds it in the air as though to ask if it’s the correct one. Of course it’s the correct one. There is nothing inside the bag but money and one notebook. My stomach tightens at the thought of her idiocy. I grit my teeth and tame the urge to call the whole thing off.

“Open it,” I say with a nod. “Inside is a map of your route, and pickup and drop-off points from where you live. Step-by-step instructions are written in there too. You can’t go wrong. Read them now so I can be sure you understand it all. If you wish to ask any questions, you may ask them before you leave the classroom.”

Kimiko nods and opens the book. Her expression changes from exhilaration, to surprise, to confusion, to comprehension, and last of all to worry as she reads the last instruction.

“What if he doesn’t do what you say he’s going to do?”

“Ibrahim is ninety-nine percent predictable to me.”

“But what if he’s not.”

“Mick will be following you. If anything happens that is unforeseen, Mick will step in and introduce a distraction. Ibrahim will not hurt his son.”

“Yeah, but—”

My throat tightens. “Do you want the money or not? Then stop being nosy and do what you’re told.”

Kimiko smacks her lips. “Sure, not problem. I— I got this.”

“Good. Do you need anything else?”

“Nope, I’m cool.” Kimiko smiles, drops the notebook in the bag, and zips it closed. “Can I go?”

I nod and reposition a pin in my hair. I watch as she walks out.

Her hair is so black and her skin is so pale and smooth.

She would look brilliant in red.



Chapter 51


Nash: Mad for marriage on a Friday night.


Mia is sitting on the couch entranced by a blank TV screen, clutching her mobile phone in her hand.

“Whatcha doin’?” I say. “Admiring your reflection?” I regret the comment as soon as it comes out of my mouth, but it doesn’t seem to faze her. “Come on, mate, get into gear; we gotta go.”

Mia snaps out of her trance and looks up. “Huh?”

“I wanna get a move on.”

“To where?”

“To Sonia’s?”

It could be my imagination, or the eerie orange twilight, but it looks as if Mia has jaundice. For a moment I’m taken aback by her appearance, but then she shifts her head and the light falls over it differently, and she looks normal again.

“To Sonia’s? What the fuck for?” Mia says. She’s swearing an awful lot lately. Mick’s influence?

I glare at her. Our eyes lock. She doesn’t even flinch. There’s no reason for her to be behaving like this towards me. What did I do? I thought everything was okay between us again. Especially after dinner the other night. Is this some sort of drug withdrawal? I’ve heard of mood swings, but this looks like some form of paranoia with her knee jumping up and down like that.

“I told you. I want to surprise her.” I pull a tiny crimson velvet box out of my pocket and hold it out for Mia to see. It rests in my palm like a little furry animal.

“Oh my God, Dad! Now? What happened to going away this weekend? Why aren’t we going anywhere?” Mia’s tone shifts from furious to enticingly calm. “It could be fun, you know.”

Something isn’t right. How did she know about Sonia’s idea to go away? I put the box back in my pocket and scratch my beard. “Who told you that?”

Mia rolls her eyes like she does when she’s been caught out. But she also has a talent to make it look like the other person’s mistake.

“You, probably,” she says, shrugging. Of course that would be her answer.

Let it be?

Not this time.

Christ, I’m so fed up with her mood swings. Sure, she’s a teenager. But she also just inflicted herself with two weeks of brain-altering drugs. I need to put my foot down. I need to tell her to get a grip, otherwise things aren’t going to be so bloody easy around here anymore.

“I didn’t tell you, mate,” I say with a clear firmness in my voice. “Are you listening in on my private phone conversations again? Because I’ve gotta say, I thought you’d grown out of that.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“I’ll tell you who’s being ridiculous, mate. You. Snap out of this shit and act like a supportive loving daughter for once? I do so much for you and you take it all for granted. Just once. I need you to be here for me. Come with me, so that I can bloody propose, before your mother—” I cut myself off and feign a cough.

Mia stands up and walks towards me. She seems oblivious to the mention of her mother. Good. I s’pose her mood swings are good for something.

She touches my shoulder, a little awkwardly, but at least it’s an attempt at some affection. “I know Mum is gonna be in town soon, and you’re anxious about it. I’m really sorry I don’t acknowledge that it’s going to be hard for you to see her again. I’m sorry I’ve been so fucked up. But asking Sonia to marry you isn’t going to stop whatever it is you’re afraid is going to happen when you see Mum.”

So she wasn’t oblivious, just totally and utterly mature and logical. Bloody oath. If only that was my problem, then I would probably take her advice. I nod and scratch my beard.

If only Mia knew the extent of it.

“What exactly are you afraid of, Dad? That you still have feelings for her?”

I look up and clench my jaw. Mia steps back and crosses her arms. She seems impatient. What exactly does she think she is going to achieve by keeping me here? Does she not approve of the partnership? If not, why can’t she just come out and say it? And why didn’t she say anything earlier?

“You wouldn’t understand.”

“Then why don’t we chill out here tonight. I dunno, screw my diet—we can order pizza and drink beer like old times. The Footy Show is on tonight. We can watch that. Then you can tell me what’s on your mind.”

This is blatant manipulation. She sounds like Celeste.

“My feelings are not for your ears, mate. Trust me,” I say.

“Jesus Christ, Dad, I’m not two.”

I groan. What has got into her? How has she managed to make me feel like the child here?

“I don’t want to fight with you. It’s private. Respect that, please?”

Mia shrugs and looks at the floor.

“Good. Now we’re going to Sonia’s.”

Mia stamps her foot and screams, “I don’t want to go to Sonia’s.”

“If you’re not two, then why are you having a two-year-old tantrum?” I yell so hard the corners of my mouth burn.

“Because—Because I think—”

I walk towards the front door. “Fuck this. I’ll go on my own.”

“Wait!” Mia grabs her mobile phone, bolts to the front door, and stands against it. “Just—just wait a second.”

I shift the weight between my feet and huff and puff overenthusiastically. Mia taps off a message, remaining between me and the door. She then stares at the phone until she gets the ding of her delivery report.

 “You done?” I say, craning my neck. “I’d like to be in a good mood for my future wife.”

Mia sighs, spins around, and opens the door.

“Fine. I’m coming with you.”



Chapter 52


Celeste: It’s party time.


I park a couple of doors down from my old house—the smile on my face so wide that my lips feel like stretched labia in the midst of giving birth.

I never called to arrange it, like I said I would, but what the hell. What the hell! It’s a surprise visit. Who doesn’t like surprise visits? Everybody likes surprise visits! Surprise!Then everyone laughs and hugs and clinks champagne glasses, and chats all night long reminiscing about the past and getting excited about the future. Aw!

I’m going to traipse in, cook dinner for them all with whatever ingredients they have in the fridge—surely Mia will enjoy something other than a meat pie and tomato sauce for a change—and then take Nash aside once Mia has gone to bed like the good little girl she always is—satisfied and joyful, of course—and tell him that if he takes me back, I will never— never ever!—tell Mia about him not being her father. Ha!

I can hardly believe he fell for it. He fell for it! He’s as gullible as they come. That’s right. Gullible as gullible comes. I knew I could play him like Play-Doh.

But—and here’s the catch—if he doesn’t take me back, he’s going to be making a colossal mistake, because I won’t hesitate to pull my Ruger SP101 out of my purse and subject them both to suicide.

One quick gunshot to my temple.

Over and out.

What’ve I got to live for anyway if I can’t get my old life back?

Nothing. Nothing at all.  Nothing at all!

I smile, wink at my purse, and jiggle in my seat.

This is perfect. Perfect!

Nash loves Mia more than the footy—of course he’s going to choose the only way to avoid hurting her. And what a kind offer, really, offering to put a family back together again. Yes! I should be awarded mother of the year. I should, I should!

I turn off the ignition, and Nash and Mia step outside the house.

No! This is not the way it’s supposed to go!

For a second I contemplate saving it for tomorrow. But stuff it. I’m all geared up for a good night out. Stuff it stuff it—stuff the chicken with weed.

I swallow another Xanax, my fifth today—and I’m still standing!—and wash it down with a swig of vodka from my tiny gold flask.

Stupid doctor. I do not have a paradoxical reaction to sedatives, thank you very much. “What utter bollocks,” I say to myself in a bad British accent. “I’m just a jolly old lass!”

I drop the flask back into my bag. It lands on my handgun and clunks like a plastic bullet hitting a metal target.

I wait for Nash and Mia to turn the corner at the end of the block before starting the car again. Wherever they are headed, I am headed too.

It’s time to get the party started.

As I pull away from the curb, my vision becomes a little blurred, and I misjudge the distance between the front bumper and someone’s street bin. It tumbles over with a crash. A light turns on in a window. Curtains flutter. A set of eyes peek through a slit in the blinds.

I giggle and back up, correct the steering wheel, and tail Nash and Mia from a safe distance.

Tonight is going to be special. Special!

Tonight will, in fact, be the best night of my life.



Chapter 53


Mia: Gotta love ya and leave ya.


When Sonia answers the door, all the feeling drains from my face. My stomach sinks in sync. Sonia is wearing a vintage wedding dress and dolled up with bright-red lipstick.

I open my mouth to try to apologize for not being able to keep Dad away, but I can’t stop staring.

Dad’s facial expression becomes very sad. He lifts his arm to balance himself against the door frame. With his other hand he reaches towards Sonia and brushes a thick floppy lock of hair from her eyes. I look at him with my mouth agape. Why isn’t he reacting to the dress? Did she know he was coming over to propose? I don’t get it. Did the big Ibrahim catch already go down?

Sonia opens her mouth to speak, but nothing comes out. She moves Dad’s hand away from her face instead.

“You can’t be here,” she says.

“Let me in. Let me help talk you through this … whatever it is you’re going through.”

Talk her through this? Talk her through what?

Sonia looks at her feet. And then at me as if to say, “Do something.” I have to find a way for us to leave without having to give a decent reason. Should I mime illness? Clutch over in pain? I’ve tried the appendix deal on Dad before—over a stupid exam. It won’t work a second time. I’m out of convincing ideas.

“Sonia, you look really busy,” I say. Ugh. “Dad, I think we should go. Sonia, I’m really sorry we just dropped in on—”

“Can you cut the crap, Mia?” Dad snaps, and squints at me, but I quickly disengage eye contact and pretend to look at something across the road.

Dad tsks, takes a step back, and fiddles with the box in his pocket. Something changes in his face, as if he’s just caught on that Sonia and I know something he doesn’t. “Can someone please tell me what’s going on? That’s not a question.”

Sonia looks upwards, to the left. I think there is a clock on the wall. She sighs. “I’ve got ten minutes. Not a second more.”

Nash frowns, swallows, and nods. We step inside. There’s a handgun resting on the table by the door. Dad notices it and stops walking. Stares at the gun. Rubs his hands over his face and whimpers like an injured animal.

“I’ll explain everything,” Sonia says, with a straight face. She takes Dad’s hands and leads him down the hallway. I follow. The swish of Sonia’s dress as she walks is weird, and for a second I lose all sense of place. Suddenly I feel angry. Angry at Sonia, a responsible adult, for making me go through this without being able to confide in my own father. Is she really going to explain everything? If she does, then why have I been lying to Dad for so long, and feeling guilty about it, and stressed? For whom? For Mick? Or for Sonia?

“Sit.” Sonia gestures for Dad to sit at the kitchen table.

He sits. I remain standing in the doorway. I don’t think I can bear to look either of them in the eye right now. I clench my teeth. I just wanna get out of here before the shit goes down. So, Sonia, please, just tell him what’s going on so that we can split and stay alive.

“Okay. I’m sitting.” Dad flattens his hands on the tabletop.

“I don’t have much time, so I’m just going to spit it out.” Sonia stares at Dad, biting her top lip as if trying to quickly think of an excuse. She’s not going to tell him the truth, is she?

Jesus Christ, Sonia. Who are you, really?

She spins around on a heel and flings open a cupboard, pulls out a few plates, and arranges them on the table. “Ibrahim is coming over for dinner, and you can’t be here when he arrives.”

No, no, no. Why can’t she just stop pretending, man? It’s over now.

I make a weird involuntary squeak of disapproval.

Sonia glares at me. I glare back.

Sonia sets the last plate in front of Dad as he cranes his neck.

“You’re fucking kidding me. And why does Mia know this?”

Sonia holds her hands out, palms facing upwards. “I can’t stop my son from telling Mia about his life. I’m sorry. And I can’t get out of it. You know how Ibrahim is. You don’t say no to Ibrahim. And I’m sorry I didn’t tell you earlier, but I didn’t want you to get the wrong idea. And neither did Mia. Mick slipped up. It was a mistake. It’s all a big belly-up flop.”

“Bloody oath I’m getting the wrong idea, Sonia. I thought you were done with this. You promised me you were done with this shit.” Dad’s last couple of words push through half-closed lips.

“Look … it’s not like that—” Sonia lifts the skirt of her dress, sits on the edge of the table, and crosses her legs. She glances at her wrist as if she’s wearing a watch. She isn’t. “We just need to discuss a few things. Set a few ground rules.”

“In a wedding dress?”

“Yes. It will keep him subdued.”

“What rules exactly?”

“Things like not entering the house in the middle of the night without my knowledge. Yada yada yada.” Sonia flicks her hand as if she were uttering something unimportant.

“I thought you said Ibrahim invited himself over.”

Sonia nods. “He did.”

Nash laughs. “Ibrahim wanted to come over for dinner to ‘discuss’ something so trivial, and something he probably had no idea you knew about, and you felt the need to wear your wedding dress to subdue him.”

Sonia coughs, looks up at the clock on the wall, and wipes the sides of her mouth with her forefingers. “Well, not exactly.”

“I didn’t think so. Tell me what’s really going on.” Dad clenches his fists so hard they tremble.

“It’s complicated. It’s safe. I promise. But I can’t talk about it.”

“It’s safe.” Dad repeating everything Sonia says is not helping.

We need to get out of here.

Now.

Sonia puckers her brow and nods quickly, multiple times. “Uh-huh. Yes. It’s safe.” She shifts position of her legs, and her dress swishes again.

“I find that hard to believe,” Dad says.

“I’m afraid I don’t have time to wait for you to believe it, Nash. It would be better for everyone involved if you weren’t here when he arrived. You especially need to get your daughter out of here.”

“I thought you said it was safe,” he snaps.

Dad and Sonia stare at each other for a few more moments. Neither of them flinch. Sonia reaches out and touches Dad’s cheek. A tear escapes and runs down her face, hangs at the edge of her jaw.

She mouths, “I’m sorry.”

Dad pushes his chair backwards and stands up. “Where’s Mick?”

Sonia nods again as if she’s got a twitch. “He’s at the supermarket.”

Dad’s nostrils flare as looks around the kitchen. It’s spotless. There’s nothing cooking. But I swear to God, he better be finished asking questions, because the last thing we need is to get caught up in the shit that is about to go down in this house. I did my part. I helped. But being here, right now, is beginning to freak me out. A lot. It’s like my organs are all huddling together to keep each other company. It’s all become way too real. Especially after seeing Sonia behaving like this.

Fucking-shit-in-holy-hell-this-is-beyond-mother-fucking-fucked-up. I’ll be so glad for tomorrow to come, for this to be over. Then we can all have a fresh start and move on with our lives like normal people do. I can finish school, go to Uni. Hell, I might even take that songwriting course I’ve had my eye on.

I bang my fist on the wall. “Dad. Let’s go.”

Dad looks at me with tears in his eyes.

I look at Sonia.

Sonia looks at the clock again and aggressively scratches at her elbow. Then under her chin. Then at the back of her neck.

“Nash!” Sonia screams. Tears stream down her face. “You need to leave. Right now.”

Dad takes a deep breath and clenches his fists. He steps a little closer to Sonia, as if he wants to give her a hug but doesn’t at the same time. But Sonia just shakes her head and cups a hand over her mouth.

“Please,” she says—muffled, distant.

Dad nods and gently touches my elbow.

We walk to the front door—in silence—holding hands.



Chapter 54


Sonia:

[image: Equation 3]

The instant Nash and Mia head towards the front door, I sniff in the snot and wipe away my tears as Kimiko bashes on the back fly wire door with a brick of cocaine.

“The White Lady is in the house!” I say, trying to act Kimi’s age to make her feel more comfortable. But my attempt at relatable social interaction doesn’t seem to take effect.

“I want more cash,” Kimiko pants. She looks me up and down with scrutiny as she steps inside and drops the coke to the floor. It lands with a possessive thud.

“Pardon?” I shake my head. “No. We had a deal. We stick to it. Sorry.” I wipe my eyes one last time. Memories of negotiations gone bad invade my thoughts.

I knew this would happen.

Negotiations never go as planned. Ever. They always want more.

“Yeah? Well, the deal changed, sistah. You have no fucking idea what I had to go through to get this. He led me on a fucking goose chase. I swear to God I thought I was gonna die by just walking through the freaking neighbourhood he stores this shit. And I could hear his footsteps. He was following my every single move. I was shitting bricks!”

“I never said it would be easy, Kimiko. You agreed to do it. A deal is a deal. So he followed you. That’s what we wanted, remember? How far behind is he? You did keep track, didn’t you?”

“Yeah. I’m not an idiot. He’s parked right out front probably waiting to put a bullet in my head on my way out.”

I frown. “That’s not going to happen. You just stay in the house and you’ll be safe.

“Uh … how?”

“What do you think I’m in a wedding dress for?”

“I have no fucking idea why you’re in your stupid wedding dress.”

I glare at her to suggest her sarcasm is uncalled for. “Well, in case you’re interested, it’s to distract him.”

“Ok aaay.”

“You wouldn’t understand.”

“Clearly.”

The urge to slap Kimiko for her lip is rising. But I hold myself together. It’s not the time or the place to get into an argument with her. “Look, go into Mick’s bedroom. Lock the door. Move his dresser in front of it. Then sit in his wardrobe, inside his torture chamber thing. It’ll shield you from bullets.”

“What the fuck?” Kimiko shrieks.

“It’s just a precaution. It won’t come to that, trust me. The plan is solid. I’ll come get you when it’s all over.”

Kimiko nods, rubbing her arms, shivering.

BOOM!

Our heads whip towards the front of the house, where screeching tyres and crashing and banging sounds barrel down the hall.

“What was that?” I whisper. My heart hovers and pounds in my throat and ears. Kimiko starts to cry.

I hesitate, hold up my hands, a gesture for Kimiko to not move yet. I turn to see if I can see what’s going on outside through the edge of the living room window that’s visible from where I’m standing.

Kimiko gasps.

I spin around to find a man with a fluorescent-green cap holding a hand over Kimiko’s mouth and a gun to her head. Kimiko tries to struggle free by elbowing the guy in the ribs, but then her eyes widen and focus behind my head, and she starts screaming into the man’s hand.

We’re not the only people in the room.

I can smell him.

Coffee, whiskey, icing sugar.

A sense of calm overwhelms me.

He unzips my wedding dress from behind, pulls me close, and nuzzles his face into the back of my neck.

“Ebedi öpücük,” Ibrahim whispers.

He brushes hair away from my skin and slowly licks my neck along the vertebrae. He slips a knife into my hand. The handle is steel—cold in my palm. My fingers wrap around the handle as if it was made especially for my grip. My breath slows, thickens with want, so much so I can hear my blood pulse through my head.

“Do it,” Ibrahim says.

Without a moment’s hesitation I slice through Kimiko’s jugular and admire the magnitude of the blood’s flow.

I have returned home.

I am free.

I am once again—me.



Chapter 55


Mia: Blood on my tongue.


The road is cold and rough against my left cheek—the white reflection of the moon ripples in the pool of blood between me and Dad.

I blink, wince at a sharp pain in my thigh. I touch it with my right hand. It’s wet, warm—a moist memory.

“Dad?” I whisper.

His eyelids flutter.

“Nash.” I whisper a little louder, hoping he’ll respond to his name instead. He remains still, silent, skeletal. I try to reach for him, but my left arm won’t move. I’m not sure if I can even feel it.

Behind me, slow movement shifts the air. Someone curses under their breath and kicks a rock. It tumbles, rolls to a halt in the distance.

Gentle footsteps approach from behind. Someone sniffs, groans, and clears their throat; another voice whimpers.

A switchblade flicks open. The sound hovers in the air.

A small gasp. Female.

“What happened? What’s going on?”

A man coughs, spits on the road—it splatters like phlegm. He tells the woman to shut the fuck up.

“Oh my God, I can’t feel my legs. I can’t feel my legs!” she cries.

“Don’t move, ya cunt—stay in the fuckin’ car.” The man’s voice quivers, his tone anxious, familiar. I think I know who it is. But it can’t be. He wouldn’t do something like this.

He loves me.

I roll onto my side, clenching my teeth through the sharp stabbing in my leg, and look towards the voices.

It’s Mum, her face covered in blood, trapped in a mutilated rent-a-car wrapped around a tree. What is she doing here? Why?

My breath quickens. I look at the car, and at Dad, still motionless. Shooting pain crawls up my left arm and into my neck like an electric shock.

Did Mum run us over?

It is him. It’s Mick.

And he has a knife to Mum’s throat?

“Mick, no.” I try to call out, but my voice is weak. My thigh feels like it’s becoming one with the road, pounding I-told-you-sos via the stabbing sensations that keep spasming from my knee up to my breasts.

I should never have gotten involved in this.

“Mick!” I try again.

He turns his head.

“What are you doing? Leave her alone.” I croak. “Help me. I don’t think I can move.”

Mick’s eyes dart left to right; his Adam’s apple moves up and down, the whites of his eyes glowing under the streetlights.

“Are you okay, babe? Did you get hit hard?” Mick stutters, keeping the knife to Mum’s throat. She whimpers like a child.

“I think so.” The sentence comes out all shaky.

Mick nods and groans.

But I really don’t know if I’m okay. I can’t even tell how bad my injury is. All I know is that it hurts like hell.

“You shouldn’t be here, babe,” I say. “You were supposed to leave when Kimi got here.”

“I wanted the cunt for myself. Did he come? Is he inside?”

“I dunno. I didn’t see. Babe, Dad and I need help.”

Mick’s jaw tightens, and he flicks his chin towards Dad.

“He alive?”

An involuntary cry escapes my mouth. I’ve been trying to stay strong. But I can’t. What if Dad’s dead? I couldn’t live with myself. How will I be able to forgive myself for not telling him about everything that very same day I got involved? I’m so fucking stupid.

“He’s not moving.” I wail.

“Fuck!” Mick kicks the side of Mum’s car. She moans. “Where the fuck are the narcs?”

“What?” Mum gasps, seeming to have just come to. “Mia? What’s going on?”

“Who the fuck is this cunt? You know ’er?” Mick snaps.

I nod, wincing in pain as I try to tell him who she is. I need a hospital. Why won’t Mick just call an ambulance? “It’s—my—my—mother.”

“Shit!” Mick quickly pulls the knife away from Mum’s throat and jumps back a few feet. He stares at her, then looks back at me.

“She a threat?”

“No.”

Silence.

“Mick? Is that your name, little boy?” Mum’s voice is high but slurred.

Mick curses under his breath. “The narcs should’ve been here by now. Fuck!”

“Mick, look at me,” Mum says. Her voice sounds weak. Apologetic. “I need a hospital. So do Mia and Nash. Can you please call an ambulance for us? Whatever illegal stuff is going on, I won’t say anything. Cross my heart and hope to die.”

Mick paces for a bit, then kneels down beside me. He strokes my forehead, my cheek. His skin is warm and comforting against my cold goose-pimpled skin.

“Your leg’s all fucked up, babe,” he whispers.

I start to cry. “My arm feels weird too.”

“Fuckin’ hell. How fast was your mother drivin’?”

“I dunno, I … Oh fuck, fuck, fuck, Mick, my—my—my leg, it hurts!”

Mick stands and brings his hands to his head, breathing in and out so hard and fast that it makes me breathe faster too.

I’m going to die. I can feel it.

“Babe, we just have to tell the cops the truth,” I whisper. “We haven’t done anything wrong. We haven’t. Please, just call an ambulance. Please.”

Mick paces, backwards and forwards, within the space of about two metres, his fingers to his mouth, biting off bits of nail and spitting them to the ground.

“But what about Mum ’n’ Kimi? They’re inside with a fuckin’ shitload of drugs. They’ll go to fuckin’ prison. Something fucked up, I know it. I should bust in. Then I’ll call an ambulance. I’ll take the blame for everythin’. There’s no other way.”

“Babe, no! What if he’s in there?” I feel like I’m shouting, but it sounds more like hot air with syllables.

“Your stupid fucking mother!” Mick yells. “What the fuck is she doin’ here anyway?” He kicks the edge of the footpath multiple times.

“I’m sorry!” Mum cries. “I was—I think I must have passed out at the wheel. I don’t know how this happened. It was an accident. But we all really need a hospital, Mick. I don’t know what’s—”

“Shh!” Mick jerks his head towards his house. There’s a sound of a struggle coming from inside, and two evenly spaced gunshots fired.

Oh my God. It can’t be. This can’t be happening.

My heart slows, beats lazily in my ears, and I suddenly feel cold, weak, and breathless, the taste of blood on my tongue like live copper wire.

Then everything …

 … starts to fade.



Chapter 56


Mick: I can taste it.


I scream, “Fuck!” shaking Mia to stop ’er from closin’ ’er eyes. “You need to stay awake, babe. Open ya eyes. Look at me. For fuck’s sake, please.”

Mia groans ’n’ nods slowly, wincing ’n’ reaching for her leg. “I’m tired. Just let me sleep.”

I stroke her hair ’n’ hold me breath. I’m not gonna be a fuckin’ pussy. I’m gonna keep her alive. She will stay alive. “You’re in shock, babe. You need to stay awake.” I lean down ’n’ kiss her on her forehead. I can’t fuckin’ believe this. I did this to ’er. I shouldn’t’ve let her fuckin’ get involved.

I whack meself on the head over ’n’ over, repeatin’ “fuck” over ’n’ over.

Fuck what the cops think happened. Fuck me dad. There is always a next time. Always another fuckin’ life. I jus’ gotta take the rap. It’s the only fuckin’ way I can save Mia from this.

As I stand, Mia reaches out for me ’n’ whimpers. “I love you,” she says. I jus’ wanna break down ’n’ cry. But I can’t. I gotta be strong. I gotta show Mia I have what it takes to look after ’er.

I take ’er hand ’n’ close me eyes. “I’ll call an ambulance, babe. Really soon. Help will be here really fuckin’ soon. Ya just gotta stay awake a little longer, babe. Promise me. I need to think a minute.” I stroke ’er head. She’s shakin’ ’n shit. I take me T-shirt off ’n’ wrap it around the gash in her leg. I’ve seen people do that shit on TV. You know, to stop the bleedin’ ’n’ shit.

Mia’s mum starts screamin’ ’n’ bangin’ ’er hand into the jammed car door. She’s never gonna get herself out like that. What the fuck does she think she’s tryin’ to pull? And she’s gonna draw attention to us. We need to keep the cops away for as long as fuckin’ possible. The neighbours have prob’ly already called someone about the car crash.

She screams again. It’s so fuckin’ ear-piercin’ that a few people’s porch lights turn on. If the neighbours come out of their houses now we’re all totally screwed.

“Shut the fuck up,” I hiss. “You wanna go to fuckin’ prison?”

“You’re the asshole that’s going to prison! Get me outta this car!” Mia’s mum growls like a psycho.

“Shh!” I spit. I’ve gotta find a fuckin’ way to shut the bitch up.

“Get me out, get me out, get me out!” she screams.

Fuckin’ great. We’re doomed. A neighbour from across the street comes out onta their front lawn ’n’ tells us to keep it down. He holds a hand up to his eyes. But then the look on his face changes, and he bolts to his front door, screaming for his wife to call the cops.

“Look what you’ve fucking done, you fucked up fuckin’ cunt!” I don’t care if she’s Mia’s mum. Doesn’t fuckin’ matter now anyway. Everyone’s starin’ out their fuckin’ windas.

I step closer to the car wreck and kick the door. “Are you fuckin’ happy, bitch? Ya just sent ya daughter to prison for being a fuckin’, ya know, thing, to drug trafficking.”

“You don’t know who I am,” she squeals. “I have power. I can run you into the ground before the cops do. Now, get me the fuck out of this car before I make your life a living hell!”

Mia’s mum’s voice rings in me ears like a high-pitched siren. It switches somethin’ on inside me that I’ve never felt before in me life. I pull me knife outta me back pocket, ’n’ before I can even think to stop meself, I slit ’er fuckin’ throat.

Everythin’ goes quiet. All I can ’ear is me heart thumpin’ in me ears. The thrill of the cut pulsin’ through me body like petrol.

But then it hits me what I’ve done. And I throw up.

I just fuckin’ murdered someone. The mother of the girl I love.

What the fuck did I just do…?

I turn to face me house ’n’ see the side door fling open.

And two shadowy figures drag two bodies inta the backyard.

Mum? No, no, no, not me mum!



Chapter 57


Sonia: Ebedi öpücük


Ibrahim wraps Kimi and his fleuro-green-capped sidekick in the black garden plastic. He secures it with rope, grunting as he ties the last knot around Kimi’s neck.

He pulls the bag of fertilizer out of the shed. It pelts down with rain. My hair and dress quickly become cold and wet.

I shiver, staring at Ibrahim, trying to remain as still as possible, not to show emotion. It’s how he likes it—corpse bride. I wonder if we are going to get away with this, why he killed his sidekick. Is this part of some grand scheme to get me back on his side? Was threatening Mick a way to get closer to me, knowing very well that I’d do anything to protect our son from living his parents’ fate? Did he send Kimiko to tempt Mia with drugs to get to us through Nash?

Ibrahim smiles.

Steps closer.

Slow. Steady.

His footsteps silent amidst the slick splashing of rain on the plastic-covered bodies.

Ibrahim cups my face in his hands. Water drips from his nose. He kisses me—I breath in—our wet mouths blending together like dough.

Gentle.

Soft.

I’m his “forever kiss.”

“Ebedi öpücük.” Ibrahim sighs. “Run away with me.”

I tremble and nod, but hold still as Ibrahim uses one hand to massage my breast. He moves his hand down my stomach, lifts my dress, and his fingers crawl inside the front of my pants. He runs a finger gently over my clitoris. I shiver and close my eyes.

His breath is sweet.

Turkish Delight.

Tempting. Delicious. Dangerous. I open my eyes again.

He smirks.

I refuse to react.

Until he cups a hand over my mouth and shoves his fingers inside me. I let out a deep moan.

“You’re mine,” he says.

Yes. Yes, I am.



Chapter 58


Mick: Astagh firol lahal-lathi la …


I dart across me fuckin’ nature strip. Duck behind a bush by me front fence to try ’n’ get closer. To see what the fuck’s goin’ on, but it’s too fuckin’ dark, too dark to see, fuck!

Shit shit shit, you stupid mother fuck dick.

My breathing becomes heavy ’n’ quick ’n’ shit. I yank me phone from me back pocket ’n’ almost flick it over the fence. I catch it midair ’n’ dial. Me hand is shakin’; I’m hummin’ the notes the zero makes as I press it three times.

It rings ’n’ rings. Aren’t emergency services s’posed to pick up fast, for fuck’s sake? It’s freezing tonight, ’n’ me fingertips feel like they’re going to snap off.

Come on come on come on come on … pick up, ya fuckheads!

“Police, Fire, or Ambulance?”

I hammer the front of me forehead with one finger.

“Police, Fire, or Ambulance, sir?”

“Ambulance. Fuck!”

“Location?”

“What?”

“Your address or whereabouts, sir.”

“88 Grandfield Drive, Thornbury.” I look above the bush to check if Mia or Nash are movin’, but they’re not, ’n’ in me chest, me chest, it’s heavy ’n’ tight ’n’ feels like I can’t breathe, ’n’ tears start comin’ outta me eyes ’n’ down me cheeks ’n’ inta the corner of me mouth. And the back of me throat feels like me father is chokin’ me—he is choking me, with his mind, his existence—me fuckin’ dad is ruinin’ the only fuckin’ chance I have ever had at true love.

The phone blips ’n’ sounds like it’s being put through to someone else.

“Hello, an ambulance is on its way to 88 Grandfield Drive, Thornbury. Please confirm that this is the correct location.”

“Yes!” I hiss. “It’ll come quick, right? It won’t take long?”

“No, sir. Please state your—”

I let the phone slip from me hand ’n’ crash to the ground as I stand up. I stare at Mia, passed out on the road, ’n’ choke on the thought of me mother wrapped up in garbage bags buried in the backyard. I bring me hands to me throat thinkin’ I still got me T-shirt on. It feels like the collar is chokin’ me.

It’s all me. I can’t blame me dad for this. I did this meself. I put Mia’s life in danger. I’m never gonna fuckin’ forgive meself.

It’s me last fuckin’ chance to do something right for ’er.

The only way Mia is gonna be okay—the only way she’ll ever be happy—is if she has nothin’ at all to do with me again.

I run indoors ’n’ grab me mum’s pistol from the table by the front door.

I stand in the doorway, where the rug is, drop to me knees, ’n’ shut me eyes—hard—so hard that me vision turns white, like light from Allah is gracin’ me. I can pretend he’s gracin’ me.

I pray, quietly, quickly, quietly, for the first time in fuckin’ ages, for Allah to forgive me sins: Astagh firol lahal-lathi la ilaha illa howal hayyal qayyoma w’atooba ilayh. Astagh firol lahal-lathi la ilaha illa howal hayyal qayyoma w’atooba ilayh. Astagh firol lahal-lathi la ilaha illa howal hayyal qayyoma w’atooba ilayh.

Then I hold the pistol to me head.



Chapter 59


Sonia:

[image: Equation 4]

A gunshot fires from inside the house. I gasp, sucking Ibrahim’s palm to my mouth—his sweat, my saliva, our flesh, the magnetic rush of his forbidden touch thrilling me into submission.

Ibrahim pulls back as though I gave him an electric shock. He squints at me, shakes his head. His sharp wet jaw glistens in the moonlight.

Our heavy breathing slips into sync.

“What if it’s Mick?” I whisper, or maybe only mouth—maybe only think.

Ibrahim nods—a curt flick of his head in the direction of the house.

I bolt to the back door, through the kitchen, and down the hall, my breath pulsing in and out of my chest—faster, heavier, hotter.

I reach the entrance of the hallway, and my breathing stops, my heartbeat pounding in my ears.

Mick’s lying in a pool of blood near the front door.

For a moment—a very short moment—

Time.

Stops.

 
 

“Mick!” I scream, gasping for air, over and over—a fish out of water. “Oh my God, Mick, no, no, no—” My veins pulsate in my throat as I rush to his side. I try to swallow, I can’t, I’m choking, choking on my own tears and regret and years upon years of neglect.

I wrap my arms around him, cradle him, crying his name over and over, the scent of his blood a sting in my nose. I stroke his forehead, crying, smearing his blood all over his face, my hands.

I stop.

My pistol rests in his limp fingers.

I pick it up. Stare at it in my shaking hand.

It’s my fault. It’s all my fault.

I killed my only son. I murdered my son!

Sirens. Sirens. Sirens grow louder, shrilling, pounding, louder, breathing, crying, screaming, screeching through me, pulsing, pushing, pounding in my head.

Flashing lights and police commands encompass the space around me. Heavy footsteps, running, yelling, suck the air from the room, and I try to cry mercy but I can’t, I can’t, I can’t breathe.

 The commotion comes to a complete halt when I look up at them, their guns, their weapons, their anger—fear and fulfillment reflect from their faces.

I drop the gun and lift my blood-smeared hands above my head. Three officers stand at the open front door shining torches straight into my eyes, aiming guns at my heart.

This is it.

This is how it ends.



Chapter 60


Mia: Seven months later.


I sit in front of the glass, waiting for Sonia to be escorted out of her cell. It’s been weeks since I’ve been to visit as I’ve spent the last few months talking to a lawyer about how to get Sonia out of prison. But he’s convinced her testimony will not hold up in court without Dad and Mick as witnesses.

And of course, with Ibrahim nowhere to be found, there isn’t any proof that he was even the slightest bit involved. The only fingerprints on the gun Mick shot himself with were his own and Sonia’s. And Ibrahim somehow got rid of the bodies of Kimi and his sidekick without a trace. Their Missing Persons reports are just that—missing persons’ reports. So there isn’t even any proof that they are dead.

And my mum. My fucked-up mum. I don’t think I will ever understand what went on there. What was she doing following us? Why was she driving so fast? The cops said that she was doped up on sedatives, but that she had some kind of paradoxical reaction to them.

I don’t get it.

That doesn’t explain why she was there.

Sometimes I wonder whether Dad knew. And I think back to that weird phone conversation, and the follow-up dinner in that weird purple restaurant. Did he really just want to ask me about Sonia then? Or was it actually about my mum? Maybe I’m looking too deeply into it. I hope so. I’m not sure how I’d feel about Dad keeping that from me. And I wouldn’t really be able to do anything about it now anyway.

And Mick.

I don’t think I’ll ever understand why he did what he did. Well, maybe I do. Maybe he did it to protect me and Dad. Or maybe he did it simply to escape arrest. I hope—every day—that it’s the former.

Dad and I sat staring at Mick in his hospital bed for hours. Still in a coma. On life support. But I felt like he could hear me. Like he was still looking out for us. I need to remember him in a good way, in case he wakes up. If it wasn’t for my mum being at the wrong place at the wrong time, would any of this have happened? Or what about if I hadn’t taken the drugs from Kimi?

Or is the taste for crime really in the blood forever, and it wouldn’t have made a difference at all?

Maybe.

Maybe it’s a curse.

But Mick is so much more than what he seems. He’s smart. And I love him.

I guess, in the end, that’s all that matters.

Love. I will love him even if he doesn’t ever wake up.

A buzzer rings, and Sonia walks through a heavy metal door, hands cuffed in front of her. What the hell for? She’s not a murderer. She’s not a criminal. Whatever happened to being innocent until proven guilty? I can’t believe they are putting her through this. All she was trying to do was protect her family.

Plain and simple.

Why won’t anyone believe her? It was all Ibrahim.

“Any progress?” Sonia’s voice is raspy, and she has a big black bruise on her left cheek the size of an apricot.

I shake my head. “Not until we can locate Ibrahim. It’s impossible. The case against you is solid without him or the bodies. Are you sure you have no idea where he is?”

Sonia nods, coughs, and clutches at her side in pain.

“Are you alright?” I ask.

Sonia smiles wryly. “What do you think?”

I don’t know what to say. I just stare at her.

“How’s your arm and leg? Better?”

I nod. “Much. The scars are starting to fade a bit.”

“That’s good.” Sonia smiles at me with apologetic warmth. I really don’t understand how she can manage anything but self-pity right now. I guess she has always been a good person deep down. It was Ibrahim that tainted her. I’m sure of it.

I swallow a buildup of saliva. “I’ve gotta go. I had to bring Dad with me today, and he’s waiting outside.”

“Nash? He is here? Why didn’t you bring him in? I would have loved to see him.”

“They wouldn’t let me.”

“Why not?”

“Not sure. Something to do with him not being lucid. He’s come in here before. I don’t get what the problem is.”

Sonia shrugs. “You didn’t question it?”

“I didn’t have the strength to argue.”

Sonia coughs again. “Okay, well—I’ll try to sort it out for next time.” She looks down; the smile on her face remains. She is trying so hard to be normal around me. I really look up to her for that. I wouldn’t be so strong in her situation.

“I guess I’ll be in touch,” I say, and flatten both hands on the glass—the closest I can get them to her. Sonia does the same, directly on mine, like we are taking each other’s handprints off the glass. We hold each other’s gaze for a moment more and share a few silent words of hope.

When we lower our hands, I stand and say, “I wrote a rock version of ‘Somewhere Over the Rainbow’ for you.”

It looks as though Sonia’s breath catches in her throat. “You remember my rainbow story?”

I nod. “Of course I do. It’s the only thing that keeps me going. I’ll play it for you when you get out.”

A tear falls down Sonia’s cheek as I step away from the glass.

 
 


***


 
 

Dad is staring into space when I approach him in the waiting room. He’s sitting on a bench, peeling the banana he shoved in his pocket on the way out of the house.

I kneel in front of him and rest my hands on his thighs. “Do you want to go get some lunch? Pizza and beer?”

Dad nods. “Mia? That’s your name, isn’t it?”

I squeeze Dad’s knees. “Yes, that’s my name.”

Dad rests his half-peeled banana in his lap and touches a hand to my cheek. It’s cold and clammy. He looks into my eyes as if he suddenly remembers who I am, but his eyes glaze over again just as fast.

He lowers his hand and scrutinizes his surroundings. “Where are we?”

“It’s not important,” I say. “What’s important is that I’m about to take you out for a real yummy pizza. You’re hungry, right?”

Dad looks at the banana in his lap as if it were a weapon. I pick it up and hold it in front of him. “Would you still like to eat this?”

“Did I want to eat it before?”

“I think so. You were peeling it when I came out.”

“Came out of where?” Confusion spreads across his face and his bottom lip trembles. “I’m sorry. I’m being forgetful today. What’s your name again?”

I stand from my crouching position and sit beside him on the bench. I take his hand and pat it gently. He looks puzzled but not at all afraid. He has always been good at hiding that.

This is my dad now. The longest he remembers who I am is five minutes, usually less. A tear tickles my cheek, and I wipe it away with the heel of my hand.

“My name is Mia, Nash.” I try not to call him Dad because that always triggers more confused questions.

Dad smiles and squeezes the tops of my still-quite-flabby arms.

“Well, Mia,” Dad says, then runs his thumb under my right eye as if removing some smudged mascara. “You are the most beautiful woman I have ever met.”



Epilogue


Sonia:

[image: Equation 5]

It’s one minute past midnight. In the corridor.

I lean my back against the wall next to the phone box. I have permission to make one call today.

Just one.

I only need one. One is the beginning of everything. The first step beyond zero. As soon as you step forward and take advantage of one, the spiral begins and never ends. It's written in the sequence.

I close my eyes and hold my breath for a moment, but long enough to hear the shuffle of inmates’ feet echo in rhythm with my heart. The heart that beats for the love of my life.

A man so cruel, but so kind.

Deep down. He’s kind. Deep down. He loves me.

We are a team.

No matter how much I pretended to regret that life, for the sake of my son, I couldn’t help but keep going back. Of course, I should have known. It's written in the sequence.

All these years, I’ve tried to hide from myself. Tried to hide inside the numbers. Each equation a sedative, a code for escape.

Every day I write a new number from the sequence in my little notebook. I found it under my bed when I arrived. It was meant for me. Because on the cover is a zero. A fresh number each day. It's all I need … 1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13, 21, 34, 55, 89, 144, 233, 377, 610, 987, 1597, 2584, 4181, 6765 …

The only other numbers I see are the ones printed on prisoners’ backs. So I play a little game with myself. I’ve been adding them up every twenty-four hours for the last seven months. And if they match the numbers I've written in my book, I call him. Because Ibrahim is my number one. And I am his. And no matter what happens, we will always exist side by side. It's written in the sequence.

The number one is also known as "unity": the probability of an event that is almost certain to occur; the first figurate number of every kind. It is neither a prime number nor a composite number but completely unique. It's the atomic number of hydrogen and the ultimate reality and source of all existence. See where I'm going with this?

We're written in the sequence.

My hands shake as I dial Ibrahim’s untraceable number; the tone of the old 80’s phone mimicking the purr of the voice I’m about to hear on the other end.

“Hello?”

“Baby?” My heart steadies.

“Ebedi öpücük. I knew you’d come to your senses.”

“Ibrahim. You’ve got to get me out of here. I’ve got the most brilliant plan.”

Ibrahim laughs. Deep, gentle. “You do?”

I smile, look left to right to make sure no one is in earshot. If they’re monitoring this call, they’ll be out to stop it at any second because Ibrahim’s number is untraceable. So I need to be quick.

I rest my right hand over my left breast, like I’m about to take a pledge, and whisper, “You’re going to be so proud of me. He’s in. He’s finally in. After all these years. He's our number two.”

“How do you know?”

“Because he’s still pretending, like we asked. He loves me. He’s protecting you. For me.”

Silence.

“Can we trust him?”

“Of course. Nash is loyal when it comes to love. And Mia doesn’t suspect a thing.”
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For Allison, my half sister whom I adore.



kit

His head is ripped off. In that photograph. Of him. Kit spots it buried among four years’ worth of undergraduate essays—the photo she stole from her half sister, Ivy, and misplaced in an effort to keep safe.

She drags her bottom dresser drawer out too far. The stiff wood clunks as it slips out of its casing and hits the floor with a thud. Sitting cross-legged and naked on the hot, itchy carpet, she stares at the photograph. At five-year-old Ivy’s carefree grin and trusting arms wrapped around her father’s knees at the Melbourne zoo. A drop of sweat tickles Kit’s crotch. She scratches herself and wipes her wet fingers on the carpet beside her thigh. Stares at her father’s hand placed delicately on the top of Ivy’s head, and Ivy’s sideways and upward glance toward his non-existent face. Kit touches the top of her own head, imagining what his touch may have felt like, what she would give to have been Ivy those twenty-five years ago, before she was even born.

She stands. Her knees crack. They’ve cracked ever since she fell off her bicycle when she was six and the rubber seat supposedly ruptured her hymen. It didn’t hurt. She rubs her left hand on her thigh to dislodge the tiny beige pebbles that have embedded themselves into her palm. Stupid new garden path. She places the photo on her bedside table, propping it up against the wall behind her bedside lamp, where her four-year-old self drew a wobbly shape of a rainbow with blue biro on the cream parchment. It’s still there.

Kit sighs, squints at Ivy’s apparent joy in the photograph, and bites her thumbnail. It rips off too low and starts to bleed. She sucks it, then hooks it under the knuckle of her index finger to stop the flow. It stings like the time she accidentally lodged a sewing needle below the nail. She’d heard that the white crescents at the base of people’s nails were actually full of air and wanted to see if she could pop one like a balloon and listen to the air wheeze through the hole.

There’s no better time than now.

She scoops her university papers out of the drawer like an eagle catching prey, and with one swift movement drops her entire collection of archaeological lecture notes, research method essays, and Cypriot artefact analyses into the cardboard box on her bed. But the postgraduate application form she has to fill out and submit before the month is out, which is folded six times over and stuffed into the smallest pocket of her handbag, has a heart of its own. She whispers, “Not now. Not yet,” to the rhythm of its beat, and zips her handbag shut.



ivy

In the staff room at Seattle’s Ditsy Daisy’s Café, Ivy is having a cigarette break when her mother, Eleanor, calls. With one glance at the caller ID, she switches her to voice mail. The last thing she needs right now is to be told she should quit smoking. Especially by someone who has the ability to scare the pants off an extinct ape with medical facts and statistics. Not to mention the fact that she was lectured enough about her smoking from her ex-husband, Amir. Enough to last her till she finds the missing link.

On Ivy’s way out, her colleague, Raquel, gives her a snarly look as she returns to the floor. People are starting to walk out. She’s been swamped with take-out coffees and unable to tend to seated customers. Ivy grabs her computerized notepad and approaches a middle-aged man with long grey hair in a ponytail, the only man alone in the whole café. He is wearing cowboy boots and has a briefcase under his chair.

Two things I never thought I’d see together.

“I’ll have an Americano, please, ma’am. And don’t put any sugar in it. Last time, the waitress put sugar in it.” The man relieves a tickle in his nostril with his long pinky fingernail. He squeezes and rubs his nose several times during this request, interrupting his serious glare at Ivy with the occasional inspection of his fingertips.

What the hell am I doing working here?

“Of course, sir. I apologize for that, but it sounds very unusual because we never put sugar in the coffee ourselves. We leave that up to the customer for convenience.” Ivy stands still, electronic pen to computerized notepad, fake smile on her face, trying not to look at the contents excavated from the man’s nasal passage that he’s rolling between his thumb and forefinger.

“Well, I know that. But I was just making sure you understood I don’t want you to put any sugar in it, ma’am.” He rubs his fingers on a napkin.

Ivy tries not to gag. “Okay. No problem at all. Americano with no sugar it is then.”

“Thank you, ma’am. I’m so very grateful you find it no problem, seeing as you are the waitress and all. Oh! Ah, bring me a donut too.”

 Ivy smiles at his sarcasm and grits her teeth beneath her glossy lips. Glad I risked being late this morning for a new lip gloss. Tangy, tasty. Complete shame I now associate it with snot.

Ivy returns with his coffee and donut covered in icing sugar. She is about to serve another customer, when she hears him groan and click his fingers in the air.

“Ma’am. Can you please come here?” He pounds his fist on the table. Ivy rushes to him. “You goddamn waitresses don’t give a good goddamn what customers want. All you girls care about is flirting with the pretty boys and touching up your makeup. You went ahead and put goddamn sugar in my coffee after I asked you specifically not to, didn’t you? Where’s your boss? I want to speak to your boss.” He taps his heel. It’s heavy, firm. No rhythm, no soul.

Flirting with the pretty boys? Touching up makeup? How dare you!

“I’m afraid he has just left, sir, but I assure you I did not put any sugar in your coffee. As I said earlier, we never put sugar in any of our customers’ coffee.”

“Well then, smarty-pants, can you explain why my coffee tastes so goddamn sweet?”

Ivy knows exactly why his coffee tastes sweet. But she doesn’t know if she has the balls to tell him. Perhaps she’ll embarrass him. Or even worse, get spat in the face in front of an entire coffee shop of curious customers looking her way. It’s happened before.

“Well, sir. I believe your coffee is sweet because—”

“Yes? Yes? Spit it out, doll.” A chunk of chewed donut escapes onto his chin as he utters the word spit. Everyone is staring in their direction.

“Because you seem to be dipping your donut in your coffee, sir, and it’s covered in icing sugar.”

The entire coffee shop bursts into laughter and applauds. Ivy can’t help but offer a victorious smile. He looks around, blushes a colour Ivy has never seen a man blush before, downs his coffee, throws a few coins on the table, and puts the remainder of his donut into his briefcase. It’s full of sheet music, a harmonica, and a tambourine. A struggling musician? Now Ivy feels sorry for him. Well, sort of.


***


It’s almost the end of Ivy’s shift. Brian should be coming soon, just in time to ask her to sit and have a joe with him. Ivy wipes down the empty tables, enjoying the eye of the coffee-shop storm. It’s the time of day when midday drinkers have finished drinking their coffees and the business people have almost completed their nine-to-five routines before strolling in to wind down.

Brian taps Ivy on the shoulder while she’s wiping down the counter. She jumps.

“Oh, hi, Brian. How are you today?” Her feet melt into the linoleum floor as his musky aftershave overpowers the Ajax. His cologne is different every day. She wonders whether he’s taking advantage of all the samples they’ve given out at Nordstrom recently. He looks her in the eyes as she admires his shiny black hair. But his hair isn’t cut the way you’d expect an accountant to cut his hair. He looks more like a painter who’s good at math.

“I’m great, thanks, Ivy. No need to ask how you are. You give me the same answer every day.”

Ivy tries to butt in, but doesn’t manage to.

“You do look extra beautiful today though. What’s different?”

Ivy opens and closes her mouth, like the little boy watching Mary Poppins pull the lamp shade out of her bag, hoping to say something witty. I must look like a complete idiot. Ivy shuts her mouth and grins.

“Ah … new lip gloss, right? What’s the flavour? Orange?” Brian puts his briefcase down and pushes it to the edge of the booth with the side of his foot.

How on earth did he know that?

He winks. “Don’t look so amazed! I can see the tube through your apron pocket.”

Phew! For a moment there I thought you might be gay. Ivy coughs up a convulsive laugh a bit like a backward gasp. Now, not only do I look like a complete idiot but I sound like one too. Brian still hasn’t sat. He’s grinning, hands hanging loosely in his tailored pants pockets, jingling keys around, rocking on the balls of his feet. Ivy’s hand, the one that was wiping the counter, has gone rigid.

“Will it be the usual then, Brian?”

“That’d be great, Ivy. Thanks.”

“Coming right up.”

I’m so over having crushes. I can’t deal with this so late in life. Twenty-one, twenty-two, even twenty-three is fine. Crushes can be handled. But a crush at thirty? Am I kidding myself? I should be happily married, knocked up, in love. I should have finished my PhD.

Ivy walks behind the counter toward the coffee machine. The bar woman, Raquel—well, girl, more like. You know, let’s be PC here. The bar “chick” tilts her head, winks at her, then looks back down at the mocha latté she’s making. I could practically be her mother. Well, aunt—I should be winking at her.

 “Hot,” Raquel says, licking her lips. “Been watching you two lately, you know. When are you, like, gonna go out on a date or whatever?”

“What do you know about going on dates? Mind your own business and make him a latté.”

Ivy takes Brian his coffee and forces a smile. She doesn’t want it to be forced, but for now it’ll have to do.

“Here you go.”

“Oh, thanks for the extra cookie.” Brian salutes her.

“No worries.”

“So how’s your day been?” Brian looks up, sweetens and stirs his beverage like a robot.

“Um, you know, same old, same old. Well, maybe a little less than same old. Had a few unnecessary customers.”

“Oh, right. What is it you call them again?”

“Waitress Warriors.”

“That’s right. Excellent.” Brian chuckles.

“My shift is up. See you tomorrow?” Ivy nods and turns toward the staff room hoping to avoid an uncomfortable silence. But Brian stands and reaches out to her.

“Yeah, hopefully.” The tips of his fingers brush against Ivy’s hip. “Wait a minute. Why don’t I buy you a coffee? You know I don’t bite.”

“Thanks, Brian, but I’ve had so much coffee today.” That sounded really rude. God, I didn’t mean for that to sound rude.

“Well, how about a drink? Later on? We can meet on Fifteenth Avenue somewhere.”

“Sorry, but I really can’t. I’ve got … well I’ve got other plans.” What’s your problem? Get over Amir already and go out on a freaking date!

“I see.” Brian bites his bottom lip. “Okay, maybe some other time then?”

“Sure. Maybe some other time. Enjoy your coffee. I’m gonna go and grab my stuff.” God, Ivy! One day he’s going to stop asking, and then it’s going to be too late.

At the back of the café, behind the staff room, is a little alley where all the kitchen staff from next door hang out and smoke joints. Whenever Ivy works the day shift, she can hear them carrying on from where the staff keep their coats and bags locked up, like the schoolboys did behind the shelter shed when she was a teen. The cooks who sit outside are used to Ivy’s bag-and-coat collecting hours, and they sing to her through the back door.

“Boom, boom, boom, let’s go back to my room. We can do it all night ...” They linger by the tiny window in their white linen uniforms, even when it’s cold out. She doesn’t understand how they have become accustomed to the weather. Ivy can barely handle the cold with her 1940s’ maroon vintage coat.

On her way toward the exit, Ivy contemplates whether she should walk the Brian aisle or the stranger aisle. She decides to walk the Brian aisle. To challenge herself. Maybe she’ll summon the nerve at the last minute to say she’s up for a drink. But just as she’s approaching Brian’s booth, she trips over a customer’s foot. She doesn’t fall. It’s worse than falling. Her drumsticks fall out of her bag and clatter on the floor.

“You’re a drummer?” Brian’s voice rises in pitch.

Ivy stands still and silent, as if she’s been caught shoplifting, clutching her handbag to her chest in case more belongings decide to leap out.

Say something.

“No, I’m not. Well, yeah, sort of … no, no, not really. It’s not what I do. Well, it is what I do, but not what I do do, if you know what I mean. It’s not my dream or anything, it’s a hobby. It’s not that I’m not passionate about music; I am. I don’t want to do it professionally or anything. I don’t want to be a professional waitress either, if that’s what you’re thinking. I don’t want to be a waitress at all, actually, but no, I’m not a drummer and I’m not a waitress. They’re things that I do, but not do do … if you get … what I mean.” Ivy hangs her head and looks at her shoes, trying not to laugh at herself.

What is wrong with you?

Brian picks up the drumsticks and hands them to Ivy with a smirk. “Okay, so you’re not a waitress, but you are, and you’re not a drummer, but you are. That’s … interesting … I must say. Are you sure you don’t want to meet me for a drink later? It sounds like you need one, and I’d really like to find out what it is you do do.” Brian touches Ivy’s shoulder. She internally sighs.

“I will come for a drink one day, I promise. Just not today. As I said I have a, um, prior engagement.”

“Do you mind me asking what this prior engagement is? I don’t mean to pry. I’m interested in, you know. In you.”

Ivy holds her drumsticks next to her face and smiles a big glossy orange smile.

“Oh. Band rehearsal?”

“Yep.”

“Cool.” Brian nods in approval.

“Yeah, it could be if I managed to stay in one band long enough.” Shoot! Now he’s going to think I’m bad at making a commitment. “That doesn’t mean I can’t. I just don’t want to. There’s usually some dickhead …” Ivy inspects Brian’s eyes to see if he disapproves of bad language. He doesn’t flinch. “Some dickhead who thinks he knows everything about music because he knows how to play solos on guitar. It’s a pet peeve of mine.” Ivy slouches.

Why do I keep joining bands? This is stupid.

Brian nods, inquisitively scrunching up his face. “Okay, well, I’ll let you off then. See you tomorrow?”

“Yep. Tomorrow.”

Ivy is just out the door, when her best buddy Gabriel comes running toward her in a fit of fake tears. Ivy met Gabriel at an archaeological exhibition of ancient Chinese art from Sichuan. He and his boyfriend have been living together for about as long as Ivy’s been living in Seattle. Almost a year. But every now and then he likes to pretend that he’s a single “chickee.”

“Again?” Ivy whines.

“Oh, sweetcakes, I can’t help it. I really can’t help it. He called me a phony, and I just couldn’t stand the sight of him any longer. Please tell me you don’t have company this eve?” Gabe’s expression looks as if he’s had a face-lift and he’s too scared to move.

“When do I ever have company?”

“Great. Can I?” He perks up and wipes away invisible tears.

“Of course you can.”

“Great. I’ll come with you now.”

“I’ve got a rehearsal. You know where I keep the spare key. Just make your own way.”

“Fantastic. I’ll cook you dinner.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Well, okay, I’ll pay for the pizza. Ooh!” Gabriel points in Brian’s direction and whispers, “Who’s that hunk-a-spunk? Is that … is that the guy?” Gabriel stands on his tiptoes and peers through the shop’s front window.

Ivy grabs his upper arm and yanks him away. “Don’t you dare.”

“What? I won’t say anything embarrassing.”

“Gabe, please. I’ve already embarrassed myself enough today. Can you wait until we’ve at least been out on a date?”

“Okay, sweetcakes. But only because you’re so very graciously hospitable.”


***


On her way to band rehearsal, Ivy stops in front of Crossroads Trading Company, and spots a full-length, low-cut, slinky black dress in the window. It would hug her figure perfectly; her shoulder-length ash-blonde hair would brush against her collar bone and accentuate her hearty cleavage. She envisions herself wearing it at a congratulatory event for a unique archaeological find—making a speech, thanking her students for their assistance on the site … Without my wonderful students I would never have had the opportunity to find this part of the skull of Sakyamuni, the founder of Buddhism, in east China’s Jiangsu Province …

Ivy grabs her drumsticks and stares at them as if they are about to lash out at her for not treating them with respect. They’re tattered and splintery, in need of a good layer of StickShield. Bugger it. She throws them in the nearby trashcan instead. I need to get myself together. Letting my anger out on a stranger’s drum kit isn’t helping.

Ivy enters the store. No. Don’t look there. You can’t afford them. Just the dress. She finds her size and heads straight for the counter without trying it on.

A man and a teenage girl approach and wait behind her to purchase some kind of jingly accessories. They’re talking about a winter ball. Laughing. Joking about how clumsy the girl’s date is and that she’s going to wish she never said yes, and that maybe she should drop him.

The man says, “Honey, give him a chance. Just make sure he doesn’t drop you when you dance!.

“Very funny, Dad.” The girl giggles. Without turning to stare at them, Ivy imagines the girl rolling her eyes and punching her dad in the shoulder.

Ivy remembers when she did her high school formal. All Eleanor contributed to the experience was a lecture about date rape and why not to get drunk, descriptively listing the effects alcohol has on the brain, and the statistics regarding catching an STD.

It’s Ivy’s turn, and she’s about to put the dress on the counter, when her cell rings. It’s Kit.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Ivy, it’s me.”

“Hey, I’m a bit busy right now, Kit. Can I call you back?”

“Wait. I’ve just one question.”

“Hmm?” Ivy steps back and lets the father and daughter in front to pay first. They smile and nod a thank you. She smiles back.

“Interested in meeting our dad?” Kit asks.

Ivy swallows a breath, observing the father and daughter from behind as he rubs the upper part of the girl’s back.

“You know where Dad is?”

“Nah. Wondering if you want to look for him. Together.”

“Not really.”

Ivy watches as the father reaches into his back pocket and pulls out his wallet. The girl doesn’t want to let him pay. She says she’s saved up her allowance, but the father insists. The girl giggles again, leans her head on his shoulder, and squeezes him around the waist with one arm.

“Why?” Kit whines, extending the word more than necessary.

“I gave up on him when he gave up on me,” Ivy answers in a half-whisper.

The daughter pats her father’s head like he’s a pet dog while he hands over his credit card. She catches Ivy staring from the corner of her eye, turns to face her, and smiles kindly. She’s happy. Ivy turns away, pretending she hadn’t noticed the girl’s attempt at eye contact.

“Can you help me then?”

“Kit. This isn’t a good time.” Ivy turns her back to the father and daughter.

“Please?”

“I don’t want to,” Ivy says a little too loudly, and shoppers turn their heads.

“Ivy. He mightn’t be as bad as you think he is.”

“Wait.” Ivy puts her hand over the receiver and watches the father and daughter leave. The girl has her arm linked with his and is bouncing while she walks, causing his body to move side to side involuntarily. He laughs and says something to her Ivy can’t make out, and then kisses her on the temple.

“You there?” Kit shrieks.

Ivy briefly pulls the phone away from her ear. “Yeah, I’m here. No need to yell. My eardrums aren’t instruments.”

“Ivy, what if he had a reason to never see us again?”

“Like what? Honestly, when are you going to stop dreaming and screw your head on straight?”

“Ivy, just hear me out. Maybe he was a spy or something and was protecting us or—.

“God, get real.”

The lady at the counter raises her eyebrows at Ivy, who is hovering in front of the cash register and preventing others from moving forward.

“Kit, I’ve really got to go.”

“But haven’t you ever wondered why our mums don’t want to talk about him? Maybe they’re both in on it. You know, I’m almost sure of it.”

“In on what? What could they possibly be in on? He left them, remember?”

“Oh, please? Can’t you humour me? I’ve just got this instinct.”

Ivy huffs and mouths, “Sorry,” to the lady behind the register and to the new people standing behind her in line. Still holding the phone to her ear, she puts the dress on the counter.

“Can you ask Eleanor if she knows anything? Please?”

Ivy grips the receiver tighter in frustration, thinking she is going to regret everything from here on in. “Fine. But she won’t be happy.”

“Eleanor’s never happy.”

Ivy laughs. “Yes, fine, I’ll ask her. For you. But don’t ask me for anything else.” She hangs up and puts her cell into her coat pocket.

Ivy pays for her dress, gathers her bags, and makes her way out into the cold street. She looks up into the grey cloudy sky, and a couple of drops of rain land on her lips. She licks them. Orange. She shivers at the thought of digging up the rotten past.



kit

“Kit?” Ailish calls from the veranda. “Could you please fetch a large spoon for the sour cream on your way out?” ABC News is blaring in the background: “The annual Melbournian heat wave plagues homes once again. The bureau of meteorology declares it is Australia’s hottest summer on record …”

“And a ladle for the soup?”

“Yeah!” Gazpacho is too bloody spicy. What’s the point in making a cold spicy soup? Kit leans against the kitchen sink, squinting at the sunlight creeping through the orange tree by the window. Overripe oranges are decaying on the concrete, and the acidic scent of trodden rind is wheedling its way through the cracks in the wooden frame. She thinks about her father rotting, staining with his bitter memory every footpath she is bound to tread, contaminating her mother’s tongue with his tart taste at the mere mention of his name. But Kit wants to taste the fruit—a need that has been stalking her ever since Ivy moved away. She wants to find the real “him.” She wants to know who he is below the rind.

Kit pulls out the drawer below the sink and sifts through the unorganized mass of cutlery for a tablespoon and ladle. She shoves the drawer back in with a little too much force and almost jams her already injured thumb.

On her way to the front door she grabs her olive-green sarong from the arm of the antique wood-framed sofa and secures it around the top of her breasts like one would a towel after a shower. It slips down after she takes a couple of steps forward. Why did Ivy have to get the big ones? Clasping the ends of the sarong together with one hand and holding the spoons in the other, she swings the fly-wire door open with her hip and walks out onto the veranda.

“So, what’s next on the Kit front?” Ailish asks before shoving a proud forkful of home-grown rocket into her mouth. It’s too much to swallow. Ailish coughs and splutters, signals Kit to pass a napkin by erratically waving her left hand in the air while securing the pins at the base of her French twist with her right.

“Whydya have to go and call me Kit? It sounds like kid but worse. Kid with a Nazi accent.” Kit passes Ailish a napkin and sits, scraping the cane chair against the decking as she pulls herself closer to the table. She wipes sweat upward from her brow and into her unbrushed auburn hair with both hands. Holding her hair away from her face, fingers woven into it like a comb, she blows upward to cool herself off.

Ailish pats her mouth dry with a napkin and clears her throat. “I think it’s a very cute name.”

“It’s old-fashioned. I should be on a farm milking cows in Woolloomooloo.”

“I’ve always liked your sense of humour.” Ailish nods as if trying to nod the sarcasm into a truth. “Dry, witty. Sweetheart, I often think you take after Ivy’s mother more than me.” Ailish grasps the ladle in the oversized glass bowl and puts some gazpacho into Kit’s dish, ignoring her groan. She gestures toward the sour cream with her chin and raises her brow. Kit nods.

“So?” Ailish wriggles in her seat as if Kit has the most exciting news to tell.

Kit glares. “What?”

Ailish narrows her eyes and picks between her front teeth while Kit tears off a chunk of bread from the unsliced loaf of homemade sourdough.

Ailish looks at her plate and frowns. “There is a knife there for a reason, Kit.”

Kit shrugs.

“Never mind. So, are you going to tell me once and for all what you’ve decided to do?”

“I dunno. Should I know?”

“Well, yes, you’re sort of supposed to be familiar with what you aspire to do before you select a field of study, not after. Perhaps you should look for some voluntary field work to prepare yourself for your postgraduate studies next year?”

“Who says I’m going to enrol? I never said I was going to enrol. Besides, I hate fieldwork.”

“If you dislike fieldwork, what on earth made you opt to study archaeology?” Ailish’s voice rises in tone, hinting at frustration, yet maintaining her sarcastic spark.

Kit ignores her pun. She knows her lack of acknowledgment will annoy her mother. “Ivy said I’d like it.”

“If Ivy said you should jump off a bridge, would you?”

“Mum, that’s a bit cliché, isn’t it?”

“Well, sweetheart, like the talented Evelyn Waugh said, ‘to be oversensitive about clichés is—’”.

“‘Like being oversensitive about table manners.’ I know, I know. Anyway, Ivy said it was interesting.” Kit rests her left elbow on the table and drops her head into her hand, letting it swing a little.

“I thought you were really taking pleasure in your studies, Kit. And surely you have a mind of your own? I remember when you announced what you had decided to study. It appeared to me that you had some sort of revelation! Why did you need to follow in Ivy’s footsteps? Why ever did you not make a decision on your own?” Ailish flings her arms into the air as if conducting an orchestra. As her arms come down, she knocks her right hand on the edge of the table. And winces.

“Mum!” Kit lifts her head and screws up her nose.

“What? It’s a valid question,” Ailish mumbles, sucking on her knuckle.

Kit sighs with a compassionate smile, hoping it might warrant a little compassion in return. “Can we talk about something else?” She’s tired of academic grandeur. She wants life, adventure.

And a reason.

“And what do you suggest we talk about, Kit? You don’t talk to me unless I ask you questions. Heaven forbid you bring up a topic of conversation on your own accord.” Ailish’s upper lip becomes stiff—the only part of her face that seems to reflect the tone of her voice—and lifts her spoon to her mouth, taking extra care not to slurp.

Kit glares, with a hint of pity. “I hate getting my fingers dirty,” she says, stuffing her mouth full of sour-cream-covered crust.

Ailish laughs. “Getting your fingers dirty?” She drops her spoon into her bowl. Pink flecks litter the pale wooden tabletop. Ailish doesn’t notice.

“Mum. Stop it. I thought I’d like it, okay? I thought it would be fun. But now I don’t. Comprendo?”

“No comprendo, sorry. You must have been vaguely interested in it to complete the degree. You never complained while you were studying or while you were out on practice digs, for that matter.”

“I like the history stuff. I dig that.” Kit manages a smirk, hoping the joke might ease the tension, the constant expectation that she should be someone.

Ailish smiles, tilting her head, and lets out a little scoff of apparent satisfaction.

“There you are. Kit in all her glory. Where’ve you been hiding?” Ailish winks, then wipes sweat from her brow with her napkin.

“In my air-conditioned room, away from the heat,” Kit says, fanning herself with her hand.

“Can you please limit your use of the air conditioner? I despise paying through the nose for utilities when there are more natural methods of temperature control. Have a cold shower. Simple. Pleasurable. Cheap.” Ailish nods, giving the suggestion of a physical full stop.

Kit, despite thinking she is too old to roll her eyes, rolls her eyes and tsks.

“So, why didn’t you study history then?” Ailish asks after another spoonful of soup. She now notices the splashes and wipes them away with her bare hand. Her skin squeaks against the varnish.

“‘Cause I didn’t want to become a boring old professor who gets excited about reiterating historical facts to a bunch of lazy-arse students who are only studying history because they don’t know what else to do with their lazy-arse lives.” Kit smiles and shoves another piece of bread into her mouth, too large to chew, and spits half of it out into her soup bowl.

Ailish focuses on Kit’s mouth movements. Her top lip twitches.

“What, Mum?”

“What do you mean ‘what’?”

“Don’t look at me like that.”

“What am I looking at you like?”

“Like I’m the one with a lazy-arse life.”

“You said it, not me.”

“Mum! You’re a literature professor, for God’s sake. Quit the clichés already.”

Ailish sips her herb water. “Anyway, what I’d actually intended that look to mean was that being a lecturer isn’t like that at all. I essentially find it quite rewarding.” Ailish blushes due to what Kit suspects to be a menopausal hot flush.

“Yeah, but you’re different. You get to read new literature all the time and choose what to teach every year. You’ve also had your own stuff published. New stuff. Original stuff. As a history professor, what would you read? You can’t get new history, can you? Can’t go changing the past because you’re bored of reading the same old story over and over again. Right?”

Ailish glares at Kit as if trying to find a way to debate the issue. But she clicks her tongue and says with a smirk, “I suppose that’s correct.”

“And that’s why I chose to study archaeology. There’s always the opportunity to find some new, undiscovered history.”

“Wow. I’m impressed.”

“You know, I was actually thinking of going overseas for a while, before I do any Postgradu—.”

“Oh, speaking of overseas.” Ailish feels her chin for that forever returning wiry hair. “I spoke to Eleanor the other day. She says Ivy is doing great. Have you been in touch with her lately?”

“Of course. I’m always in touch with her. You know that.” Kit frowns. “That’s where I was thinking of going, actually. Seattle—to stay with Ivy.”

“Oh? When were you thinking? Have you spoken to her about it?”

“Dunno. I haven’t asked her yet. But she should be cool with it.”

“Well, please make sure she is cool with it before you make any imprudent decisions. I know what it’s like to be unpredictably surprised. It’s not very … nice.”

Kit observes Ailish as she soaks up some soup with the inner crust of her bread and drops it into her mouth. It clicks on her teeth like wood against wood.

“Speaking of not very nice, I’ve been thinking.” Kit puts down her spoon, leans back in her chair, and stretches her arms above her head before resting them in her lap.

“Hmm?’ Ailish hums as she chews.

“Been thinking about tracking down Roger. I’ve decided I’d like to meet him. Once and for all.” Kit feels her throat swell in anticipation.

Ailish stops chewing. “Oh, him. That’s what’s been occupying your mind lately.” Ailish, despite losing a little colour in her face, shows no physical reaction. Kit wonders whether the bones in her face will one day turn brittle and break from lack of emotional expression.

“I know I asked you a long time ago if you knew where he was. But I was just wondering if you’ve heard anything since then.”

“Sorry, Kit, I haven’t.”

Ailish continues to chew, then swallows and gulps down the remainder of her herbal water in one go. The sound of it gushing down her throat reminds Kit of the whitewater rafting documentary she recently watched. Ailish’s eyes begin to water. She wipes her mouth with the back of her pale sun-spotted hand and narrows her eyes at the weeds to her left, which are invading her precious flower bed.

Kit anticipates a short outburst. Nothing loud or obnoxious, but one of angst riddled with years of practiced silence, moulded into polite dissatisfaction. An outburst as unexpected and potent as a skunk’s defence system.

“Goodness, how did they grow back so—.

“Mum.”

“What? Oh, um, no, sorry.” Ailish’s speech speeds up, as though speaking the words at a tolerable pace would mean she didn’t care. “I have no idea where he is. You could ask Eleanor though. Or Ivy, I suppose. I’m sure Ivy would be interested in meeting her father properly too, yes?” Ailish fidgets in her seat, pretending to shoo away a fly, it seems, in order to avoid looking Kit in the eye. “I suppose if Eleanor knew his whereabouts, though, she would have already told her own daughter, don’t you think? Hmm, I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s already asked Eleanor herself. But if that was the case, she would have probably said something to you already, yes?”

Kit grits her teeth at Ailish’s phony charade of interest. “Could you ask Eleanor for me?”

Doesn’t hurt to get two on the job, right?

“Oh, no, no, no, no. No. Sorry, no can do.”

Ailish fills her side plate with more salad, maintaining a downward gaze. Kit wants to growl, to let her mother know how much she despises her pretence designed merely to keep the peace. She knows if she speaks up, Ailish will just leave the table and lock herself in her room until Kit goes to bed. So she doesn’t growl. She gives her mother her wish: to have a lovely outdoor meal before the heat becomes unbearable.

In silence, Kit and Ailish eat, occasionally looking up from their bowls to flash each other insignificant smiles—smiles that embody the untold. As Ailish scrapes the last thick smears of gazpacho from her bowl with some crust, she looks over at their neighbour—a solidly built Hispanic student of hers called Sein, who’s watering the garden. Ailish smiles as if composing herself for a lecture and clutches her empty water glass as if it were a hot mug of tea. Kit, however, would prefer not to make eye contact with the guy. Not now anyway.

“Mum, are you finished? I’ll take your stuff inside.”

“Hmm? Oh, yes. Thanks, sweetheart.”

Kit puts the dishes in the sink, grabs a light beer from the fridge, and goes upstairs to her bedroom.

I’ve gotta move outta home. But what if Mum isn’t strong enough for me to do that yet?

She turns on the stereo and sits on the edge of her bed. The corner of the cardboard box tickles her neck, and she elbows it out of the way.

Kit grabs her handbag off the floor from beside her bed and pulls out the postgraduate application form. She unfolds it, skims over its contents, then tears it into eight pieces and throws it into the cardboard box with the rest of her “garbage.” She’d love to throw the box away, but she would never hear the end of it. What’s the freaking use of a collection of regurgitated information—regurgitated primarily to have a letter written on it with some useless connotation of intelligence? Nothing.

She takes the photo from her bedside table and runs her finger around the edge of his legs. My father’s legs. Roger’s legs. Dad’s legs. She tastes the different textures of the three possible names she could call him, rolling them around her tongue to see which attaches itself to the wall of her mouth first, like a fertilized egg to a uterus.

She folds the photo down the middle so that it creases Ivy’s smile, then puts it into her handbag—into the smallest side pocket, to keep him close and safe like a Joey in a kangaroo’s pouch. This is to remind her, every time she opens her bag, that the time has come to find his face.


***


It’s eleven a.m., and she’s lying naked on her bed. Staring at the half-sucked yellow Gummy Bears stuck to her ceiling, she realizes they’ve been there for years. Who knows how many. They look down on her like semi-lived mantras. Gotta find Roger. Gotta find out what I’m made of.

Last night Kit dreamed about meeting him. He wore a navy-blue suit, with hair smothered in Brylcreem and a face full of acne scars. He spoke in a Russian accent and had a square-shaped face. He told her stories about all the assassinations he’d been assigned, and she listened attentively, holding on to every word. She asked him to teach her his craft.

Ailish knocks on her bedroom door.

“Sweetheart, I think it may be time for you to rise and shine, hmm?”

“I’m busy.”

“Doing?”

“Thinking.”

“Kit, get up and eat some breakfast. I want to have a word before I leave for work.”

Kit focuses on the sound of Ailish’s clunky cork platforms clop on the wooden stairs. She runs her tongue across her furry teeth, gets up, and opens the blinds.

Sein, from next door, is entering the front yard through the squeaky white picket gate. Crap. Kit throws on a loose off-white cheesecloth dress, the only dress left on a coat hanger. She peers into the mirror just long enough to remove the smudged mascara from under her eyes with a lick of spit on her forefingers, then flips her head upside down to loosen a few knots from her hair.

She reaches the bottom of the stairs just in time to open the door for Sein. His hand is raised, about to knock.

“Oh, hey,” he says, leaning heavily on one foot, a little too wide-eyed and gleeful for Kit’s liking.

“Hey.” Kit remains straightfaced, puts a hand on her hip. Her long auburn hair, hooked behind one ear, is hanging to one side over her pincushion left breast. After a moment, Sein swallows. Kit tilts her head, with a slight questioning shake.

“Hi. Is Ailish still here?”

Of course she is. “Don’t think so. Why?”

Sein picks at a loose wire near the hinge of the fly-screen door frame. “Oh. Well, we, um, just arranged, last night over the fence, for her to give me a lift into Uni today. If she’s already left, don’t worry about it. I’ll grab the bus.” Sein turns to leave, smiling and nodding politely, but Kit grabs him by the elbow.

“Just teasing.” Kit flicks her head toward the lounge. “Come in.”

Sein laughs like his voice broke. “Oh, thanks.”

“Go in. She must be in there somewhere,” Kit says, waving her hand in the air, indicating Ailish’s uncertain whereabouts.

Sein walks toward the open-plan kitchen-lounge area, and Kit notices his bag has “I ‘heart’ Leila” written on the pocket in green glitter pen. Bit old for that, isn’t he? The spine of a Mark Twain book is poking out of the half-closed zipper, but she can’t see exactly which one, only that it’s a Penguin Classic.

Ailish is washing a few remaining dishes, and a bowl of fruit salad is on the kitchen counter ready for Kit to eat.

Kit sits on a stool by the counter and spoons some pineapple into her mouth without looking into the bowl. “Thanks.” Her eyes are on Sein, who is rearranging the fridge magnets.

“Oh, hi, Sein. I’m so sorry. I forgot you were coming with me today. If Kit hadn’t taken so long getting out of bed I might have left without you. I suppose you can thank your lucky stars.”

“Oh, don’t worry. I would’ve grabbed the bus.”

“What did you want to talk to me about, Mum?” Kit almost cuts Sein off, her eyes drilling into the back of his head.

Ailish dries her hands, and digs out a chunk of her own putty-textured moisturizer concoction from a little terra-cotta pot next to the sink with her middle finger. She rubs it into the tops of her hands while she speaks.

“There’s a position available at Uni for an intern English tutor.”

Kit opens her mouth to speak, but Ailish raises her right hand.

“And before you say a word, I’m well aware that you haven’t studied literature. But I can pull a few strings, and I’m positive you know more about literature than half the students attending my lectures.” Ailish points her chin toward Sein, who is still messing about with the fridge magnets. He turns around and blushes.

“Oh, dear me, I’m terribly sorry, Sein, I didn’t mean to insinuate that you were one of the incompetent ones, I just ... oh, never mind. I apologize.”

“‘T’sall right.” Sein zips open his bag to look for something. Kit can see the book now. It’s The Adventures of Tom Sawyer. One of the texts Ailish is lecturing about today. Although classes have technically stopped for the year, Ailish is re-lecturing a few topics for students who were unable to attend the first time, to help them with their final assessment tasks. Kit doesn’t answer. Ailish glares, clenching the back of her jaw and then sucking in her cheeks.

Sein zips his bag shut. Holding his forefinger in the air as if suddenly seized by a bright idea, he says, “The right word may be effective, but no word was ever as effective as a rightly-timed pause.”

Oh no, not him too! 

“Sein, if only Kit’s pauses were so thoroughly thought through, then I might appreciate them as much as Mark Twain did.”

Kit shoves her spoon into a big chunk of cantaloupe and takes a deep breath, trying not to snap at Ailish in front of Sein.

“Why would I want to be an intern tutor? I wouldn’t get paid.”

“I thought it might be interesting for you, regarding the teaching side of things. It might give you some insight as to whether you would like to pursue postgraduate studies in archaeology or not. If you don’t like ‘digging dirt,’ you might as well use your knowledge to teach others. And this will most certainly give you those skills, Kit.”

“But you know I want to ... you know.” Kit scans Sein’s face. “I’ve got other things I wanna do first.”

“Well, start looking for him now, will you? Get it over and done with. You need to make a decision about your future. You’re going to squander your life away like this.” Ailish raises her voice just high enough for Kit to know she means business, but not aggressive enough to make Sein feel uncomfortable. “And, I’m afraid, I refuse to house and feed a degenerate. So get cracking before I find a reason to throw you out.” Ailish blows a loose stand of hair out of her eyes. “In fact, now that I think of it, if you don’t take this internship, or apply for a postgraduate position for next year, or find a decent job in which you’re not degrading yourself to stacking supermarket shelves, you’re out. So”—Ailish takes a deep breath—”what’s it going to be?”

Sein shifts the weight from one foot to the other, screws up his face, and scratches his neck. He seems to have spotted something outside the kitchen window. Kit, focusing and unfocusing on a loose thread dangling from the hem of her dress, runs her fingers through her hair trying to untangle a few matted bits near the base of her neck.

“Got a lighter, Sein?” Kit asks. Sein blushes again. Only Kit knows he smokes. He reaches inside the back pocket of his jeans and pulls out a black rubber-covered Zippo and hands it to her. He avoids looking at Ailish. Kit burns the thread loose and passes the lighter back. Ailish huffs, unties her apron, folds it animatedly, and hangs it over the rail on the oven door.

“Sein, I’ll just fetch my belongings. You may wait by my car. I’ll just be a minute.”

“Sure. No problem,” Sein replies with a keep-the-peace smile.

Ailish runs up the stairs, and the bathroom door shuts with an echoing bang. Sein and Kit look at each other, motionless and at ease for the first time since she pinched his bum in front of his dad and everyone pretended it never happened. Kit smiles an apology. Sein winks, moves toward her, squeezes her shoulder, briefly but with affection, then heads out to Ailish’s car.

Kit watches glittery-green Leila follow Sein out the front door, and wonders whether she might have a competitor.



ivy

If only she knew how to skate, then maybe it wouldn’t take her so long to get home. Trying not to slip on the wet roads is proving more difficult than she’d expected. Step, slide. Step, slide. Arms out to the side.

Ivy wonders if Gabriel has started a fire this time. Last time, she found him curled up in her duvet on the couch, shivering and waiting for the broken central heating unit to warm up on its own. As if opening the front door was enough to trigger a switch. It was the first time he’d spent a winter night at her “humble abode,” as Gabriel liked to say in his imitative Queen Elizabeth accent.

Drizzle turns to rain. A crack of thunder causes Ivy to lose balance, and her legs give way. Lying flat on her back, she’s mesmerized by a sea of legs scattering around her. No one tries to help her up; they simply avoid stepping on her as if she’s a deep muddy puddle. Just as she gets back on her feet, the rain comes down in paperweights. Running for shelter toward the nearest bus stop, she curses for forgetting her umbrella—again. Within moments, a torrent of water comes gushing along the ditch and rumbles below her feet in the drain. A minute ago the street was full of strolling nomads. Now it is empty. She’s in a soundproof bubble. The rain becomes white noise, encompassing the world in a thick unwavering whoosssssh.

Ivy’s eyes dart left and right trying to spot an indoor refuge. Every store and coffee shop along 15th is closed except for a tiny little bar where the world seems to have migrated. Creeping out of a very small window, into the blue moonlit street shrouded in rainfall, is an enticing yellow picture of soundless laughter. Ivy makes a run for it.

A bell chimes as she pushes open the heavy spring-hinged door. The white noise slowly dissipates, and soft jazz fades in as the door inches closed behind her, chiming again. Ivy scans the room for an empty seat. The place is furnished with dark mahogany-coloured leather booths. Ivy imagines the place full of women in the early 1950s with their stunningly defined hairdos, cigarette holders, and smoke rings floating from their cherry-red lips.

The wet customers have already received drinks. She expects to see a cascade of Chocolate Viennois or Irish coffees with temperatures like this, but instead, people are drinking whiskeys and vodkas on the rocks.

Is that a Sex on the Beach? Talk about cognitive therapy. 

Ivy pulls off her coat and scratches her nose to relieve the tickling drops of water hanging from it. The patrons have already hung their coats and umbrellas on coat stands; they’re overflowing, and she can’t seem to fit hers on any of them.

She stops an approaching waiter dressed in a chic black-and-white uniform by gently touching his elbow. “Is there anywhere I can hang this so that it’s near a heater to dry?”

The waiter nods and leads her to the other side of the bar. “I’ll take that. You can collect it from over there.” He points toward the staff room entrance, where a portable heater stands.

Inside, the bar is so much bigger than it looks from the outside.

Why didn’t I look for a place like this to work in? Class, Ivy. What you need is class. 

The waiter returns. “Would you like to sit at the bar, or would you prefer to wait for an available table?”

“The bar is fine, thanks.” Ivy smiles, gathering her wet hair. She was hoping to tie it into a low knot, but she forgot it had just been cut. It hangs limp, the ends tickling her shoulders.

“Great. There’s an empty stool right next to the gentleman in the dark-green shirt. Can I order you a drink?”

“Ah. Yeah.” Ivy nods, squinting at the green-shirted gentleman’s back. “Um … hot Brandy Alexander?”

“Certainly. Just take a seat, and I’ll let the barman know.”

Ivy walks toward the empty stool. It looks like Brian. It is Brian. Shit. I look like shit. Shit! She contemplates turning around and walking home in the rain, but he notices her too soon.

“Ivy, hey. What are you doing here?” He’s clean-shaven. He wasn’t in the coffee shop. Ivy scrutinizes his face. He has a small shaving scar on his chin.

 “Got caught in the storm. Unprepared as usual,” she says, pulling out the bar stool and almost tumbling over when she slips on the foot rail.

Brian smiles. “See, I knew there was a reason I shouldn’t have gone straight home.”

Straight home? But you shaved. Where did you shave? 

Despite her curiosity, she can’t help but feel flattered and smiles involuntarily in return, looking at her soggy shoes. She pushes her wet fringe from her forehead. Brian follows her movements with his eyes. Ivy remembers it’s wet and how stupid it would look sticking up in the air. She flattens it back down and shakes her head a little so it doesn’t look like her forehead has a slimy comb-over.

“No, no. Comfort beats looks any time,” Brian says, gently pushing her fringe back up and caressing her scalp with his fingertips. His touch, although quite paternal, makes Ivy’s stomach tighten. “There. That feels better, right?”

“Let’s just avoid feeling self-conscious for today, hey?” Ivy pulls a scarf out of her bag and wraps it around her hair like a headband. Brian gazes into his lowball glass, at the ice cubes suspended in amber bubbles.

The corners of his mouth are fighting the urge to chuckle, and the bartender approaches with Ivy’s drink.

“Here you go. Hot Brandy Alexander.”

“Just a sec …” Ivy reaches her arm over the bar as if desperate for the guy not to leave.

“Is there a problem, ma’am?”

“Oh, no, no, of course not. It looks great. I was just wondering. Are there any jobs here at the moment?”

“Oh. I’m not quite sure. My manager is a bit tied up right now, but you could fill out an application form if you like.”

“Okay. That’d be brill, thanks.”

“I’ll just get one for you.” The bartender wipes his hand on a towel and disappears behind a door.

Brian frowns. “Who’s going to serve me my afternoon coffee?”

“Are you serious? This place is so much nicer. You’ll just have to come here.”

“I’m just playing with you. Of course, I’ll come here. I come here anyway. Some evenings. As you can probably already see.” Brian laughs nervously.

They both look at the array of bottles behind the bar and take a sip of their drinks without toasting.

“Mmm, that’s a good hot brandy.”

Brian hums and nods, taking another sip. An ice cube touches his nose. “So, now that I’ve finally got you having a drink with me, why don’t you tell me all about what it is you do do?”

Ivy snorts. “Well, I’m … well, I’m actually an archaeologist.”

“What? You’re kidding.”

“Nope.”

“What are you doing working in a café?”

“I needed a break. It was either this or finish my PhD.”

“You can’t practice archaeology without a PhD?”

“Well, yeah you can, but there are a lot more opportunities out there if you’ve got a PhD. Plus, I’d be able to apply for government grants and actually take charge of archaeological digs rather than assist someone else.”

“So? What’s stopping you from assisting someone else in the meantime? Why did you have to choose this?” Brian’s voice raises a little and looks around the shop. “Surely one of your professors or someone could have scouted for some work experience for you, right?”

I like talking to you without an electronic notepad in my hand. 

“Yeah, but …” Ivy smacks her lips.

“You don’t look like the kind of person who would give up everything just to work in a café and play ‘Hit Me with Your Rhythm Stick.’” Brian smirks. “There must be some other reason. Or am I entirely off course?”

Ivy stirs her drink with her cocktail stick. She imagines bathing in it, immersed in a hot creamy bath. She rewinds her thoughts and plays them again with Brian in there too.

“Oh. I just crossed a line, didn’t I? Sorry.” Brian looks away. He pouts his bottom lip as he scratches his chin.

“No. No, not at all. I needed a break from the academic chaos. I’ve never taken time away from study since the day I started school. I needed to experience something new, something simple. I wouldn’t have been able to convince myself to take a break at the end of the PhD, that’s all.” Half-truth. That’s not a crime, is it? 

Brian narrows his eyes and swishes the remainder of his drink around his mouth before swallowing it. Ivy still hasn’t held Brian’s gaze for more than a couple of seconds.

“Fair enough, I suppose.”

“How about you? I mean, I know you’re an accountant and work across the road from Ditsy Daisy’s, but what do you do when you’re not at work?”

“Drink Cutty Sark.” He laughs and puts his empty glass on the counter.

“Really? You don’t have any hobbies?”

“Promise you won’t laugh?”

“Of course.”

“I make candles.”

“Candles? You mean candle candles? Real candles or wax sculptures?” Please say wax sculptures. 

“Yeah, real candles. Scented, floating, tea light, votive, taper, pillar, gel. All sorts. And no, I’m not gay.”

“Oh.” Ivy laughs, “I didn’t think that. Really.”

“Uh-huh. I’ve come to learn what that expression means.” Brian raises one eyebrow.

Ivy shakes her head and flicks her hand. “Just not something I expected. Yeah. Sounds really great. Do you sell ‘em?”

“No. But my house is filled with them.”

“Romantic type then?”

“You could say that.” Brian puts his hand up to catch the bartender’s attention, but the bartender doesn’t see. “Enough about me. I want to know about you.”

Damn. “Okay, what do you want to know?” Ivy silently cringes, wishing she had introduced a diversion to Brian’s life story quicker enough.

“Well, so far I know you play drums, and that you like music, so what kind of music are you into?”

Phew. Avoided the family question. “Well, you know the band the New Pornographers?”

“Aren’t they in town?”

“Yeah, they are. Would have loved to go and see them. Just can’t afford a ticket.” I shouldn’t have said that. Please don’t get all charitable on me. If only you knew. 

“That’s a shame. Maybe someone’ll offer you a free one.” Brian winks. The bartender finally responds to Brian’s hovering arm. “Could I have another?” Brian lifts his glass.

“Certainly, sir.”

 “It’s not often they tour, you know. It’d be a shame to not go,” Brian says.

“Yeah, it would be a shame. My own choice though. My mother could have set me up with anything I needed if I’d wanted.” Shit. I did it again. 

“What do you mean?”

“Uh … long story.”

“I’ve got time. And so do you by the looks of it. That rain isn’t gonna give in a hurry.”

Ivy’s cell rings. “Sorry, Brian, just a sec. Gabe? You all right?”

“‘Course, sweetcakes. I was ringing to see if you’re all right. Did you get caught in the storm?”

“Yeah, I did, but I’m fine. I slipped and fell over though.”

Brian pulls a curious face. Ivy smiles, rolls her eyes, and shakes her head in response.

“Oh, you poor darling.”

“Pft. I got back on my feet eventually.”

“Well, sweetcakes, now that you know how to literally get back on your feet, do you think you can attempt to do it emotionally too?”

“I bought a new dress and threw my drumsticks in the trash. That’s a start, right?”

“Way to go, sistah. Let’s celebrate.”

“Well, I’m sitting in a little bar on Fifteenth at the moment.”

“On your own? Oh, honey.”

“No, I’m with Brian actually.”

“Oh, sweetcakes, about time. You go, girl.”

“Yeah, they’ve got nice hot Brandy Alexanders here. We should come together one night.” The bartender brings Brian his drink.

“Oh, Ive. Don’t be so shy. So what if he gets that you’re talking about him. Get some balls, honey. Hey, you can have mine. I don’t need ‘em, and I don’t wan’ ‘em.”

Ivy’s jaw tenses and becomes temporarily mute. Why can’t I just be myself? 

“Okay, sweetcakes. Never mind. When do you think you’ll be coming home? Just so I know when to order the pizza.”

Ivy can practically hear Gabe wink. The rain stops, and she cranes her neck to look out the window.

“Um, looks like I’ll be on my way now.”

Ivy steals a glance at Brian, who is looking into his glass. He brings it to his lips and swallows the whole thing down in one gulp. He pulls money out of his pocket, enough for both of their drinks, and slides the application form the bartender finally left on the bar toward Ivy.

“Sweetness,” Gabriel sings. “What’ll it be? Vegetarian with jalapeños and pineapple?”

“You got it.”

Ivy flicks her cell closed. “Thanks for the drink, Brian. You didn’t have to do that.”

“I know. But it’s my pleasure. I guess I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon then?”

“Yep.” Ivy collects her coat while Brian waits for her at the entrance. He opens the door for her to exit first. Out on the street, he puts his hand out to shake, but Ivy, without hesitating, gives him a kiss on the cheek instead.

“Would you like to walk me home? I don’t live too far from here,” Brian asks with a smirk.

“I’d love to,” Ivy says with a short laugh, elevating herself onto her tiptoes and back down again.

Brian almost puts his arm around Ivy’s shoulder, but hesitates and puts his hand in his pocket instead.


***


When Ivy walks through her front door, the first thing she can smell is the fragrance of peach cleaning fluid. As she hangs her coat and bag in the tiny entrance hall, pizza aromas waft by. Gabriel has cleaned her house from top to bottom. The floorboards are glistening. He’s even done her laundry and hung each item on the clothes horse in the lounge—not too close to the fire this time. Ivy stares at the amount of cotton panties compared to lacy thongs.

I’m getting old. 

“Hey, sweetcakes. Welcome home.” Gabriel appears in the lounge doorway, holding out a piece of pizza on a plate.

“Are you okay? What’s going on?” Ivy looks around her.

“Just felt like cheering you up, girl.”

“But I thought you were the one that needed cheering up. Didn’t you have another fight with your boy?”

“Oh, don’t worry about me. Gabe is peachy keen.” Ivy is reminded of Riz from Grease.

“Why do you think I need cheering up? I’ve been fine. Haven’t I?”

“You looked at yourself in the mirror lately?” Gabriel waves his hand over his face to indicate what Ivy should be looking at in the mirror. She thinks of the dancers in Madonna’s “Vogue” video clip, and the chopsticks she used to bang to it, all over her bedroom furniture, when she was a kid. Sometimes Eleanor would interrupt and say something like, “I wish you’d practice using one of those chopsticks as a scalpel instead.”

“What? What’s wrong with my face?”

“You’re a mess.”

“Thanks a lot.”

“Sweetcakes, you’ve had a long face since the day you said you were Amir-free. You looked better when you were heartbroken.”

“I thought I said I never wanted to hear his name again.”

“See, sweetcakes, that’s just plain denial, and I’m sorry to say it, but that’s following in your mother’s footsteps whether you like it or not. And I’ve got news for you, honey, it makes no difference anyway. You’ve got Amir—. See, I said his name, and I’ll say it again: Amir. He’s on your mind 24/7. You have to let him go, ‘kay?”

Gabriel pulls Ivy out of the hall and sits her down on the couch in front of the fire, with a full glass of red wine and jumbo pizza. He picks up the glass and places it in her hand. Ivy succumbs to being handled like a puppet, almost expressionless, except for the fear she can feel glaze over her eyes at the thought of becoming like her mother.

“Well, don’t just stare at me. Drink up. Wash that Amir right out of your hair, darling, once and for all.” Gabriel swings his long bouncy curls around as if auditioning for a shampoo ad. “Enough’s enough. You have to focus on Brian now. Move on. Eat, drink. Think about Brian. He’s a spunk, and he loves your coffee better than Raquel’s. Come on, sweetcakes—a little smile?” Gabriel imitates what he wishes to see on Ivy’s face by moving the sides of his mouth upward with his fingers. Ivy reciprocates, holding the fake smile long enough to resemble a clay figurine.

 “Gabe?” Ivy asks, breaking her statuesque pose.

“Yes, sweetcakes? I’m all ears.”

Gabriel sits opposite Ivy in the armchair with his wine. He crosses his legs, lights a cigarette with a match, takes a drag, lights another one with his lit cigarette, hands it to Ivy, and swings his crossed leg backward and forward in nicotine-thrilled pleasure.

Ivy lifts her legs onto the couch to rest her feet. “Kit called me today and asked if I’d be interested in looking for Roger—can you believe it?”

Gabriel holds his breath and lets the smoke ooze from his nose. He leans slightly forward, elbow on knee, as if contemplating his response.

“Well, I think it’d be good for you.” Gabriel’s voice shifts a semitone lower than usual. “It might give you some closure. Some purpose.”

“I’ve got purpose.” Ivy flicks her head to the side to remove strands of hair stuck to her nose.

“Like what, exactly? You’re the most-educated person I know, and you’re a stinking waitress. You should be getting calluses on your hands, not the soles of your feet.”

“She wants me to call my mother and ask if she has any leads.”

“Are you listening to me?” Gabriel asks, exasperated.

Ivy puts a hand to her forehead. “I dread speaking to her about this. But I really think Kit should find out the truth. At least to finally realize he’s not worth the trouble, you know?”

Gabriel downs his wine in one go. “Sweetcakes, I said you should do it. Who are you trying to convince here?”

“Actually, I think I’ll give her a call now and get it over and done with.”

Ivy picks up the cordless from the coffee table, pokes her tongue out at Gabriel, and goes into her bedroom closing the door behind her. She lies on her bed and counts the crystals hanging from the lace maroon light shade, holding the phone to her chest. Twenty-seven. That’s weird. Maybe one has fallen off.  She presses the green phone icon and puts the phone to her ear. You’ve really got to get a new phone. This dial tone sounds like a nauseated robot. She presses the speed dial with her thumb, a button she can now press without thinking about its position on the key pad or all the extra codes.

“Dr. Eleanor Manning.”

“Hi. It’s me.”

“How are you? I tried to call you this afternoon.”

“Good. You?”

“As good as can be. Emotionally drained.”

I know. 

This is more often than not the only insight Ivy gets into what life as a surgeon entails anymore. From the very day Ivy told Eleanor she wanted to be an archaeologist, she stopped telling her hospital stories. When Ivy was about ten, Eleanor took her into the operating room while performing heart surgery on a baby inside a mother’s womb. It was the most horrific sight Ivy had ever seen. That’s the day she also told Ivy she was named after IV, for intravenous. It means in the vein, and Eleanor insisted it represented Ivy flowing through her very blood. But the thought sickened Ivy, and she decided she never wanted to go into the hospital with Eleanor again.

“Any news?”

“No. Not really. You?”

“No. Not really.”

“You know, Ivy, the point of making a phone call is having something to say.” Eleanor laughs.

“I do have something to say. Something to ask, actually.”

“Oh? You’re not one for asking questions. I thought you knew everything already.”

Silence. That was uncalled for. 

“That was insensitive,” Eleanor mumbles, apologetically. “What’s on your mind?”

“Right.” Ivy clears her throat. “Well, Kit asked me to ask you … well, no, Kit asked me, and I agreed, thought it would be a good idea and all, you know, that maybe she could look for, well … we could look for … Dad?”

“Him?”

“Yes, him. Do I have another dad?”

“That wasn’t a question, Ivy. That was stuttering rubbish.”

“The question’s coming.” Ivy’s stomach gurgles; her mouth goes dry.

“Okay then. Ask it.”

Ivy counts the crystals on the light shade again. How could there possibly be an odd number of crystals? I must keep missing one. 

“What are you doing? What’s that jingling?”

“Do you think … you know, only if it’s okay with you … if you feel okay about it, ‘cause I really don’t want to force you into giving me information that might make you feel sad, ‘cause that’s not my intention, you know ….

“Spit it out, Ivy. Just ask the question.”

“Um ….

“Look. Ivy. I don’t know why you’ve decided this all of a sudden. I persistently gave you the opportunity to see him when you were a teenager. And you consistently said you weren’t interested. And now that I have no idea of his whereabouts, you want to see him again. Why?”

“For Kit. Look, I don’t even know if I want to do this, but I think Kit—.

“Where’d Kit get this idea all of a sudden?”

“I don’t know. We didn’t have the chance to talk properly.”

“I hope she’s not nagging Ailish about this. That’s the last thing she needs. Spare her the flashbacks. And the guilt. I hope you haven’t told Kit any details about Ailish’s relationship with him.”

“Jesus. Why would I do that, Mum?”

“Well, let’s try to keep it that way. It’s too late in our lives to be dragging skeletons out of the closet. It’s in the past. Let it stay that way. Ailish is more fragile than she lets on.”

“Mum, I’ve never understood why you keep sticking up for Ailish all the time. Maybe you are right that Dad was going to leave you anyway, but maybe he wasn’t—have you ever thought about that? And what about your hurt? Why do you keep talking about Ailish’s pain and never your own? I mean, I love Ailish and Kit—don’t get me wrong. But Christ, Mum, what about yourself? What about how it makes you feel? Why do you keep pretending it never happened?”

Ivy bites her bottom lip at the realization that she just blurted out years of confrontational thoughts to a woman she’s spent her life being afraid of. Why the sudden confidence? She pinches the bridge of her nose and tightly closes her eyes, wondering whether the silence on the other end of the phone means Eleanor is concocting an intelligent, hurtful response.

Eleanor clears her throat. “And what do you call running away to the other side of the world and living a hopeless, financially unstable life after divorcing Amir, hmm?”

Ivy’s limbs stiffen; the crystals stop jingling. She hangs up and cups a hand over her mouth to stunt a frustrated scream. She counts the crystals on the lamp shade again, holding the handset above her shoulder. I was right the first time. There are twenty-seven. Oh my God, I just hung up on my mother. 

Gabriel calls out from the lounge. “Sweetcakes? You better come and eat before I eat everything myself.”

Ivy walks back in. There is only a quarter of the pizza left and half a bottle of wine. “Oh, and you just got a text.”

Ivy runs into the lounge and flips open her cell.

I’m sorry. Tell Kit 2 go 2 the university Ailish works @, & speak 2 the dean. He used 2 b his best mate in those days. They were in the Army together. Maybe he knows something. Just please, do me a favour, and don’t involve me in this any further. Eleanor. 

The Army? Maybe Kit’s idea that … Ugh. No, Ivy. Don’t be so ridiculous.



kit

On a whim to get her hair trimmed and straightened, Kit is at the hairdresser’s, when she gets a text message from Ivy.

Go 2 C the dean @ A’s Uni. Was Dad’s pal. 

“Not hurtin’ ya, am I, Kit?” Eydie says, sliding a hot comb through Kit’s hair. Eydie is not only her regular hair rescuer but an accustomed victim of Kit’s eruptive rants. Of course, Kit doesn’t really care what her hair looks like, but she likes the attention—to feel pampered sometimes. And for some reason, getting her hair done by Eydie helps her to relax, to feel like she’s a girly girl, even though she doesn’t want to be perceived as one.

“Nope,” Kit says, smiling at Eydie in the mirror. Pathetic excuse of a smile, that is, she thinks, catching a glimpse of herself. It looks as if she’s cut it out of a magazine and pasted it onto her own face. Bleak, washed out.

Eydie nods, smiling in return, her short emo red hair falling over her eyes. She flicks her head to move it off her face and winks at Kit through the mirror. She seems happy working on Kit’s hair. Kit notices fogginess in her eyes. Her smile doesn’t show anywhere on her angled face but her mouth.

“Who’s the message from? You’ve gone all sulky.” Eydie frowns and tilts her head to the side.

Kit laughs. Limp. “I decided I wanted to find my father and, well, to cut a long story short, had no idea where to start looking until just this minute.”

“Oh, cool. What’s with the long face then? Shouldn’tcha be happy?” Eydie asks, bunching a mass of hair to the top of Kit’s head and clipping it down.

“I suppose. But it kind of just dawned on me what I’m doing. I mean, what if I’m not cut out for what I might find?”

“Yeah. I know whatcha mean. Me dad dis’ppeared when I was a kid too. He’s been sending me letters ‘n’ puttin’ cash into some kinda fund for me, all me life, but I just found out ‘bout it not long ago. Me mum’s been using the bloody dough to pay for grog, I’m sure of it, and hidin’ the letters in her dresser. I found ‘em when I was scrounging for a ciggy.”

“What? You’re kidding?” Kit turns around in her seat to face Eydie, her eyes ablaze.

“Nup.” Eydie nudges Kit’s shoulder to turn around and face the mirror. Kit obliges.

“My God. And I thought I was hard done by.”

“Yeah, nah. But what really pisses me off is that me mum spends so much bloody money on grog that she can’t pay the rent no more. I had no freakin’ idea she was wasting more money than what she got from the dole. And I quit bloody school ‘n came to work at this joint, so that we could pay the bleedin’ rent.”

“Oh my God, Eydie. How have you never told me this before?” Kit moves a little closer to the mirror as though Eydie’s reflection were real.

“Well, who am I to ruin your girly hairdressin’ experience? Anyway, I can’t afford to lose control. I gotta eat. What’s that saying thingy you once said to me? If ya c’n walk on water, or something, ya no better off than a … somethingerather in a puddle?”

“A twig floating on a puddle. Arabian proverb.” Kit wonders what the relevance is, but thinks better of asking.

“Yeah. That. Man, I wish I was smart like you.”

“You are smart. Just in a different way,” Kit replies. But Eydie hardly acknowledges it. “Not many people would remember stuff like that, you know.”

Eydie nods. Squints. Drags the hot comb carefully through another mass of waves.

“I hope you had a good go at your mother about it,” Kit says.

“Nup. Can’t be stuffed.” Eydie screws up her nose.

“Why?”

“She’s always so bloody off her face she wouldn’t half understand what I was talkin’ ‘bout anyway.”

“Eydie, you have to do something. You could use that money for something worthwhile. Can’t you just send a letter back to your dad and tell him what’s going on?”

“Nup.”

“Why?”

“He stopped sendin’ the letters. And the phone number for the address I found don’t exist no more.”

“Well, just … just physically go to the address.”

“Can’t.”

“Why not?”

Kit can see Eydie’s eyes go wet in the mirror.

“Just like ya said—what if I’m not cut out for it?” Eydie wipes a knuckle under her right eye. “Anyway, hair’s done; you can geddup.”

Kit stands, unties her smock, and brushes runaway hairs off her top. She hugs Eydie, making comforting noises while rubbing her on her upper back.

Eydie pulls away prematurely and says, “Aw, don’t worry ‘bout me. I’m used to this shit.” She winks, sniffs back some tears, and blows on Kit’s neck and around her ears to loosen the odd fleck stuck to her skin.

“Well, you’ve got my number if you need anything, right?” Kit asks. I might have more in common with you than I thought. 

“Yep. Ta.”

Eydie goes to the cash register, prints off a receipt, and holds out her hand for Kit to pay up.

“That’ll be twenny bucks.”

Kit pulls a twenty out of her olive-green corduroy bag and hands it to Eydie. The photograph of her father has replaced the beat of her postgraduate application form. Doof, doof. Doof, doof. 

Dad, I’m coming. 

“Ta,” Eydie says as Kit puts the twenty-dollar note into her hand. “So, what’s the lead?”

“Hmm?” Kit asks, wondering how to pull her knickers out of her bum without anyone seeing her do it through the shop window.

“To findjya dad?”

“Oh. Right. The dean of the uni where my mum works was apparently a friend of his. Got no idea how I’m gonna go about speaking to him, though, without pestering my mum.” But I have the right to pester her about this. Don’t I? She’s the one who’s kept all this info a secret. What am I so afraid of? What’s the worst she can do? 

“Why dontcha do that intern tutor thingy you were talkin’ ‘bout before? Then you’ll be there all the time and you can speak to ‘im yourself.”

“Hey. That’s not a bad idea, actually.” Why didn’t I think of that? 

“Just make sure you fill me in on the goss.” Eydie winks.

On Kit’s way out, she makes the shape of a phone with her hand and holds it to her ear. She knows Eydie won’t call. She never does. But this time things seem different.



eydie

Eydie nods and dismisses Kit with a flick of her hand. Her hot-pink acrylic nails collide and click. She goes out back for a cigarette.

What fuckin’ life is this? Tears stream down her cheeks.

She gazes at the rows and rows of hair dye. The layer upon layer of shelves containing a chemical substance that, according to statistics, sends many hairdressers into the loony bin. So she’s heard, anyway. Eydie wonders if there’s any way she could use them to end her life. Like gassing myself in a car? Is it possible to poison myself in a salon? On my lunch break, maybe. 

The counter bell chimes. Someone’s feet shuffle, stumble. She can hear the visitor fall onto the orange vinyl couch. A magazine crinkles. The customer sat on it. Eydie left it there by accident earlier. Damn. She quickly dries her eyes with the tea towel lying by the kettle and walks back out.

Her next client is flicking through the crinkled Elle magazine. The client looks up. Her eyes are bloodshot. More burst capillaries seem to have appeared around her nose.

“Luv, ya stink like smoke,” the client croaks.

“You stink like vodka,” Eydie replies, straight-faced, repulsed. Sad.

“Where’s ya boss?”

“Day off.”

“I told ya I wanted ya boss to cut me hair, luv.”

The client puts Elle on the empty seat beside her. She looks up at Eydie, who stands rock solid, hands on hips, staring at the floor.

“Well, stiff shit,” Eydie replies. ‘You’re stuck with me. Here. Put this on.” You freakin’ reek! 

Eydie hands her a black smock. She doesn’t help her put it on and watches the client’s awkward attempt at tying a bow behind her neck. She stumbles getting into her seat.

Eydie sprays conditioner mist and runs her fingers through the client’s course bleach-blonde curls. They make eye contact in the mirror.

“Well, get on with it,” the client snaps. “I haven’t got all bleedin’ afternoon, luv.”

“Can’t the bottle wait for half a freakin’ hour, Ma?”

“Don’t use that fuckin’ tone with me, missy.”

Eydie takes a deep breath and begins to snip off some split ends, but puts the scissors down again—far from reach. She walks over to the door and turns the sign around from “bring your bootie in” to “shake your bootie out.”

“Ma?”

“What the bleedin’ Joe is it, luv?”

“We need to talk. Right now.”



ivy

By the time she wakes, Gabriel has left. She’s lying on her stomach, cheek squashed against her cell phone from when she disabled the alarm in a sleepy daze. Over half an hour ago. Fuck. On the bedside table is a plate of blueberry pancakes, Gabriel’s specialty, and a little note that reads: “True blue, baby, I love you.”

Ivy sits up and winces at the snow piled up outside her bedroom window. The house is still warm from last night, but she shivers at the thought of going outside.

I never knew Dad was in the Army. Why didn’t Mum ever tell me? What if Kit’s right? What if he didn’t want to leave Mum and me? What if the Army was a disguise for something more serious? What if they threatened to do something to us if he didn’t obey? Maybe that’s why he left without saying goodbye. Maybe …

Ivy shakes her head and whacks her forehead four times with her right palm. “IV. Stop. It.”

She gets out of bed and her cell beeps. Bloody hell, Kit. What now? But it’s Brian.

Can’t stop thinking about u. What time do u start work? Let’s meet earlier? 

Ivy looks at herself sideways in the mirror, pulling her stomach in and out. She pulls her hair into a ponytail, then lets it loose. Fuck it. Let the customers complain. She looks at her jeans, sports bra, and pastel pink mohair sweater hanging over the chair by the wall. She has worn those four days in a row. Yesterday Raquel looked her up and down and pretended she hadn’t noticed. She said, “Luurve that sweater. Have I seen that before?”

Ivy glared. Raquel didn’t look her in the eye for the rest of the shift.

Ivy grabs the jeans and sweater and puts them in the laundry basket. She pulls on a pair of black tights, picks up the sports bra, swings it around her torso, fastens one hook, then takes it off again and throws that in the basket too. She puts on a padded push-up bra instead, slips on a grey woollen knee-length dress, and some black baby-doll flats. She looks at herself in the mirror again. She stares for a few minutes, seeing through her reflection, then sits on the edge of her bed and hangs her head in her lap. I suppose I had better put some makeup on. Gabe, I’m trying. Can you at least give me credit for that? 

Ivy takes the plate of pancakes into the kitchen and contemplates throwing them in the trash, but covers the plate in plastic wrap and leaves it in the fridge instead. She thinks about the plastic wrap prank she played on Amir. She’d covered the toilet bowl with it one morning, and he got a nasty surprise during his morning pee. She laughs at the thought, but the back of her throat constricts trying to hold back tears. She picks up her cell and writes a message: Can’t come in early. Just got up & now late. 



ailish

It’s almost eleven at night before Ailish hears Kit shuffle out of her bedroom. From the couch in the lounge, she lifts an arm in the air, and claps her fingers in her palm to acknowledge Kit when she enters.

“You want some OJ?” Kit calls from the kitchen. Ailish can hear a knife slicing through the oranges she just picked off the tree.

“No thanks, sweetheart, I just brushed my teeth. Will you come and join me? There’s an amazing documentary on ABC about Gustave Flaubert.”

“Yeah, okay . Coming.”

Kit sits on the couch chewing a chocolate-coated teddy bear biscuit. She mumbles, “He’s the one who wrote Salammbô, isn’t he?”

“Yes. Yes, he is.” Ailish turns her whole body to look Kit in the eye. Her pose acquires finesse. An elitist air of power. Most of all, pride. “How are you familiar with Salammbô? I’ve only ever taught Madam Bovary in my course.”

“At one of my lectures about nineteenth-century France.” Kit scrunches up her nose and bends her fingers into a quote. “‘It was criticized for its encrustations of archaeological detail,’” Kit says in a deep posh British accent.

“Oh yes. They just mentioned that. Gee, you honestly surprise me sometimes, Kit. Where do you hide all of this knowledge?”

Ailish stares at Kit for a few seconds, lips pursed, trying to differentiate between feelings of delight and frustration, as Kit shrugs and downs her juice. She wants to ask her about the tutor position, but is hesitant to break Kit’s apparent (and rare) tolerance of her in fear of ruining a perfectly pleasant midnight hour of quality time.

Ailish sniffs and pulls pins from her hair. She holds her thighs together and rests the pins in her lap. As the pins come out, one by one, her long locks of grey-streaked chestnut hair fall over her false left breast. It’s been almost three years since she’d beaten breast cancer, but she still can’t get used to the lack of feeling there. She wonders whether this is why Kit has hung around so long. Is she afraid to leave me alone? 

“You should wear your hair out more often, Mum. It suits you.” Kit places her empty glass on the coffee table, beside the Indian art coaster.

“Oh. Thank you. That was much unexpected.” And now a compliment. Should I be suspect? Ailish puts Kit’s glass on the coaster, trying not to make a deal of it.

Kit smiles as if to say, “You’re welcome,” and gets comfortable in the corner of the couch with her legs stretched out.

“Mum?”

“Hmm?” Ailish hums, trying to decipher Kit’s expression and listen to the documentary at the same time.

“I’ve been thinking ….

“Hmm?” This time a little lower in tone. Yes. It looks like I should be suspect. 

“I guess I’ll take you up on your offer.”

Or not. “Oh, that’s wonderful, sweetheart.”

Ailish, confused by Kit’s sudden obedience, turns to look at the TV again, just while she ponders what the sugar is going on. She’s frightened of Kit seeing her face. Ailish knows that if one tiny ill expression escapes, the whole world will certainly discern what she is thinking and feeling. Well, that’s what Roger told her when she had to learn to mask her thoughts and feelings for fear of being caught in their act.

“‘Oh, that’s wonderful?’” Kit laughs.

“Well, what do you want me to do, Kit? Pat you on the back? You’re old enough to make your own decisions,” Ailish snaps, head turned, still staring at the screen, hoping to make it clear she is no longer obligated to live at home, without saying it outright.

“No. I just thought—.

“Thought what, darling?”

“Ugh. Doesn’t matter.”

“So you’re not going to go overseas then?” How did my daughter become so scatterbrained? 

“I guess not.”

“You guess not, or you are not? The last thing I want is for you to establish yourself at Uni and then abruptly depart.” Ailish tries to keep a straight face, but underneath her calm display she kicks herself for disturbing the peace with her transparent tone.

“I won’t leave, Mum. Chill.”

Chill. Chill? Why ever does she speak like that? Why is she constantly fighting against her educated nature? 

They sit in silence. Ailish pretends to watch the documentary, but all she can think about is Roger. Kit’s desire to look for him has dredged up those sickening feelings again—feelings of guilt for keeping her long-lasting relationship with him a secret, and that “event” she keeps trying to persuade herself never happened. She wonders if she should confess it to Kit, but she’s afraid she’ll ask Ivy about it, and Ivy will ask Eleanor, and then Eleanor’s trust—not to mention Kit’s and Ivy’s—will be destroyed. Despite wanting her daughter to be happy, she prays Kit won’t find any clues to Roger’s whereabouts. Because if Kit does find out where he is, she’ll sooner or later find out the other secret too. The secret she’s kept from everyone. The secret she’s afraid will banish her from Kit’s heart forever.

Ailish runs her tongue over her front teeth and sighs. The sigh that involuntarily slips out when she wants Kit’s attention. She wonders if Kit has noticed this and just not mentioned it. She can feel Kit sneaking glances at her, like electrical currents.

“What’s wrong?” Kit asks as she smells under her left arm.

“Nothing. It’s good deodorant, isn’t it?”

“Yep. Will you make me some more?”

That’s a first. “Sure.”

“Cool.”

“Well, I’m off to bed,” Ailish says, desperate to relax her face. “Don’t forget to turn off all the lights before you go to bed.”

Kit nods, rolling her eyes and squeezing an infected mosquito bite on her inner thigh. Ailish wants to tell her to leave it alone, but she bites her tongue.

Ailish gathers her hairpins and goes to her bedroom. She closes the door behind her and quietly turns the key. She doesn’t usually lock her door, for fear of a bush fire scare. But tonight she’s afraid Kit will walk in on her, despite not having done so since she turned thirteen.

She grabs a footstool and places it in front of her closet so she can reach the highest cupboard. From the top shelf she pulls out an old 1970s’ Australian-made Ugg boot shoebox, filled with letters and loose photos, tinged orangey-brown over time.

She steps down, with perfect balance, conscious of the strength in her thighs and proud of herself for being so fit in her late forties. She empties the box onto her bed and finds what she is looking for: a photo of her and Roger smiling happily for the camera. Roger’s sister, Constance, took the shot.

Before Ailish got pregnant with Kit, she and Constance had been really close. Together they’d plotted how Roger would finally leave Eleanor. Constance never liked Eleanor. Thought she was cold and clinical. Eleanor didn’t like Constance either, and always found excuses to keep Ivy away from Roger’s family.

Ailish kept in contact with Constance for a little while after Kit was born and Roger disappeared, but soon lost touch after developing a close bond with Eleanor and Ivy.

When Kit was four, Ailish received a letter from Constance, saying that Roger had returned, remarried, and had another daughter, and to call if she wanted to introduce Kit to him and meet her baby sister. She regrets visiting Roger and Beth that day more than any other in her life. And from that day forward, never contacted any of them again.

Ailish finds and opens the letter she received twenty-one years ago. She stares at the phone number scribbled at the bottom. She lifts the receiver of the phone by her bed and slowly dials the number, taking even breaths, in and out, to maintain her calm. She brings the phone to her ear. It only rings once before a young lady answers.

“Yeah?”

Ailish opens her mouth to speak, but nothing comes out. Her ears grow hot and her mouth turns dry. She lifts her hand to her mouth as though she has just said something offensive and wishes to apologize.

“Hello? Hello? Ma, if you’re drunk ‘n’ been picked up by the coppers again, you can stay there the bloody night, I freakin’ mean it this time, orright? Hello?”

Without a word, Ailish hangs up the phone, taking care not to make any noise.



ivy

On her way to work, Ivy watches happy huddled-together couples stroll through the gently falling snow, arms linked, hands held, heads leaning on shoulders. Her sixth sense and cerebral cortex are negotiating the possibilities a relationship with Brian could bring. Perhaps they are meant for each other. Why else would they have met, and be constantly drawn together? But that’s how she’d felt about Amir too.

Now there’s another factor to take into consideration. Roger. Memories of her father are activating her hate circuit, which in turn reminds her of Gabriel’s constant pressure to speak to a therapist.

Paying ridiculous amounts of money to be told she needs to forgive her father in order to accept the men in her life is useless. She knows this. The thing is, though, she doesn’t want to forgive him. She doesn’t ever want to forgive him. Nor does she ever want to see him again. But deep down there is a little voice that keeps probing at Ivy’s soft spot—a spot she never had the nerve to ask Eleanor the medical term for. It nudges at her, mimicking her heartbeat.

As she enters Ditsy Daisy’s, the first person she sees is Gabriel, sitting in his usual position in the far right corner by the window.

“Hey.”

“Hey, sweetcakes. Sit.” Gabriel gestures with an upturned hand for Ivy to take the seat opposite. “How much time do you have?”

“Um, ‘bout twenty minuten.”

“Das ist gut,” Gabriel replies dragging out the last word and wobbling his head side to side.

“Thanks for the pancakes.”

“My pleasurooni.” Gabriel takes a sip of his cappuccino and swallows it with an expression of disgust.

“What’s wrong?”

“It’s cold.”

“Well, how long have you been sitting here letting it get cold?”

Gabriel looks out the window with an expression of deep thought. “About half an hour.”

Ivy laughs. “Why don’t you try drinking your coffee when it’s given to you, for a change?”

“Because it’s usually too hot.”

“Gabe.”

“What?”

“You’re a case.”

“Looked in the mirror lately?”

Ivy ignores him. Gabe looks out the window again and grins. “Lover boy’s here.” He winks.

“What? Shit. I told him I was running late and couldn’t meet. Cover for me—I’m going out back.”

Gabriel grabs Ivy’s elbow as she stands. “Too late. He’s spotted you.”

Ivy mouths, “Fuck.”

As Brian struts down the aisle, Gabriel whispers, “Say it was an emergency,” and assumes an expression of anxiety, hanging his head in his hands.

Brian approaches with hesitant steps. “Ivy, I thought—.

Ivy holds her finger to her lips and flicks her head in Gabriel’s direction. Brian looks at Gabriel and frowns. He mouths, “Is he okay?” Ivy shakes her head, gets out of her seat, and pulls Brian aside so that Gabriel can’t hear. Supposedly.

“He’s having boyfriend troubles.”

“Oh. But—.

Ivy bites her thumbnail, head down, glancing upward.

“—didn’t he stay at your place last night?”

Ivy stiffens from the inside out. Shit, shit, shit. “Um, yeah, but, he, er … he went home this morning and”—Ivy raises the level of her voice a little—”and the bastard moved half his stuff out of their house.”

“That’s terrible,” Brian whispers.

“Yeah, I think I should stay with him before I start my shift. Sorry, for, um—.

“Oh, no, no, I understand. Don’t worry. I’ll just be over there, okay?” Brian points to an empty table next to an elderly couple who are sitting arm in arm, reading from the same newspaper. Ivy becomes momentarily entranced by their glowing content.

“Sure. I’ll come over when I start my shift.”

“Great.” Brian kisses Ivy on the cheek, as if a habitual act, and walks away too fast to notice Ivy blush. Ivy sits back down with Gabriel, and he lifts his head a little, making sure Brian can’t see him before opening his mouth.

“Well, that was a memorable way to meet someone for the first time. Thanks a lot, Ive,” Gabriel hisses.

“I’m sorry. But it was your idea, and you were brill.” Ivy touches Gabriel’s hand. “Thanks.”

“Yeah. You owe me big-time, sweetcakes. Anyway, what’s your problem?”

“I just couldn’t do it.”

“Do what?”

“Have coffee with him this morning.”

“Ivy!”

“Shh, Gabe.”

“Honey, if you ain’t gonna get yourself back on your feet, then I’m not gonna waste my time saving your sorry ass.” Gabriel shakes a finger at Ivy’s nose.

Ivy clenches her teeth and pouts her lips. “I’d better go out back.”

“Yeah. You do that. And while you’re at it, start to picture yourself, seventy years old, living in Eleanor’s hospital-white overly-disinfected house, alone and miserable, with an unwanted mental list of existing operating tools and medical jargon to show for your life.”

Ivy screws up her nose and punches at the air in Gabriel’s direction. Gabriel shrugs and begins to flick through a National Geographic.

In the staff room, Ivy guzzles a 50 ml bottle of water without coming up for air before laying herself bare in the coffee jungle. Raquel has just signed in too and is already inundated with takeaway orders. Once again, the floor has been neglected due to Ivy’s delay in clocking in on time.

“Wow. And here comes the queen,” Raquel says as she froths milk and avoids eye contact as usual.

“Sorry. I’ll get straight onto the floor.”

Raquel pauses, looks up, and smiles with shock. “Cool. Thanks.”

Ivy realizes she’s been a little disrespectful of Raquel’s coffee-making skills. She wonders what it’s like to actually enjoy making coffee, to take pride in something so simple, like Raquel does. To not long for excellence, or the need to succeed in something unique. Ivy has tried to experience it here in Seattle, but it’s not working. She’s not living up to the notion that a simple life is a better life. She needs something bigger, despite not being entirely convinced she feels that way.

While Ivy scans the tables to see which ones need clearing, the elderly couple next to Brian signal for her attention.

“Good morning, what can I get you?” she asks the couple. Ivy can sense Brian staring at her, masking his action by typing on his laptop, but she can’t find the nerve to turn around and see for sure. She scratches her left brow, at the little bump that remains under her skin from the eyebrow ring that lasted less than a week, attempting to hide her uncontrollable embarrassed smirk. She turns a couple of degrees to the right so she can’t see him.

“Could you bring me another cappuccino, dear?” the man asks in a kind British accent, pushing his reading glasses up his nose.

“Certainly, sir. Can I bring you anything, ma’am?”

“Oh no, dear. I’m still sipping on my tea. But”—the lady lowers her voice into an almost whisper and leans forward—”I think the lad on your left might, dear.” She winks and slips back into her previous position.

Ivy nods, trying not to smile, but she can’t hold it in any longer when the man turns to Brian and says, “She is quite a splendid specimen of a woman, if I might say so myself.”

Brian looks up, turning quite red. “Thanks for pointing that out. I’m not sure I would have found the courage to say that myself.” Brian chuckles in an oddly feminine way. The man and woman nod in approval.

Ivy slides her feet to Brian’s table. “Okay, Brian. What can I getcha?” Ivy asks, looking at Brian’s laptop.

“A proper date?”

The couple next to them pretend to ignore their conversation, but they are both smiling in what seems to be quiet satisfaction.

Ivy looks up from the keypad. “A proper date? What’s a proper date?”

Brian closes his laptop, puts it in his briefcase, takes his time gathering his belongings, and throws a couple of dollars on the table. He hadn’t even ordered anything. He stands as close to Ivy as possible without being threatening or indecent. Close enough for his briefcase to brush against her dress and send shivers down her legs and into her toes. He pulls a slip of paper out of his back pocket. As he slides the slip of paper into Ivy’s apron pouch, his hand hovers directly above her crotch. She holds her breath and his glare for just a moment, before he removes his hand, smirks, and walks casually out of the café.

“I’ll be waiting,” Brian says, right before the door swings shut behind him.

Ivy’s skin tingles with lust and fear as she watches Brian walk across the street through the front shop window and enter the high-rise building on the other side. He doesn’t even look back to see her reaction. Ivy envisions a victorious smile on his face.

“Well, dear. What is it?” the lady asks, pouring the last little drop of tea into her cup.

“Um, I, er …” Ivy puts her computerized notepad down on the table where Brian had been sitting, pulls out the piece of paper, and reads it out loud. “The Moore. 7:30 p.m. Tonight.”

“What’s the Moore, dear?” the lady asks.

“It’s a live music venue.”

“Ah. Isn’t that lovely, dear? He’s taking you to see a concert,” the man says, pulling his specs down his nose a little to gaze over them.

Ivy folds the piece of paper and puts it back into her apron. Her lips curl up at the edges, but it’s not really a smile. Is it? 

“Ivy,” Raquel calls. “Can you deal with table seven? Please.”

Ivy’s head fills with guilt. If guilt could be heard, it would sound like hail. She’s supposed to be supervising Raquel, not the other way around.



kit

It’s been quite a few years since Kit has stepped foot into Ailish’s office. Not because she hasn’t been invited, but because the smell of the wall-to-wall shelves of books prods at her subconscious, You should have studied literature. You should have studied literature. A voice she’s been trying to ignore.

Ailish’s feelings and responses after reading these books are pressed firmly into the pages like dried flowers. The smell triggers some of Kit’s fondest memories, hours tucked safely behind many a hardback on the beanbag in the corner while Ailish prepared lectures at her desk, looking up every now and again with a proud smile. Before she started high school, she was convinced she would one day become a famous writer, but then puberty took over, and literature became a nuisance and a bore. She needed something more hands-on, adventurous, but in the end archaeology didn’t turn out to be much like Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade. She persisted with it though, and now it seems too late to turn back.

“So now what?” Kit asks as she sits in the seat where Ailish’s students are often interrogated as to why they’ve failed to hand in their assignments. “Who’s gonna be my superior?”

“Er … you’re looking at her, sweetie.”

“Excuse me?” Oh shit. 

“I’m your superior. You are going to be my shadow.”

“Mum, you’ve got to be kidding me.”

“Do I look like I’m kidding you?” Ailish puts her hands on her hips, smiling as if she’s just succeeded in executing the world’s best con.

Kit nurses her forehead and stumbles and falls into the twenty-year-old beanbag. “I think I’m going to faint.”

“Kit, stop overreacting. I’ll assign you to other lecturers as well. Don’t be so histrionic.”

“I thought I was going to be completely assigned to another lecturer.” Kit flings her arms out to the side and waves them about as if she were a washed-up fish.

“May I ask what is so bad about being assigned to me?”

“Because I’ve been your shadow for, like, my whole life.”

Ailish sifts through some papers on her desk, reading glasses perched on the end of her nose. With a forced smile, she extracts what she is looking for.

“Here it is. Fill out this form. Sign it, so I can take it to the dean’s office for him to approve.

The dean! “Oh, okay, cool.” Kit jumps to her feet with a little too much enthusiasm, holding out her hand for Ailish to pass her the form.

“That was a mighty quick change of tune.” Ailish takes off her glasses and lets them dangle from her neck, but her head is slightly bowed, eyes peering upward as if her glasses are still on her nose.

“I’m just being cooperative. Don’t get your knickers in a twist,” Kit replies, snatching the document from Ailish’s hand. “Got a pen?”

“Yes.” There is a pen in a holder on Ailish’s desk that is clearly within Kit’s reach, but Ailish obliges and hands her one anyway. Kit signs her name on the dotted line without reading a word.

“Okay. It’s signed. Where’s the dean’s office?” Kit asks, holding the form to her chest.

“Oh, don’t worry, sweetie, I’ll take it.” Ailish holds out her stiff hand to retrieve the document.

“No, I’ll …” Kit’s voice is a little desperate. She realizes so, and brings her volume down a notch. “I’ll take it. Anyway, I’d like to meet him.”

“What’s the hurry? You’ll meet him eventually.” Ailish breaks eye contact and turns her computer on. For a split second, Kit is stricken with panic, triggered by guilt. Has Ailish caught on to her agenda? Unlikely. Especially since she doesn’t even know if Ailish is aware that the dean and Roger were friends.

“Um, yeah, but I just want to show my appreciation for the opportunity, that’s all.” Please don’t have a red face. Please don’t have a red face.

Ailish stands up straight, squints, puts her glasses back on and her hands on her hips. Kit gulps down a build-up of saliva.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea. Not yet. Go get a cup of coffee or something. What is it that you young folks drink nowadays? Frappélatte?” Ailish shakes her head as if fending off an insect. “I’ll have your schedule finalized by the time you get back.”

Kit wonders when Ailish is going to stop treating her like she’s twelve and holds back a frown.



ailish

Ailish shoos Kit away and wonders when Kit is going to grow up—a speculation that requires too much of her attention at this stage of Kit’s life. When Kit enrolled in the archaeology course, Ailish thought she had finally taken control, finally assessed future possibilities and made a life-changing choice on her own, until she discovered Ivy had influenced her decision. The last thing I desire is to throw her out, but how else am I going to get the message across? 

“Mum, seriously, I think I can handle it. Where’s the dude’s office?” Kit asks, putting her hands on her hips, then instantly returning them to her side.

Ailish huffs. “Well, for future reference, it’s left out of my door. At the end of the corridor is a flight of stairs. His office is the last door at the end of the corridor on the right on the next floor. The plaque reads ‘Dr. Harold Whittaker.’ And please, please, if you happen to cross paths, address him with some articulacy, will you? The last thing I need right now is for Harold to think I’ve hired an incompetent intern. He graciously agreed to overlook the fact that you are my daughter and hire you on the basis of your credentials and ‘apparent’ academic skills. Your grades are startlingly high, Kit. Why on earth you choose to pretend you’re so dense is beyond me.” Ailish protrudes her bottom lip and blows upward to remove a loose stand of hair tickling her nose. “Anyway, please don’t disappoint me. And do not call him dude.”

“Chill, Mum. All’s cool.”

“Kit!” Ailish raises her eyebrows. Gosh! 

Kit laughs. “The more articulate one is, the more dangerous words become.”

Ailish tsks. “Okay, know-it-all, who did you just quote?”

“May Sarton.”

Ailish licks her lips. “Who was she?”

“A poet?”

“And?

“A novelist?”

“And a memoirist. What was the main theme in her works?”

“Lesbianism.”

“Where was she from?”

“America.”

“Okay, fine.” Ailish scratches her brow and cringes. “You can take Harold the form.”

“Wicked.”

Ugh.

As Kit exits, Ailish walks over to the window. The window she has spent many a contemplative moment at, searching her soul, Roger’s soul. Their souls. She remembers the day Roger kissed her for the first time. Right here. By this window. Looking out over acres and acres of green—green that has now been replaced with the new Genetic Research Wing—commenting in imitative Danish accents about the black swan sitting at the edge of the duck pond below. Roger was Hans Christian Anderson, and Ailish his muse.



kit

Kit reaches Dr. Harold Whittaker’s office. His door is open a tad, and she can hear him muttering to himself. She looks through the gap to spy before interrupting him and having to go in. He’s distributing sheets of paper evenly across his desk, click-clicking a pen on his teeth. He slips and grunts, dropping the pen on the desk. He gets up to inspect his injured gum in the brass-framed mirror on the wall. Hanging next to the mirror are army medals and photos of soldiers in military uniform.

Oh my God. I knew it! 

Kit’s palms clam up. When Harold sits back down behind his desk, she taps on the door. If she knocked it properly, it might deafen her with its certainty.

“Enter.” Harold has a London accent, his voice low and precise, like that of James Mason. Kit pushes the door open, and it brushes against a pile of papers a meter high by the door.

“Hello, Dr. Whittaker?”

“Indeed. That is what it reads on the door, is it not?”

Great. I’ve already made myself look stupid. 

Harold looks at Kit over his thick brown-rimmed spectacles, his frown causing a vast array of wrinkles in his forehead. He rests his elbows on the arms of his chair and his wrists on the edge of his desk, holding someone’s postgraduate application form in one hand and his pen in the other. He looks like Gregory Peck, from To Kill a Mockingbird gone Crocodile Hunter.

“Um, sorry to bother you, but I’m Kit.” Expecting him to recognize her name, she pauses. Harold clears his throat, still glaring at her over his specs, waiting for her to continue. “Er, right. Ailish Healy sent me to give you my details. I’m the new intern for the English department.”

“Oh. Kit.” Harold stands and walks to the front of his desk, holding out his hand for her to shake. Kit wipes her palm on the back of her loose olive-green dress before shaking it, hoping the move was sleek enough to not be noticed. “Yes, your mother had nothing but praise to preach about you. I hope you can up the department’s reputation with your innovative and unique opinions about literature, just like she said you would?” Harold winks and scratches behind his ear.

“Of course. I wouldn’t let her down. Or the department, for that matter.”

“Marvellous to hear it. Would you like to take a seat?” Harold gestures toward the dark-brown vintage lounge chair that looks like it might weigh as much as an elephant. No beanbags in here. Kit takes a seat and pulls the form out of her bag. She hands it to Harold, and he looks it over briefly before filing it away at the bottom of his filing cabinet, the only relatively modern contraption, aside from the computer, in his office.

“Rightio, Kit. I don’t think there is much to say at this moment, but welcome aboard, and we hope your experience here next semester is a pleasant one, and knowledge learned plentiful,” Harold recites with a nod.

“Thank you, Doctor.” Kit smiles, hoping the twitch of her top lip isn’t obvious.

“I hope Ailish has explained you will not be required to be here until the new semester begins next year? I suggest you use this limbo period, as I like to call it, to become familiar with the material you’ll be scheduled to teach. I will also provide you with a key card for the department’s entrance so you can take advantage of the facilities anytime you wish, which will also serve as an ID to get in and out of the security gates before and after hours. And please, do call me ‘sir.’ ‘Doctor’ is rather impersonal, don’t you think?”

“Yes. Okay. Thank you, sir.” Kit hesitates to get out of her seat, not quite certain if it’s her cue to leave.

Just ask him, for God’s sake. What have you got to lose? 

“My pleasure. I’m sure we’ll meet again soon.” Harold stands and holds out his hand, towering above her. For a moment Kit looks upward, feeling insignificant. Not an unusual feeling, seeing as she has a mother like Ailish to constantly compare herself to. Kit shakes his hand, stands, and hangs her bag over her shoulder so the handle crosses her chest.

“Thank you, sir. It was a pleasure to meet you.”

“Likewise.”

Last chance, till who knows when. Do it. Kit opens the door to leave. No! Just do it! 

“Um, I’m sorry,” Kit says, spinning around on her heel. “I don’t mean to hold you up, but I have a quick question.”

“Of course. If I can be of any assistance to my staff, I’m always available.”

Kit flicks her hair behind her shoulders and adjusts the position of her bag. “Well, it’s not literature-related, but you wouldn’t happen to know how my mother can contact Roger Price, would you?”

“Ah.” Harold pauses for a moment to stare at the floor. “Yes, I think I still have his number somewhere. Ailish desires to contact him? May I ask what initiated such a decision?” Harold’s demanding posture weakens, and his shoulders slouch. The confidence and certainty in his voice depletes, assuming a more casual and concerned manner.

“I’m not sure. She wouldn’t say.” Kit clenches the handle of her bag, praying this doesn’t get out of hand.

“Hmm, doesn’t that make you just a little curious? Surely, you’d … oh, I’m terribly sorry—this is none of my business. One moment while I have a look in my address book.”

Phew! “Thank you.” Kit loosens her grip and hangs her arms by her sides. She lingers by the door, biting the dry skin from her bottom lip and searching for someone who might resemble Roger in the photographs on the wall by the mirror. But she can’t see the soldiers’ faces. If only she could take a closer look to see if he were in there somewhere. Not that she’d recognize him, but perhaps she might experience some sort of instinctual connection. Maybe if she shuffles a little closer …

“Here it is.” Kit is startled by Harold’s uncharacteristic and enthusiastic tone. “I’m afraid I don’t have any direct contact with Roger anymore. Though, I do hold very fond memories of our time together in the Army. I do, however, have his sister’s contact details. Surely she will be able to steer Ailish in the required direction. Let me jot the number down for you. Here you are—Ms. Constance Price.”

With Constance’s phone number throbbing beside the photograph in her handbag, Kit makes her way back to Ailish’s office. She walks quickly, glancing backward every few steps, as if Harold might be about to chase her down the corridor to retrieve the number, realizing she lied.

Kit has never lied to anyone before, let alone a superior she is supposed to respect and one she has just met—not to mention one who is offering her an opportunity to learn for free. Of course, she’s kept secrets. But that’s not technically lying if you haven’t been asked, right? The realization that she has just betrayed her own mother hits her in the chest and burns, as if she has swallowed a chilli whole, and it’s lodged itself in her airway.

Innovative and unique opinions? Does she really think that about me, or is it just a ploy to get my foot in the door? Fuck. 

Ailish’s office door is completely shut, and for the first time Kit looks at the plaque with Ailish’s name on it. It’s not like all the others, though. It’s curled up at the edges, and yellow like aged sticky tape. Kit picks the right edge with her index finger, and it peels away with ease. She reveals the letters I-C-E before the sticker begins to tear and she thinks better of continuing. She pushes it back down with her thumb. She remains in this position, with her thumb holding the corner of the sticker firmly down, frozen, as name possibilities sift through her mind. I-C-E? … Price! What the …? This was Dad’s office?  Kit clenches her fists and opens the door so hard that it ricochets off the wall.

“How could you lie to me, Mum?” Kit screams. “I’ve never lied to you. Ever.”



ailish

Ailish is finishing up with Kit’s schedule, when her door bursts open and a picture frame drops from the wall. I knew I hadn’t nailed that up properly. Her daughter’s face is flushed, and tears anticipate escape. She blurts out something desperate, almost incomprehensible, except for “How could you …?”

“How could I what, sweetheart?” Ailish puts her glasses on her head in order to secure some loose strands of hair hanging in her face.

“Lie to me!” Kit’s hands are on her hips and her frown more vivid than Ailish has ever seen. What on earth did Harold say to her? What could he possibly …?

“Honey, lower your voice. What has got into you? What are you talking about?”

“That’s Dad’s name on the plaque underneath yours, isn’t it? Isn’t it?” Kit yells, throwing her bag to the floor. “How could you say to me all these years that you don’t know where to start looking?”

Ailish brings her hands to her face and cups them around her mouth and nose, focusing on her feet, her big black ugly toenail hiding underneath five layers of matt apricot enamel. She releases her hands from her face and looks up, takes a deep breath, and stares at the skirting boards, not wanting Kit to see the shame flicker through her eyes. Damn it, Ailish! Me and my stupid need to preserve his presence.  She bites her lip, about to respond, but Kit interrupts.

“Why didn’t you ever tell me he worked here with you? You could have easily found out how to find Roger all these years. Couldn’t you? You just didn’t want—.

“Kit. Stop yelling and sit down for Pete’s sake, and let me explain.” Ailish guides Kit toward the beanbag, knowing she feels secure there, her right hand gently on her upper back. She shuts the office door, pushes off her beige leather sandals from her heels, and sits down beside her on the carpet, crossing her legs yoga style.

“Kit, we didn’t work together. I was his student.”

“His what? What do you mean?” Kit asks, holding onto Ailish’s gaze. Ailish can feel Kit’s stare search for truth. Through her reflection in Kit’s hazel eyes, Ailish can see, for the first time, what she has been running from all these years: the fear of not being loved; of breaking through the self-built glass wall and being judged, not only for what people can see, but for her past; for the secrets she’s hidden and almost convinced herself weren’t real.

“I thought you said you had only known him long enough to get pregnant with me?” A tear lingers at the corner of Kit’s left eye.

“I know. I know I said that. Kit, I …” Ailish clutches at the roots of her hair with her elbows resting on her knees. She lets her hair down and runs her fingers through it, without taking the usual care to loosen the pins one by one. A few fly across the room. “This is very hard to say,” she mumbles behind the mop of hair hanging over her face. Kit isn’t moving or saying a word, but Ailish can hear her swallow sorrow in her extended breaths.

“Mum, please. Just tell me. I won’t be angry. I promise. I just want to find him. Get to know him before … Well, Mum, what can possibly be wrong with wanting to know my father?”

“Get to know him before what, Kit? Getting acquainted with Roger is not going to define who you are. You don’t need your father to shine. You already shine. You are already you.” Ailish pushes Kit’s hair behind her ears and rests her hands on her cheeks. “You haven’t recognized your own potential yet.”

Kit flicks Ailish’s hands from her face with a swift shift of her head.

“You’re right,” Ailish says. “You deserve to find your father. And I can completely understand why. But you have to understand that this is difficult for me because I … well, the affair between Roger and me lasted for … a very long time. We were both very secretive about it because I was his student. And he was married.”

“To Eleanor.” Kit’s frown grows deeper.

Ailish nods toward the floor, focusing on the cracks in her heels.

“Does Eleanor know it lasted so long?”

Ailish shakes her head, pressing her lips together. “Not that I know of.”

Please don’t cry. Please don’t cry in front of Kit. 

“Does Ivy know anything?”

“No one knows, Kit. I know it was thoughtless of me to keep this from you. I do know that, but …” Ailish takes Kit’s hands in hers and rests them in Kit’s lap, leaning forward enough to feel her breath brush across her face. “I was afraid of ruining my friendship with Eleanor. She helped me through my pregnancy with you. She helped her husband’s lover, for goodness’ sake. Darling, Eleanor did a very selfless thing, and as a result we became great friends. I just couldn’t tell her, not after all she’d done. And then, of course, if I had, what would have become of you and Ivy? You may never have had the opportunity to grow up together. To be sisters. I made the decision I thought was best at the time, for you, for all of us.”

Ailish pauses, sensing Kit’s reluctance to keep holding hands. She releases her grip and strokes Kit’s face before folding her arms below her breasts. “I haven’t been able to summon the nerve to tell you. I apologize, Kit. I truly do. Please. Can you forgive me?”

Kit still hasn’t broken her stare. Ailish attempts to hug her, but Kit stiffens in her embrace.

“Is there anything else I should know?” Kit asks, her tone bringing on the winter solstice.

Yes. “No. No, of course not.”

“So you seriously have no idea how to get hold of Roger?”

“No. I don’t.”

Kit looks out the window, her eyes becoming a pale green from the reflection of the eucalyptus trees outside. She stands up to leave, but Ailish grabs her hand and pulls her back down.

“Please, don’t tell Ivy about this. Please.”

Kit’s eyelids drop.

“Please?”

“I won’t.”

“Thank you.”

“Yeah. Whatever.”

Kit is halfway out the door, when Ailish asks, “Are we okay? You and I, are we okay?” Kit nods, vacancy oozing from the sadness in her eyes, and closes the door behind her.

Ailish falls face-first into the beanbag, drawing and releasing a manic breath as if she has been underwater for the last ten minutes. Kit’s scent is bleached into the fabric, Ailish’s breath and tears doing nothing to rid the years and years of her daughter’s smell encompassing her face. You should have told her about the other sister. You should have told her. It was your chance. Oh my God. You stupid, stupid woman. 

Ailish punches the beanbag with both her fists, one on each side of her head, and screams into it, muffling the sound, stretching her mouth as wide as it can go so that her lips sting, the pain not even whispering the punishment she thinks she deserves.



ivy

Gabriel and Ivy empty Ivy’s wardrobe onto the bed. Ivy stares at her clothes, shivering in her underwear. Maybe I can just say I’m coming down with something. Got a high temperature, maybe. It’s not a good idea to be going out in this weather, right? Especially if I have a fever. Gabriel squints at Ivy, hands on his hips, weight on one foot, head tilted to the side, and taps his toes.

“I’m not going,” Ivy shakes her head and rubs her goose-pimpled arms.

“You can’t stand him up,” Gabriel squeals as if his entire clothing collection is about to be thrown out into the muddy street. “Sweetcakes!” Gabriel quickly alters his tone after seeing her more-adamant-to-not-go expression.

“Why not? It’s been done to me before.” Ivy shrugs. “And I got over it.”

“Are you trying to frustrate the bejesus outta me on purpose, or are you trying to frustrate the bejesus outta me on purpose? I mean, just let me know, you know, so I can figure out how to proceed here,” Gabriel says, moving his head side to side like a Motown soul sister.

Ivy pushes her clothes to the right side of her bed and gets under the covers to warm herself up. Gabriel sits next to her on the edge and rubs her legs from above the duvet as if trying to comfort a child.

“Okay, Ive, you are so not thinking straight. I think we have to do something to get you in the mood. Brian’s a spunk on a stick. You’re mad to even contemplate standing him up.”

“Can you keep telling me that?” Ivy asks, frowning at her own ridiculousness. Gabriel strokes Ivy’s hair. “Have I got a fever? It’d be great if I had a fever,” she says, ignoring her conscience.

“Ive. Listen to yourself. You’re wishing yourself to be sick. And for what? So you can avoid going to see what is probably the best thing that has happened to you in, like, a really long time?”

“I’m an idiot, aren’t I?”

“Yeah, sweetcakes, you’re an idiot. And I’m confused. You seemed so ready to jump back into life the other day. You threw your drumsticks away and even bought a revealing dress. When was the last time you showed off your flawless skin? See, that was a step forward. And I was so rooting for you. Come on.” Gabriel pats Ivy’s legs. “Tell me why you went and bought that black dress. There must have been a reason.”

Ivy leans her head back. It makes contact with the wall. She closes her eyes and thinks back to her vision of archaeological genius standing outside the department store. The dress made the idea all the more realistic. It gave her an air of confidence she hasn’t felt since before the divorce. If only the positivity didn’t come in such erratic waves.

“I had a revelation.”

“What kind of revelation?”

“That I need to forget Amir and get my confidence back.” Ivy squeezes her fingers on her left hand until her knuckles dig into each other and throb.

“Only your confidence?”

“No. Motivation to succeed, I suppose.” Ivy swallows a build-up of saliva and gets a flashback of making love to Amir in the back of the laboratory at Uni, surrounded by ancient Chinese shellfish fossils. She sinks further down into her bed until she’s lying flat on her back.

“Well, here’s your chance. Use Brian to get over Amir, and the rest will follow. When you feel good about yourself, you’ll want to succeed.”

“I just need a push.” Ivy turns the corners of her mouth down in a playful frown to mask the real pain.

“Okay. Where are your New Pornographers CDs?”

“Don’t bother.” Ivy groans, lifting herself up on her elbows. “That won’t help.”

“Why not?”

“Because I associate them all with Amir. He’s the one who introduced me to them.”

“Well, sweetcakes, this is the perfect time to start associating them with Brian.” Gabriel narrows his eyes. He means business. He stands and puts his hands on his hips.

“Yeah, okay.” Ivy rolls onto her side and pushes herself into a sitting position on the edge of the bed. Her hair hangs over her face in a matted mess. She flicks her hand toward her bookshelf. “They’re in alphabetical order. You’ll find them.”

“Sweetcakes, can you get out of bed and choose something to wear already?”

“Hello? I’m sitting up.”

Gabriel shakes his head, huffs, and mumbles something under his breath, picks up a pair of funky purple corduroy trousers with silver stripes down the vertical seams and a tightly knitted silver sweater, and shoves them into Ivy’s chest.

“Here. Wear these.”

“Aren’t I a bit old for these?” Ivy holds the trousers in front of her face.

“You’re never too old for anything, sweetcakes. Just get up and put them on before I punch your nose in.”

Crikey. I’m not suicidal or anything.

Ivy runs her fingers through her hair and edges out a few knots. She puts the clothes on, cringing as if being forced to wear an ugly bridesmaid’s dress.

Gabriel goes to the bookshelf and scans the CDs from top to bottom. Not only are they in alphabetical order, but all the ones beginning with vowels are grouped together at the top and the consonants grouped below.

“Hey. I’ve never noticed this before. What’s with the organization?” Gabriel swings his torso around to offer a questioning glare. One side of his face is contorted so much that his cheek is touching his bottom eyelid.

“Oh. Well, can you remember that little singsongy claymation cartoon on TV? The one that goes ‘a-eee-iii-a, e, i, o, u’?”

“Er, no.” Gabriel scoffs as if some food has gone down the wrong hole.

“Must have been an Australian thing.”

“That still doesn’t explain the grouping.”

“I like being reminded of the song. That’s all.” Ivy thinks about Roger singing and dancing to it with her in front of the TV and hums the tune in her head. Eleanor had been making a cake and whistled as she whisked. The only memory of Eleanor she has that doesn’t involve medi-speak.

“Anyway,” Gabriel looks at Ivy as though she has completely lost it. “Which album do you want?”

“You choose,” Ivy mumbles, head trapped inside the neck of her silver sweater.

“Okay. Twin Cinema it is then. What’s your favourite song?”

“I don’t care.”

Gabriel shrugs and puts the disc in the CD player as Ivy goes into the bathroom to put on makeup and fix her hair. “The Bleeding Heart Show” begins to play.

“This is a bit depressing, isn’t it?” Gabriel calls with a shrill.

 “Just wait. It livens up,” Ivy calls back, shocked by the thickness of her voice bouncing off the tiled walls. Geez, wouldn’t want to have a band rehearsal in here. She sings to herself in the mirror while applying mascara. As the notes exit her mouth, doors to feelings that have been long awaiting revival open. She hasn’t listened to any music for months, aside from coffee shop crap, and has completely forgotten how light it makes her feel.

 

I leapt across three or four beds into your arms 

Where I had hidden myself somewhere in your charm

 

When the middle-eight begins, Ivy jumps out of the bathroom, legs spread wide for balance, mimes playing the building drum rolls, and jumps up and down to the beat. She hits the air, the walls, the couch, and the TV with her invisible drumsticks. Gabriel joins in with the jumping, adds a little air guitar, and sings the oohs. They bounce into every room as if trying to find the one that best amplifies their imaginary instruments. A familiar chord pattern reminds her of what was playing at Ditsy Daisy’s in the afternoon. She thinks of Brian slipping the piece of paper into her apron and the tingling sensation following it. She closes her eyes and imagines Brian’s hand slipping down the front of her pants. Ivy’s breath pauses at the thought.

Oh my God. She flicks her eyes open and looks at the zebra clock on the wall of the lounge.

“Turn it off,” Ivy yells above the music.

Gabriel flicks his right hand by his ear in question.

“I’m gonna be late.”

Ivy pokes the first pair of earrings she finds on her dresser into her ears, grabs her bag and coat, and bolts out the door without her keys.


***


Ivy and Brian stand outside the Moore after the New Pornographers concert. They head toward Waterfront Park to escape the entwined roar of excited chatter stifling their shy voices. During the ten-minute walk toward the sea they are silent, separated by an arm’s length. All that can be heard are their footsteps, the collision of clothing, distant sirens, car horns, and ebbing voices. Brian’s aftershave is so strong, Ivy imagines herself hooked under his arm, breathing him in until he disappears; a quick high before telling him she can’t do this and is sorry for leading him on.

I don’t know what I want. 

They reach the violent, obsessive, and thunderous sea. Snow covers a few burned-out spherical lampposts on the pier by the high curved railings. Apparently, it’s the first time it’s snowed in Seattle for years.

“I’ve got a surprise for you,” Brian says after a few moments of admiring the city skyline and the West Seattle Bridge in the darkness.

Ivy mouths, “Who me?” playfully tilting her head. Flakes of snow fall down the back of her neck, chilling her.

She expects him to pull a gift out of his inside coat pocket, but instead he says, “The Seattle Asian Art Museum is looking for a new exhibits developer. You interested?”

Ivy’s eyes widen, and she laughs involuntarily. “You’re kidding? Of course I’m interested. Do you have contacts there?” Ivy tucks her gloves into her sleeves.

“My brother is an anthropologist. He’s their development specialist. He said they were planning to advertise next week, but if you wanted to go in for an interview before week’s end, he’d be happy to put you in touch with the deputy director. I put in a good word.” Brian smiles, oozing with proud satisfaction.

“Oh my God, Brian!” Ivy bounces on the balls of her feet, crunching the snow beneath them. “You actually asked your brother if there was anything going? Why would you do that for me?”

“Just wanted to help you out. You look so miserable at the café. Anyway, it was good timing, wasn’t it?” Brian says, and breathes into his bare hands.

“I don’t know what to say.” Ivy takes his hands and rubs them between hers without realizing she’s actually making physical contact. She jogs on the spot, half to keep warm and half at the prospect of a new job.

It’s just what I need. 

“‘Thank you,’ will do,” Brian says, not making any move to retrieve his hands from Ivy’s.

Ivy tilts her head. “How am I going to repay you for this?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You don’t owe me anything.”

Ivy gives him a peck on the cheek, places Brian’s hands on his chest, and looks out to the sea. The wind blows strands of loose hair behind her shoulders.

“Well, there is something that I’d like,” Brian says, putting his arm around Ivy’s shoulders and pulling her close to his side.

Ivy’s body goes limp, giving in to his touch despite every inner voice yelling at her to pull back. She watches condensed water vapour swim through his mouth as he speaks.

“Anything. What is it?” Ivy says, her voice hovering through the fog, feeling as though she’s been possessed by another woman.

“For you to come home with me tonight?”

Ivy stiffens. Brian turns her around and kisses her forehead. Ivy shivers and looks up at him with raised eyebrows.

All this because he wants sex? Seriously? 

“I’d just like you to come see where I live,” Brian continues. “No naughty stuff, I promise. Unless of course”—he winks and lifts Ivy’s chin—”you’d like some.”

Normally Ivy would consider these as off signs, and run. But there’s something different about this man she can’t put her finger on. The inner voices are yelling even louder now, but she chooses to ignore them. There’s a reason they have been brought together. She knows it.

“Hug me?” Ivy asks, shivering a little more on purpose.

“Sorry?”

“Can you hug me?”

Brian shrugs a yes and opens his coat. Ivy leans into him, and he wraps his coat and arms around her. He squeezes her tight enough for their chests to press together. She doesn’t want to get warm. She wants time to think, to get a sense of who Brian is beneath his agreeable and almost “too Mr. Nice Guy” exterior.

Ivy puts her ear to Brian’s chest and his heart beat slows. It slows. Perhaps she relaxes him? Perhaps he needs her as much as she needs him?

Just go. You’ve got nothing to lose. 

Ivy lifts her head so her nose is touching Brian’s chin. “I’d love to come home with you,” she whispers. She kisses him, shallowly slipping in her tongue.

I can’t believe I’m doing this. 

Oh. 

Soft lips. 

Brian pulls back. His eyes widen, and a huge grin transforms his face from attractive to … oh-so-yummy. 

Ivy returns the smile as she cups his cold face in her hands.

“Come on,” Brian says with a flick of his head. “Let’s hail a cab.”



brian

Brian opens the door to his small yet cosy open-plan studio apartment, hoping Ivy doesn’t freak out over the number of candles scattered all over the joint.

“Wow, this is colourful.” Ivy takes her hat and gloves off, and puts them into her coat pockets. Brian chuckles, picking up a pair of elephant-decorated boxers and a mouldy coffee mug from the floor by his bed. Ivy slides to the stereo and CD collection. “Where are your New Pornographers CDs?” she asks. “I need some more beats.”

“I don’t have any,” Brian utters quickly while contemplating where to put the mug. In the sink? He throws it in the trash. He rolls his boxers into a ball and shoots them into the hamper by his bed like a basketball into a net.

“What?” Ivy shrieks, dropping her jaw.

“I just remembered seeing an ad for the concert in Seattle Sound when you mentioned them the other night.”

“That’s cheeky.”

I know. “No. Just clever.” Just do it. She wants you. You know it. 

Ivy turns around shaking her head and mumbles something to herself as she inspects the shelf of CDs. Brian wipes his sweaty hands on his thighs and approaches Ivy from behind. He wraps his arms around her, trapping her arms against her body. Ivy loosens in his embrace. Just. Do. It. He slips his right hand beneath her sweater and rests his hand on her smooth, flat stomach. The tips of his fingers tease the opening of her pants. Erect and aroused, he bites her ear. Hesitation in Ivy’s slight gasp indicates it might have hurt, but doesn’t want it to seem so.

“Don’t you want any beats?” Ivy asks, bordering breathlessness.

“You are my beat,” Brian replies, twisting Ivy around to face him and thrusting his tongue into her mouth with a groan. Her tongue is hot and thick and soft like a rose petal. He imagines his penis inside her mouth and groans again.

Ivy undoes Brian’s belt buckle with one hand and reaches urgently into his pants, moving his erection so that it pokes through his zipper. They scratch tenderly yet urgently at each other until they are naked and spread out on his bed. Brian presses his groin into Ivy’s crotch without slipping himself inside, teasing, licking and nibbling at her nipples. As Brian penetrates her, she moans in what seems like relief. He loses himself in her smell, her soft, sweet jasmine perfume corrupting all rationale. He wants to tell her how much he is in love with her right this very second, but he can’t. I won’t. He couldn’t. I love you. Could he?

Ivy’s cell rings. Don’t answer it. Don’t answer it. Ivy ignores it. It rings out. But it starts again. She fumbles blindly in her bag on the ground by the bed and pulls it out, glancing briefly at the screen with one open eye while gently biting Brian’s tongue.

“It’s my mother,” she pants and slips out from beneath him. “I have to get it.” She stands. “Just gimme a minute.”

Brian admires her slender and indulgent figure, her ivory skin, her succulent curves. The slight curl at the ends of her wispy locks caress her shoulders as she walks into his bathroom. Brian turns onto his back and massages his erection so it doesn’t turn limp. Ivy’s voice rises.

“I haven’t said anything to Ailish. What are you talking about? Well, just go and visit her if she doesn’t pick up the phone. Why do you always have to accuse me? No, wait. Don’t hang—”

The flick of Ivy’s phone closing infiltrates the frosted glass door. She exits the bathroom flinging her head back and mouths something Brian can’t make out. Ivy throws her cell back into her bag and climbs on top of Brian. She inserts him, moves up and down like a robot, directing her stare at the headboard instead of his face, distant, emotionless. Brian stares at the blankness, aroused by Ivy’s rapid, powerful pounding as he gets closer and closer to ejaculating. But he is emotionally lost, stranded, confused, afraid to ask her to stop, afraid to wish her to continue. I want more. But not like this. Keep going. Don’t stop. Together, they come, allowing only the slightest of sound to part their lips.

Ivy falls limp on top of Brian’s body, her face nuzzled in his neck. “I’m sorry,” she mumbles. Her breath is hot against his skin. Brian runs his fingers through her hair, wondering what the hell just happened.

“Sure. It doesn’t matter,” he replies, wishing he had the nerve to say it did.



kit

As Kit tries to open the jammed front gate to her yard, she spots Sein, sitting on his porch step, cigarette hanging from the corner of his mouth, legs spread, elbows on knees, watching her with a distant gaze. He snaps out of his trance and bolts to the dividing fence. He flings his whole body over at once, balancing himself with one hand.

“Just needs a little nudge, that’s all.” Sein opens the gate from the inside. He smiles, standing in Kit’s path, white teeth glowing in the twilight.

“Yeah. Thanks. Do you mind?” Kit clenches her jaw, narrows her eyes. She wishes the crickets would shut the hell up and Sein would piss off. She’s had enough crap to deal with and wants to be left alone. On the other hand, if Sein could finally summon the balls to initiate it, she wouldn’t object to a good mind-numbing fuck to forget about her family.

Sein steps aside, barely, and Kit squeezes through the gate, banging her upper arm against his chest by accident. His thin white over-worn T-shirt is damp with odourless sweat. The scent is almost pathetic. But attractive nonetheless. She can’t deny that.

Sein is still holding the gate open and staring at her when Kit unlocks the front door.

“Well, you wanna come in or are you just gonna stand there like a bloody guard dog?”

“Yeah, I’ll come in.” Sein shakes his head. He closes the gate and leaps over a flower bed to get to the door, instead of following the gravel path.

Inside, Kit throws her bag on the couch, slams her keys on the kitchen counter, and gazes out the window at the setting sun. An orange drops to the ground before her eyes. One by one they’re going to rot, until there’s nothing left but empty branches and dry leaves. If Mum thinks I’m gonna pick and save all those oranges myself, then she can bloody think twice. 

Ailish still hasn’t come home. Kit hopes she doesn’t. She hopes she spends one of those sleepless nights in her office assessing monotonous essays, and beats herself up over her pathetic lies.

After all I’ve done for you, you fuck. 

I love you. 

“What’s wrong?” Sein asks, sitting on the stool by the kitchen counter. Close, but not too close. Kit switches her attention from the orange tree to Sein’s face. “Have you been at Uni the whole day?” Sein cranes his neck forward in disbelief.

“No. I went to see a friend at work.”

“Who?”

“And why is that any of your fucking business?” Kit opens the fridge and pulls out a small bottle of water.

“Sorry.” Sein raises his eyebrows sarcastically. He grabs an orange from the fruit bowl and begins to peel it.

“Her name’s Eydie. Happy?” Kit downs half the bottle of water in one go, and Sein continues to peel the orange, dropping the skin on the counter. Kit looks at the peel, and then at Sein, wondering if he is just going to leave it there and expect her to clean it up. His lazy expression briefly reminds her of Ivy’s ex-husband, Amir, a man she would prefer not to associate with Sein, the one and only guy she has ever been attracted to, but too proud to admit. What a cliché. Falling for the boy next door.

“Did you and your mum have a fight again or something?” Sein focuses on his orange.

Kit tries to catch her breath from gulping down the water. “Why haven’t you ever tried to kiss me all these years?”

Sein, having begun to chew a slice of orange, laughs with a hoarse throat and a little waver. He splutters juice on the counter. Quickly chewing what he has left in his mouth, with an expression of disbelief, he swallows, and rests the remainder of the fruit on the peeled skin.

“You’re kidding, right? Why have you been so mean to me all these years?”

“I haven’t been mean to you.”

“Yeah, you have.”

“Okay, maybe I have. A bit. But don’t you men find that appealing?”

Sein guffaws. “Not where I come from.”

Kit puts the half-empty bottle of water back in the fridge, shrugs, and walks out of the room toward the stairs.

“What did I say?” Sein asks, defensiveness gurgling in his throat. “Where are you going?”

“My room,” Kit calls, already halfway up the stairs.

She lies on her bed and stares at the ceiling. Kit hears the front door slam shut. The windows rattle. She can hear Sein kick the gravel. And then a rock. She gets up and opens her window, sticks her head through it, and calls out for him to wait. Sein turns around, looks up toward Kit, and lifts his arms in question. They fall back down, slapping on his faded ripped jeans.

“Why? You’re just going to push me away again. You wanna know why I’ve never tried to kiss you? Because you’re cold, cruel, and you don’t give a shit about anyone but yourself. Why would I want to kiss a girl like that? A girl that has no …”

Stunned, Kit closes the window to shut out his voice, and turns her back to it.

A wave of overwhelming despair flushes through her, head to toe. Years of frustration and pressure to keep her emotions under control during Ailish’s ordeal with cancer and then uncertain remission come gushing out in thick silent tears, causing her body to quake and drop to the floor. “I hate you, Mum! I fucking hate you!” she screams toward the ceiling.

Kit can hear Sein re-enter the house and come running up the stairs. Kit pounces to lock her bedroom door, ashamed at herself and what she has become. You’re an adult, for God’s sake. She sits on the floor in front of her door, holding her knees to her chest. Sein pounds at it, twists the handle up and down.

“Leave me alone,” Kit cries. “I’m not worth it. Really.”

“Kit, I’m sorry. Can you please let me in?” Sein’s voice is calm, smooth, sympathetic.

Kit monitors the gap under the door, where she can see the white soles of Sein’s sneakers. They disappear. She panics that she has driven him away for good, and unlocks it, opens it. Sein is halfway down the stairs, looking up, with one hand holding on to the railing. He walks to the top again and stands in the doorway, smiling the peacemaker smile—the only thing that has stopped Sein and Kit from hating each other all these years. Even as small children they’d fought like brother and sister.

Sein leans his shoulder against the door frame and crosses one leg over the other. Kit looks at the floor and steps aside to let Sein come in, but he doesn’t. Instead he takes Kit’s hands and lifts them up against his own; he is her reflection. He slips his fingers in between hers and pulls her close, then wraps her arms around his neck. Body heat penetrates their clothes, begging to be let loose, pleading to be given the freedom to roam each other’s naked skin, naked hearts, naked souls, without the need to have sex.

“I’ve wanted to kiss you ever since I saw one in the movies,” Sein whispers, his lips almost touching hers. “Can I kiss you now?”

Kit nods and softens in Sein’s warmth.



ailish

A sharp beam of sunlight wakes her. Her teeth are furry and eyes swollen from an unbearable night of incessant crying. Her underarms are sweaty and in need of a shave. She sits up in the beanbag that cradled her through the night, wishing she could just disappear into it, like Alice in Wonderland down the rabbit hole.

She stands and straightens out her skirt, fingers spread, and gathers her hair into a twist. Holding it together with one hand, she collects her hairpins off the floor, one by one, and secures her hair with them. It’s just like riding a bike.

From her desk drawer, she pulls out what she likes to call her bible—Marilynn Robinson’s Housekeeping—which she’s read cover to cover so many times she has lost count. Roger gave it to her as a gift for being the only student to get a perfect score on a thesis, hers being: “Broken Eyes and Buoyant Hair: An Exploration of Gwen Harwood’s Pseudonymous Poetry.” She holds Housekeeping to her nose, breathing it in as if its smell might soothe sorrow.

She opens it to a random page and reads the very first sentence her eyes land on: And she would feel that sharp loneliness she had felt every long evening since she was a child. It was the kind of loneliness that made clocks seem slow and loud and made voices sound like voices across water. 

Tears stream down her cheeks and stain the porous page with nostalgia for those precious moments she’d had with Roger. She flips to the back inside cover, where Roger has written: I salute you. Forever yours.

Interrupted by a knock at her door, she closes the book and places it back in her drawer. After using her thumb knuckles to quickly wipe away her tears, she rubs below her eyes to remove the possibility of smudged mascara.

“Come in,” she says in as bright a tone as possible.

Harold enters.

“I’m sorry to disturb you, Ailish. It actually hadn’t occurred to me that you might be in this early. I was about to slip this under your door.” Harold hands Ailish an envelope. She nods a thank you and places it on the already-built-up pile of mail.

“May I ask if everything is all right?”

“Of course. Why would you think otherwise?”

Do I really look that dreadful? 

Harold puts his hands in his pockets and smiles like a psychiatrist. “No particular reason. But you would let me know if there was anything the matter, would you not?”

“Of course.” Ailish puts on her happy face, switches on her computer, and pretends to search for something in her handbag as if she has just arrived.

“Would you like me to fetch you a coffee?” Harold asks, rapping the door with his pen.

“That would be delightful. Thank you.” Ailish puts on her glasses.

“Black, yes?”

“Yes, thanks. And in my—.

“Live Love Write mug. Yes, I’m familiar with that mug.” Harold taps the side of his nose as he exits her office and closes the door gently behind him.

Ailish spots Harold’s handwriting on the front of the envelope and realizes it’s not regular mail. She opens it. It reads:

 

Allie, 

 

I’m terribly sorry you felt the need to send your daughter to fetch a number for Roger. There’s no need to be ashamed of wanting to speak to him again. It has been a very long time. Perhaps he has changed? Please do know that I am always available to confide in if the desire should arise. 

 

Harry

 

The room caves in on Ailish’s head. She empties the contents of her wastepaper basket onto the floor, and scrambles on all fours for the scrunched-up paper bag from yesterday’s lunch. She flattens it out, sits up straight, her feet under her behind, and places the paper bag over her mouth and nose. Holding the sides firmly to her cheeks, she breathes in, vacuuming all the air out of the paper bag and into her chest.

In.

Out.

In.

Out.

Dizziness takes hold, her stomach a hurricane. She bends over to vomit on the carpet, but all that escapes is air and spit—spit slippery with fear—fear that she will soon be left with nothing. Nothing and no one.

Nothing.

No one.



kit

It’s almost dark outside, and the crickets are making a racket. Sein has been lying naked on Kit’s bed all day, listening to her go on and on about calling Constance without the slightest hint of being bored. He’s eaten all the icy poles. Maybe that’s a sign. He even made some juice from the oranges he picked. He drank most of it, but that’s beside the point.

A breeze has picked up, and Kit stands by the open window to take advantage of the cool air. “I’m gonna call Constance today.”

“Are you sure you’re ready to do that?” Sein lifts his arms above his head and rests his head on his hands. If there wasn’t any railing at the bottom of the bed, his feet would be hanging off the edge.

“Yeah. Why wouldn’t I be?” Kit gathers her hair and twists it to one side.

Sein shrugs. “Okay. You want me to leave?”

“Nah. Why?” Kit turns around to face him. She fiddles with the elastic of her sports bra and glances down at her breasts to make sure they’re straight. Not that they could really de-align themselves too much.

“Thought you might want some privacy. That’s all.” Sein scratches the edge of his groin.

“Never had any all my life; why would I need it now?”

Sein levers himself into a sitting position and crosses his legs. “Aw, don’t be so hard on your mum. She’s a real nice lady.” His limp scrotum hangs like melted fudge on Kit’s blue cotton bedspread.

Kit scoffs. “I don’t think you have a right to say that. You have no idea what I’ve been through.” She hands Sein his boxers, which are flung over the bottom left bedpost.

Sein puts them on. “Ah, come on. She’s helped me out so much at Uni. You do know she even tutors me privately for no cost, ‘cause she knows my dad can’t afford it. Right?”

Kit shakes her head, biting her bottom lip.

“Well, I think that gives me the right to say your mother’s a champ.” Sein punches emphasis into the mattress with a closed fist and a grin so wide Kit can feel her own lips sting.

You’re too young for me. 

An internal smile creeps up on Kit like a sun shower. She grabs her handbag and sits next to Sein on her bed with a bounce. “You wanna see a picture of my father?”

“Sure.”

She pulls out the photograph and hands it to Sein with a sigh. She rubs her face with both hands as if to wipe away need.

“Why’d you rip out his face?”

“I didn’t. At first I thought Ivy had done it, but she said Eleanor did it.”

“There aren’t any other photos?”

“Nope. Ivy said Eleanor burned them all, and she only found this one because it had accidentally dropped from the box while Eleanor was moving it to the fireplace.”

“Why did Eleanor rip out his face if she had planned to burn them?”

“I dunno. Therapy?”

Kit stands on the bed and jumps on it like it’s a trampoline, hoping she can free her mind, travel back to when she was a kid and didn’t care about anything but cooking up a storm with mud and food dye. Sein holds onto the bedposts to stop himself from bouncing off.

“Kit!” A bedspring pings.

“What? Who cares? I’ll get a new bed when I move out.”

“No. I don’t mean that,” Sein shouts, and points to the window. “Ailish has just driven up.”

“Crap.” Kit gets down and throws on the dress that is lying on the floor beside her bed. “Come on. Get dressed, damn it.”



ailish

She turns off the ignition and rests her arms and head on the steering wheel, trying to come to terms with what she may be confronted with inside the house. She has to be strong. She has to summon the power she feels when she quotes someone else’s prose, to transfer that control of memory into the muscle of self-worth. Yes, she has made mistakes. And she should use the regret to fuel forgiveness, and hope that the idea rubs off on her daughter too. She can do it. She knows she can.

When she enters the house, Kit and Sein are eating Chinese crackers at the kitchen counter. Kit’s hair resembles a bird’s nest, and Sein appears to have been roughed up by the mafia. They both look up at her, chewing. They mumble “hi” in unison. Ailish smiles in return, conscious of every minuscule crease in her skin as her lips part and teeth are exposed. She holds the smile a little too long. The front of her gums go dry.

Ailish opens the fridge. “Looks like we need to go to the supermarket.” She wipes her brow, her own touch echoing through her body. She can feel Kit scrutinizing her as she massages the back of her neck with her right hand. Just tell her and finish this mess. You’ll get through it just like everything else in your life. Foolishly. But you’ll cope. She’ll cope.

Ailish closes the fridge door and turns around. She catches Kit whispering something to Sein and licking the inside of his ear. When did this happen? Ailish clears her throat. She would do anything right now to run away like a rebellious adolescent and guzzle down a Slurpee from 7-Eleven. Yes, even a grown woman like me has a hankering for some frozen consumerist cordial on occasion, she says to herself to justify her craving.

“Um, Sein, would you mind going home, so I can have a private word with my daughter?” Ailish’s pulse flits in her eardrums, teasing balance. The hum of the refrigerator is the only thing keeping her from slipping into another time zone. Kit stops chewing and glares at her.

“Sure. No worries.” Sein scoops up a handful of crackers and signals something to Kit with his hands. Kit nods and winks, her face turning a baby shade of pale. The fly wire springs closed.

“Oh, Mum, I’m so sorry. I knew it as soon as I had done it that it was a rotten thing to do. Fuck, I’m really sorry, but you kinda gave me no choice. You know? What else was I supposed to do? Am I fired? Has Harold completely lost respect for me now? Shit, I’m sorry. Are you in trouble with him?” Kit blurts out with chewed-up crackers still in her mouth, her shoulders receding with apparent regret.

Ailish takes a deep breath. A gulp of air that only a few moments ago was ripe with Kit and Sein’s newfound lust. Something she wishes she could let Kit devour without family troubles getting in the way. But if she doesn’t say something now, things are only going to get worse, and then she might be forced to expose everything.

“Kit. Calm down. Harold hasn’t the slightest idea that I didn’t send you. You can still intern for us.” Ailish leans against the sink by the window, one leg crossed over the other and her arms folded rigidly. “That is, if, after what I’m about to say, you still wish to.”

Kit drops the crackers back into the bowl that she’s been cradling in her palm. “What’s wrong?”

Ailish looks at her feet again. She slouches, too lazy to support her own body weight, laden with regret. She’s been doing it a lot lately. And it’s something she always told Kit off for. “Stand up straight; don’t slouch. Show the world you are confident and able.” Ailish looks up and clenches her teeth. Their collision echoes in her ears. “There’s something you must know. Something I’ve neglected to tell you.”

Kit draws her chin to her chest and swallows. “Okay. What is it?” Her tone is blunt and cold.

The air softens around Ailish’s body, as if the cosmos is making room for truth. She can sense a horrible reaction on Kit’s part, but it’ll be worth it, and she’ll be freer. One less thing cluttering her conscience. More room for love and acceptance.

“I’m not sure Constance will know how you can get in touch with Roger, but she might know how to get in touch with someone else. And I think you should hear who that someone else is from me first.”

Kit’s eyes glaze over as she nods a slow, hesitant acknowledgement. “Okay.”

Ailish brings a hand to her forehead and closes her eyes, as if soothing the sound of anxiety and hiding from the preoperational disappointment on her daughter’s face might soften the blow.

“You have another half sister.” Ailish lowers her hand. The air thickens again as if tampering with the earth’s gravitational pull. She opens her eyes. Kit is gone. The rattle of the fly wire slamming shut resonates as Ailish spends the next half hour analyzing the orange tree outside the kitchen window. It’s stripped bare of all its fruit. Lifeless. A frail barren trunk with nothing left to offer—not even a remnant of its skin on the ground to flaunt what it used to be proud of.



kit

Sein is sitting at the front gate on the concrete slab Ailish likes to call a step when Kit bursts out the front door. He stands, runs his fingers through his hair, and jiggles his legs as Kit runs up the path. Invisible tears mute her. She can’t hear a thing except a buzzing rage, rampant with vehemence behind her brow and between her ears. It siphons through her limbs, right to the very tips of her fingernails. It pleads for her to punch something. Anything. She swings her fist at Sein, lost and confused at where to direct this overwhelming energy. He catches her punch midway in an open hand.

“Are you freakin’ crazy?” he yelps as Kit drills her violent thoughts into Sein’s eyes. Kit pulls her arm away from Sein’s sturdy grip and kicks the fence, over and over in the same spot, until she cracks a picket.

“What’s going on? What’s got into you?”

Kit stops kicking and crouches to catch her breath. Her fragmented wheeze runs deeper than her lungs; it runs into bones and pokes little holes in them, deeming her skeleton brittle. She wants to collapse and break and go to sleep and forget she ever started this shit—anything to stop finding out about the hidden truths her mother seems to have boxed up and try to forget herself. How could her mother have lied to her for so many years? To the only person who has stood by her side through everything. Through her cancer and her suicide threats and her pleas to never let her wind up abandoned and alone.

Kit gives in to her body weight and drops backward onto the lawn, fanning her arms and legs. She spreads her fingers so the blades of velvety grass sweep between them. The ground smells like burning rain. If only I could always feel this. Release. 

Sein kneels by her head. He doesn’t touch her, but she can feel his leg brush against her shoulder.

Kit lifts her head, balancing herself on her elbows, cheeks flushed. “I have to call Constance. Can I come over to use yours?”

Sein hums an affirmative response. “But what’s going on with Ailish?”

“Nothing. Don’t worry about her.” Kit gets up and brushes off her bum as if nothing has happened.

Sein sneaks Kit up to his room, trying not to wake his dad, who has flaked out on the sofa. Kit can’t help but notice the bottle of scotch sitting on the coffee table. Her eyes flit to it and away again.

“It’s not what it looks like,” Sein whispers as they tiptoe up the stairs.

Kit nods. Jittering remnants of anger still prickle her skin. She just wants to get on the phone and get her sister’s number from Constance. She needs to find Roger, and then everything will fall into place.

Then I’ll know what to do. 

Sein opens the door to his bedroom and gestures for Kit to enter first. She sits on his bed, which is covered in coffee-brown sheets with green stitching around the edges. His room is empty. Just a bed, a wardrobe, a desk full of Uni stuff, and thick black drapes. No old toys, posters, electronic gadgets. Nothing. No boyishness. Not a hint.

“Anyway,” Sein says, “just so you don’t get the wrong impression, Mum gave that bottle to him just before she died.”

“Hmm?” Kit looks up from scratching her infected mosquito bite.

Sein shakes his head and chuckles with unease. “The bottle of scotch.”

“Oh.”

“He hasn’t even opened it. He just stares at it all night.”

“Oh. You want to talk about it?”

Sein shrugs and sits next to Kit on his bed. He slips his hands between his knees and sighs into a slouch. Kit hesitates to rub his back. She decides not to touch him at all.

“She died when I was two. Dad won’t tell me how. I used to get pissed off that he’d never give me any answers, but then I realized he wanted me to remember her in good way, so I just let it alone.”

Sein puts an arm around Kit and pulls her close. She shuffles over a little, lies on her side, and rests her head in Sein’s lap. He bends over and kisses her cheek. “I don’t bother trying to know anymore. I’m happy with the flashes of her face I get now and again. The problem is, though, I don’t know if they’re just memories of photos I’ve seen or if they’re real. But I suppose that doesn’t matter now.”

“Doesn’t it make you mad he won’t tell you?” Kit half-whispers into Sein’s knee. She turns around so her head is facing upward. “It’d make me mad.”

“There’s no point. What’s done is done. It’s not going to stop me from loving him. And he does his best, you know? He does what he thinks is right. And that’s really all he can do. And that’s all we can really ask for, isn’t it? For them to do their best?”

Kit smiles with closed lips, suddenly realizing what he’s getting at. She sits up. Blood rushes from her face, and she feels a little dizzy. Sein blinks, takes her cheeks in his hands, and gives her a peck on the nose. “Anyway, the phone’s on my desk. Dial your heart out.”

 “Sein. I’m sorry, but I think I should go back home.”

“Did I say something wrong?”

Kit looks into her lap and swallows a lump of guilt. “I think you know very well that you haven’t.” Kit wraps her arms around Sein and whispers “thank you” in his ear.



ivy

In bed, she stares into Brian’s eyes as if behind one-sided glass, unsure of what neurological action is taking place behind them. One of Brian’s hands rests below Ivy’s head, tangled in a sweaty mess of hair. The room fills with the first inkling of morning light, and a neutral silence that masks Ivy’s deeper thoughts. Thoughts that go beyond the temptation to make love to Brian for a third time, beyond the desire to surrender and allow herself to fall in love again.

Sitting restless in the corner of her mind—as she examines the rippled brown rims around Brian’s irises—is the unwanted written connection she has with her father, a connection she wishes she could forget by just tearing the letter into pieces and burying deep below the earth.

She hasn’t told anyone about this letter, having hid it in her wardrobe, in a box she keeps trying to ignore. Its contents have haunted her ever since she received it at eighteen. But what has haunted her most is knowing that acknowledging this letter could give her the life she has always dreamed of, a kind of closure, and freedom to discover the world, to learn how it evolved. To become that successful archaeologist she has always dreamed of being. But there is no way she can accept the cash. No. Way. It wouldn’t be right. It would be a declaration of forgiveness. And that is out of the question.

Ivy rolls onto her back, and Brian rests his right hand on her stomach.

“Can you call in sick today?” he asks, circling Ivy’s belly button with his middle finger. “I don’t have to go into the office if I don’t want to.”

Ivy turns her head to face him. “You know I’d love to, but I can’t afford to miss a day of work.”

“Aw, come on. You’re going to get that awesome job at the museum.” Brian winks. Ivy smiles and looks at the ceiling.

“I can take you in and introduce you today or tomorrow if you like. You never know—they might interview you right then and there.”

Ivy laughs under her breath and lets out a little groan. She inches closer to Brian and kisses the tip of his nose.

“Yeah, why not? Screw the café.”

Brian makes a gurgling noise as if trying to imitate Cat Woman and runs his tongue between Ivy’s lips. Her body dissolves into his cream cotton sheets as he kisses up and down her arm like Gomez would do to Morticia.

“Coffee? About time I served you, right?” Brian leaps out of bed and wraps himself in his red-and-brown striped robe. Ivy nods, pulling the duvet up to her chin and spreading her body across the mattress.

Brian spoons coffee into the percolator. “What was that all about? With your mother? Last night? What is she accusing you of?”

Ivy was wondering when that might come up. She shouldn’t have answered the phone. Period. But she did, and she shouldn’t have expected anything less of Eleanor than to annihilate the first night she’s been able to let go in ages.

“Long story. Seriously, don’t worry about it.”

“I am worrying about it. You became really, I don’t know … absent. I have to say it was the, er, strangest sex I’ve ever had. I felt like the woman.” Ivy scoffs as Brian switches the percolator on and crosses his arms in front of his chest with a shrug. “I’m sorry if that sounded sexist, but you get what I mean, don’t you?”

Ivy takes a deep breath and lets the air gradually escape over her protruding bottom lip. Is she ready for this? Is she ready to let him in, to involve him? Her real life? Her past? What if everything comes crashing down right when she needs him the most? Will he remain by her side even after he discovers her unhealed emotional wounds?

“Anyway, we’ve got all day. Whenever you’re ready,” Brian says above the crackle and drip of the brewing coffee.

“No, it’s okay.” Ivy takes one last courageous breath. “No, wait—gimme a cigarette. I can’t do this without a cigarette. You mind?” She flicks her fingers in the direction of the kitchen counter, where she dropped her handbag last night.

Brian shakes his head and probes Ivy’s bag for the packet of Marlboro Lights and her Zippo. He throws them on the bed along with a small white dish for an ashtray. Ivy lights one, and breathes in virtual relief.

“Right.” Ivy pats the bed for him to come back in. “Where would you like me to start? When my father left me to be raised by a depressed paediatric surgeon, and the woman he had an affair with, or when I filed for divorce after discovering my husband tried to have it on with my sister?”



kit

“Why couldn’t you tell me when I was a kid?” Kit leans against the door frame and crosses her arms.

Ailish rests her hands on the edge of the kitchen sink. Lights off. Moonlight hushed. Smoke wafts from between two trembling fingers, toward the ceiling—a muted tornado of memories. Her mouth opens and closes, as if resisting the urge to spit the first response that comes to mind.

Resentment constricts Kit’s throat. She swallows. It echoes in her ears. “Mum. I know you’re hurting.” Kit’s voice wavers. “I’m sorry I got upset. But I’m hurting too.”

“There are no oranges left on the tree.” Ailish speaks like a ventriloquist. She takes a drag from her thick loosely-hand-rolled cigarette, and stares at the backyard.

“Sein picked them,” Kit says. “They were getting too ripe.”

“Oh.” Ailish briefly turns her head to acknowledge Kit’s presence. The corner of her mouth twitches. A one-quarter smile. Her head surrounded by a halo of moonlight, her face invisible when she turns around. “You want some?” Ailish asks, with a hint of shame in her voice. She holds the cigarette out in front of her, its burning orange tip a contrast against her dark silhouette. It dims as the clock ticks—a sewing needle tapping eggshell.

Tick. Tick. Tick.

“What is it?” Kit asks. Moonlight caresses her face as she walks closer to Ailish. She squints as it passes over her like headlights through bedroom blinds. As Ailish looks at her feet, light shines through her eyelashes. Remnants of tears are caught in them like drops of water in a web, creating prisms of light resembling flecks of silver glitter.

Ailish shifts the weight from her left foot to her right. “Weed,” she replies with a heave of satisfying disgust. She exhales the smoke. Her eyes shift intermittently over Kit’s face, as if gauging a reaction.

Kit leans against the kitchen counter half a meter away from Ailish and cracks her knuckles behind her back. She shakes her head, wants to cry, but her tears won’t obey. They’re trapped behind her nose like globules of phlegm. Ailish takes another drag. She exhales toward the ceiling. Thick breaths. Bitter secrets.

Kit slides against the edge of the counter toward Ailish. Closer. Closer. Until their thighs touch. Upper hands touch. They look at each other. Kit takes the spliff from Ailish’s hand. Ailish lets her. She watches as Kit extinguishes it under the tap.

Kit kisses Ailish’s cheek, hugs her, and gently rests her head on her shoulder. Ailish responds with a tight embrace instead of the usual loose gesture of affection she habitually yet reluctantly displays. She responds with warmth, with regret, a plea for forgiveness.

“Do you want me to fix you a cup of tea, Mum?” Kit whispers into her ear.

I love you. I wish I could say how much without you clamming up. Would you still do that? Would you believe me if I said I still loved you? 

Ailish nods, her cheek brushing against Kit’s hair, and sniffs, “Yes.” 


***


Ailish and Kit sip their tea on the veranda.

“‘If you reveal your secrets to the wind, you should not blame the wind for revealing them to the trees.’ Kahlil Gibran,” Ailish says, as a breeze blows through the spotted gum tree on the roadside. The crisp, firm eucalyptus leaves collide tenderly, like rice shifting in a plastic jar.

“Hmm.” Kit nods, wishing Ailish would just use her own words for once. Kit glances at the tree blowing in the wind too. Appreciation hits her like a falling twig. How does she keep all that knowledge so accessible? Ready, waiting to be plucked from her mind the instant some sort of logical association presents itself? 

Ailish places her tea by the front right leg of her chair. Kit wonders why she doesn’t use the table.

“Mum, how do you do that?”

“Do what?”

“Remember all those quotes at the very right moment?”

Ailish frowns and looks across the street.

“I don’t know. How do you do it?”

“Me? I don’t do it.”

“Most of the time you are finishing them off for me. Aren’t you?”

“Yeah, but, that’s because I’ve heard you say them over and over.”

“Well, it’s the same thing then. Isn’t it? I learn them. I recall them. Just like you.”

Ailish tilts her head back and looks into the sky. It’s the first summer night that isn’t heavy with humid, suffocating clouds. “Kit. Look at all those stars.”

Kit focuses on an ant navigating the edge of the table. Ailish brings her gaze back down to earth and puts her forefinger in front of the ant, cutting off its path. It climbs onto her finger. She lifts it to her nose to take a closer look, and then lowers it onto a lavender stalk.

Kit looks up, surprised to be able to see the teapot shape in the stars again for the first time in years. Or perhaps it’s just been years since Kit looked up. Kit swallows, feeling guilty for dragging Ailish through this obsession of hers and not realizing how much it would affect the people she loves. The least she could have done is reassure Ailish that she wasn’t out to hurt her. Why did it not even occur to her to ask Ailish why she is so afraid? Now she’s not even sure she wants this. What if her instincts are right? Maybe he doesn’t want to be found and that’s why Ailish has been so secretive? What if she has put her mother in danger? Maybe I should stop this. 



ailish

“It’s a sign.” Ailish rests her head on the back of the chair, searching for identifiable patterns in the stars and wondering why it’s taken her so long to reach this point of utter clarity.

“What do you mean?” Kit’s nostrils flare.

“Well, maybe the sky has opened up … for us. Maybe it’s time to …” Why didn’t I ever think of this before? “Darling. I think I might have your sister’s number.”

“Mum. Seriously, we don’t have to do this now. I don’t even know if I can anymore.”

“It’s okay. We might as well do this together. I think we should do this together.” The surface of Ailish’s skin tingles with anticipation.

“Together?”

“Yes.”

Then I can control the information that gets to you. 

I can make sure you never find out the whole truth. 

I can make sure you won’t get hurt. 

“Wow.”

“No need to say anything,” Ailish says. “This is long overdue. It’s the least I can do for keeping your father from you all these years.”

“You know, I can stop this whole thing. I should have waited until you were ready.” Kit crosses her arms.

Am I doing the right thing? Yes. You are protecting your child. Your only child. 

“Don’t be ridiculous. I would never have been ready if you hadn’t pushed me, and you should find your father. He’s your father. Don’t you want to know the other half that made you you? I certainly would if I were you. And I have been so naïve in hoping you wouldn’t. I’ve long known this day was coming, but I denied it. I haven’t allowed myself to prepare for how it might make me feel.”

“Well,” Kit whispers with a hint of hesitation and a compassion Ailish hasn’t sensed since she was diagnosed with cancer. “How does it make you feel?”

Ailish looks at the slight wave and rich auburn colour of Kit’s hair and wants to bury her face in it, breathe in the scent of her daughter’s innocence.

You’re so beautiful. I’m so proud of you. 

She thinks of yet another Mark Twain quote, and it summarizes the way she feels to a T: “It is a time when one’s spirit is subdued and sad, one knows not why; when the past seems a storm-swept desolation, life a vanity and a burden, and the future but a way to death.” She is tempted to say it, but her shoulders drop with a sigh, and she lets it float away with Kahlil Gibran’s breeze.

“Well.” Ailish sighs. “I feel sad. I don’t know how else to describe it. I know that sounds silly coming from me. But the truth is, there aren’t really any words to describe how I feel. My mind is so cluttered with other people’s perceptions, I can’t seem to measure my own anymore.” Ailish crosses her arms and pushes her fists into her armpits with a forced shiver. “You know, I’ve tried to forget Roger your whole life. I miss him. I’ve always missed him. I don’t think I’ve ever stopped loving him either. Bringing him back into my life is like putting salt on an open wound. He was the only man I’d ever loved, and if I could take him back, I would do so in a heartbeat. But I can’t have that. Not anymore.” Ailish pauses, picks up her tea from the ground, and screws up her mouth. “So, let’s get him back for you. I think that’s the next best thing.”

Ailish catches a tear escaping from the corner of her eye with a knuckle, turns her head, stands, and goes inside. She returns to the veranda with a ripped corner of a newspaper and hands it to Kit.

“I think this is your sister’s number, but you might still want to call Constance to confirm it.”

But Kit doesn’t take it. She looks up, her face reflecting a fear she is hiding from herself, a fear Ailish understands too well—the fear of getting to know someone new, when all you really want is your old life back, and the people you used to love back in it.

“Darling, would you like me to call for you?”

“Oh my God, would you really? I don’t think I have the nerve.” Kit stares at the piece of paper in Ailish’s hand as if it’s a weapon.

“Sure. First thing in the morning, then. Okay?”

Ailish is about to sit back down, when Kit grabs her hand.

“I love you, Mum.” Kit brings Ailish’s hand to her cheek and hugs her around the waist. Ailish strokes her hair and brings her long thick auburn locks to her nose, and breathes in the unconditional love.

“I love you too, Kit.”

And now I can keep you safe. 



eleanor

At the very back of Eleanor’s garage, behind her mint ‘72 plum Valiant Charger, she dusts off a tiny cardboard box, full of memories she had intended to burn, but when the time came couldn’t bear to destroy. They are photographs of Roger which she thought Ivy might one day want to see. She thought, as Ivy grew up, she might learn to forgive him, even though there is nothing really to forgive.

Roger loved Ivy. He’d sent her gifts and money, and little poems on the backs of postcards from all the different places of the world he’d visited—about the children he had saved and given an education, about how he wished she would come and share his unique experiences together. And Eleanor had condoned it, encouraged it, even. She was even willing to pull Ivy out of school to spend time with him, to learn more about the world—his world.

When Ivy decided she’d like to become an archaeologist, Eleanor had assumed she’d finally given in, that she was trying to find some sort of connection to her father, and an excuse to travel. But despite the promising signs, Ivy kept saying no to seeing him again.

Where did all Ivy’s bitterness come from? Didn’t Eleanor try? Didn’t she conceal it well enough? What did Ivy see? Her sobbing in the bath at night? Did Ivy recognize the put-on brave face while tucking her into bed?

“I hate him, Mum. I hate what he did to us,” Ivy would say.

“Just because he left, doesn’t mean he doesn’t love you,” Eleanor would reply, over and over, stroking her hair, trying to make her believe everything was fine without him, that they had a good life and should no longer feel sad.

“Yeah, but he left because he doesn’t love you, and that’s a good enough reason for me not to love him.”

Eleanor couldn’t argue with that. And although she felt guilty about it, she was honoured that her daughter loved her so much to voluntarily sacrifice her father for it. So, as a way to respect her daughter’s feelings, from the moment she’d uttered those words, she stopped hassling her to see him.

But now she regrets it. Because now he’s in no shape to start afresh.

She should have kept pushing. She should have forced Ivy to visit him before it was too late. To see for herself, that deep down he is a good man. A loving and generous man. Despite his inability to commit, despite his adulterous nature, he would have done anything in his power to be a good father, even if it meant being one from a distance. But she can’t encourage Ivy to see him now. Not after what has happened to him. It wouldn’t be fair.

Eleanor returns the box of photos to the shelf without opening it and decides to take a drive. She listens to Gold FM all the way to Sorrento, priding herself for being able to refurbish a car like a man, a passion she has kept secret all these years, a symbolism of independence from her life-sucking profession. The only one who ever knew she fixed cars was Roger. She never even told Ivy in fear of tarnishing the discipline she spent so long trying to establish with her. Disclosing this would make her seem human, vulnerable, likeable. Ivy didn’t need a friend. She needed a mother. A provider. A rock.

In Sorrento, Eleanor sits on the end of the pier, where it all began—when she was a first-year intern, newly married and in love. She watches seagulls glide and squawk above the sea surface, hunting for fish, and wishes she too could have lived the simple life. Be a hunter and gatherer. But she’s too old to change her habits now. In another life perhaps, a life she isn’t supposed to believe in, being a woman of science and all.

But lately the certainties of science aren’t enough to cure her woes. Cutting into a mother’s womb and fixing embryonic deformities doesn’t give her the thrill it used to. Now she has an overwhelming desire to find something spiritual to believe in. Perhaps having a little faith in the unknown might give her some hope, some happiness in this life. Perhaps she could then figure out where it all went wrong, and make it all right again.



ivy

Ivy and Brian stand outside the Seattle Asian Art Museum in Volunteer Park. Ivy is smoking to kill her nerves. Brian stands in front of her with one side of his coat open to block people’s view of the forbidden cigarette. After every drag Ivy waves her free hand about trying to direct the smoke away from her clothes. The last thing she needs is to reek like smoke when she walks into the interview. The whole situation reminds her of high school when she’d hide behind the canteen, snagging cigs off boys in return for flashing her boobs.

“Calm down. They already know you’re brilliant.” Brian smirks, closing his coat and rubbing Ivy’s upper back.

“Hey. Keep it open. I’m not finished.” Ivy takes such a heavy drag that she can hear the crackle of the tobacco as it burns. “And how is that exactly? That they know I’m brilliant, I mean.” Ivy accidentally blows smoke into Brian’s face. He cringes, but hardly moves. In an attempt to waft the lingering smoke away from his face, she blows more directly into it, “Sorry. Sorry!.

“They’ve got your résumé.”

“What? How?”

“I bumped into Gabriel the other day outside the café, and he dropped it off to me at my office.” Brian’s expression turns from cheeky to triumphant. A bit like when he announced he wasn’t really a fan of the New Pornographers.

What a cheek. 

“How? Oh, he’s still got my keys.” Ivy play-punches Brian on shoulder. “Brian!.

“What? I thought you’d be happy.” He laughs, rubbing his shoulder.

“I am, but, you know.”

“No, I don’t know. What?”

“Well, I feel like I’m going to get the job because I’m your friend, instead of for my expertise.” Ivy tugs on a hair that’s tickling her nose, and pulls it out. “Shit. Is that grey?” she asks, mortified, holding it up to Brian’s face.

Brian squints. “No, it’s blonde. I’m just your friend?” Brian puts his hands into his pockets and gazes at the museum entrance.

“No.” Ivy butts her cigarette out on the ground and hides it with her left foot. “I didn’t mean that. You know what I mean.”

Brian jogs on the spot and pokes his chin toward Ivy’s left foot. “You really should put that in the trash.”

Ignoring the comment, she nudges Brian’s chin to look her in the eyes. She kisses him, lightly brushing her tongue against his lips. She slips her arms into his coat and around his waist, pulling him close so her body touches his. Brian goes a little limp and wavers as if losing balance.

“You’re not just a friend, okay? You’re more than a friend,” Ivy whispers, and bites Brian’s earlobe.

Brian nods as if to say he’s heard it all before. Ivy pulls back and looks him up and down, wondering why he has become so sulky. All she wants right now is to snuggle up in bed with him and make him warm, to show him he is a lot more than a friend. But is he? Has she started pretending again, or does she really feel something for him? The main thing now is to get this job. Regain a sense of purpose, of power, and then she can figure out her feelings. She’s too far in. Once that act of good will is taken advantage of, there’s no turning back, is there? She’s got to follow through, otherwise what will she look like? Horrible and selfish don’t even begin to describe her.

“You should go in.” Brian cups Ivy’s cheek with his right hand, and brushes fly-away remnants of ash from below her eye with his thumb. The fingers of his left hand comb through her hair at the base of her neck. She leans into them and closes her eyes.

“I should?”

Brian lowers his arms. Cold air washes his warmth from Ivy’s cheek. He taps his boutique watch. “It’s time.”

“It is?” Ivy folds her arms below her breasts and props herself up on her tiptoes, taking a look at the watch without really looking at the time.

“You’re stalling.”

“I know.”

Brian hugs her, locking her arms vertically by her side. It’s like stepping into a warm house after being caught in the wintry rain. Ivy shuts her eyes and remembers how Roger used to hug her like that, wrapping her in his firm hold, as if packing her away for safekeeping. The last time Roger hugged her, he’d said, “I have to leave for a while, but I’ll be back soon. You’ll wish my return every night before you sleep, won’t you? For me?”

For years she recited what she thought was a “prayer” for him to come home. Then one day, without realizing it, she stopped, void of transition. Roger’s face had become a mere skin-coloured blur with an indistinct male body attached to it. The body of this thing eventually disappeared too, until all that Ivy knew anymore was that he existed, having no trace of emotion with which to track him down.

Thank God for boys and cigs. 

“I should go in,” Ivy says, psychologically removing herself from reverie.



brian

Ivy squishes Brian’s cheeks between her icy-cold hands, forcing his mouth into a fish pout.

His wife does that.

It makes him feel like a little boy.

He doesn’t like it.

Brian removes her hands and brings them to his mouth. They smell like lavender. He blows into the kitten-like softness with his warm breath. Ivy closes her eyes and smiles.

I want to be your moisturizer. 

“Thanks for doing this for me, more than friend.” Ivy winks. She climbs the short flight of steps between the stone camel statues guarding the entrance, blows him a kiss, and disappears through the sky-high art-deco doors.

I love you. I have to slow down. 



ivy

As Ivy wanders by the exhibit of Japanese woodblock prints, intricate snuff bottles, and jade sculptures, she realizes she should have spent a little time browsing the museum before attending the interview. Why did I waste my time smoking a cigarette? You moron! You don’t even know what this museum contains. 

In a panic, she speed-walks past every exhibit, trying to memorize the displays, just in case she is asked, “And why do you believe you would be an asset to this museum?” They always ask that question. Why didn’t you prepare yourself? See, that’s what happens when you get involved with men. You lose your freakin’ good sense. 

As she walks, she takes mental notes of everything her eyes can grasp in her manic speed. Dynasties: Majiayao, Han, Tang, Song, Yuan, Ming, Qing, Kangxi; Watercolours: Cherry Blossoms, Chickadees, Wild Peach Blossoms, by Nihonga artists: Hobun, Hosen, Shiho; New Artist: Zhang Xiaogang … goddesses, Yaksi figures, tribhanga curve, Guanyin, Dehua ware. Okay. My God, I’m so late. 

She approaches the door to the director’s office, a little out of breath, her confidence slipping through her toes and into the solid marble floor, never to be retrieved. She raises her hand to knock on his door with one knuckle, but hesitates. Taking off her coat, and straightening out her navy-blue tailored dress, she chants to herself: You can do this. You can do this. You were the highest achiever in your class. You have what it takes. You have what it takes. Don’t let your fear get in the way. Don’t be scared, Ivy. 

Interrupted by a tap on her shoulder, she swings around. The swoosh of her slippery-soled black pumps on the marble echoes through the corridor. Behind her is a man wearing jeans, a white shirt, and a white tie loosened under his collar with black Chinese writing on the end of it: 無爲. No fear. Oh my God. If that isn’t a sign, I don’t know what is.

“Hello. You must be Ivy. I’m the director. Call me Ron. Have you been waiting here long? Sorry to keep you waiting. I was in dire need of a coffee.” Ron flicks his head toward the door. “Come in.” He opens his office door and gestures for Ivy to enter. Her jaw drops when she sees the walls covered in enlarged copies of the paintings from the watercolour exhibit.

“Thank you. Wow.” Ivy looks around the room. “Hobun, Hosen, Shiho,” Ivy says softly, just in case her short-term memory has failed her.

“Yes. Indeed. Great wallpaper, isn’t it? I had it made personally. Please, take a seat.” Ron sits on the corner of his desk, crosses his legs like a cabaret singer on a piano, and points Ivy to the seat in front of him.

Oh yeah, I know you. You’re the type that needs to tower over people to feel in control. Huh. Typical. Just what I need. 

“Thanks,” Ivy chirps, her mind transiently sucked dry of social and/or professional conversational skills. Blonde moment. They’re becoming more frequent. She cringes at herself.

“So, are you familiar with the Nihonga artists?” Ron asks, tilting his head.

“Not in great detail. I like bone and pottery.” I like bone and pottery? Have you lost it? What about, “My expertise revolves around bone and pottery.” Socks up, Ivy. 

“Oh yes?” Ron smirks and pushes a pile of papers further from his butt.

Don’t think your intimidation is going to work on me. I’ll pull myself together in a minute, and I’ll knock your socks off. Just give me half a sec while I reallocate my brain. 

Ron uncrosses his legs. “Well, we have plenty of pottery on display, but our museum is certainly lacking bone exhibits. Could you elaborate on what bone artefacts you are the most interested in?” He laughs like computer-generated American sitcom laughter, air-quoting art in artefacts, and swings his legs under his desk like a restless child.

Ivy takes an internal breath of courage. “Two years ago I worked with a team of archaeologists in New Delhi, where I assisted in carbon-dating the oracle bone characters found in Qishan County in the Shaanxi province of China,” Ivy recites. Ha! Bet you’re speechless now, buddy. “We dis—.

“Hmm, interesting,” Ron says, wide-eyed, wriggling his butt side to side. Ivy doesn’t quite know what to make of this guy. “Yes, sorry, please, continue.”

Strangely enthused by Ron’s interest, Ivy brightens her tone. “Well, we discovered they actually dated back to the Western Zhou dynasty.”

“From 1046 to 256 BC?” Ron leans forward as if being enlightened by a secret conspiracy theory.

“Yes! Which of course shed significant new light on the number of such existing inscriptions. It was a remarkable discovery, and I’m certain I’d be able to get in touch with the leader of the team I worked with to negotiate something for the museum. I’m sure we’d be able to get hold of some tortoise-shell inscriptions too. Would you be interested in those?”

“Oh definitely. Ivy, this sounds fascinating.”

“Thank you.”

“Well, let’s talk about your résumé. I recall it saying something about you having deferred from continuing your PhD, is that correct?”

“Yes.”

“May I ask why?”

“Well …” Don’t mention the divorce. Don’t mention the depression. Don’t mention that your husband harassed your sister and you flipped out. And don’t mention that you miss your father but are too stubborn to admit it. And don’t mention that you resent your mother for never keeping your love for him alive. And don’t mention you had promised to eternally hate men until you fell in love with Brian. And don’t mention … no, I think you can mention that. 

“While I was assisting in New Delhi, I caught malaria and needed to be hospitalized. My professor suggested I take time off and come back when I was completely healthy again. When I recovered, I realized I really needed the time off, so thought I’d try something different and move overseas. I can always continue my PhD a little further down the line. And there’s nothing more educational than experiencing a new culture, I find.” Ivy flicks her fringe out of her face and offers a pursed-lipped smile.

“Interesting. Well, how much longer are you intending to live in Seattle?”

“I have no intention of leaving in the near future. In fact, I was thinking of picking up my PhD again here.”

“Do you have a green card?” Ron bounces off the desk and sits in his regular position. In his chair.

“Well, my father was born here, so I have automatic permission to stay.”

“Ah, excellent. Then there should be no problem obtaining a long-term working visa then?”

Ivy shakes her head, displaying her straight white teeth. She thinks about the day she visited Roger’s childhood home and watched a happy nuclear family exit the front door and drive off in their four-wheeler.



brian

“I got the job. I got the job!” Ivy shrieks as she half runs, half skips toward Brian who is sitting on the park bench hoping for good news. He’s never seen her smile so hard. Well, maybe once, the first time he saw her at the café. He was distracted by her impish beauty and accidentally spilled his steaming hot coffee all over his groin after bumping into someone’s table.

Brian stands and walks toward her, stretching his arms out to catch her and break her speed. She runs into him so hard that he has to lift her off the ground and spin her around to avoid falling flat on his back.

As Ivy laughs, cute wrinkles frame her eyes. He wants to kiss them. He wants to kiss every wrinkle on her body. The ones on her neck when she looks down, the ones at the corners of her mouth when she smiles, the ones on her belly when she’s sitting cross-legged on his bed. But what he wants to kiss the most is the little lonely dimple hiding away in her left cheek that likes to fleetingly emerge when he least expects it. It’s like trying to catch a firefly; as soon as you spot it, it disappears again.

“That’s excellent. When do you start?”

“In three weeks,” Ivy squeals, bringing her hands to her mouth to dampen the uncharacteristic shrill. Ivy takes Brian’s hands and leads him to a nearby park bench. “I think I need a cigarette to celebrate.” She reaches into her handbag for the packet, but Brian rests his hand on hers to stop her.

“How about we forget the cigarette and just grab some lunch at an Irish pub? I’ve got a hankering for fish ‘n’ chips.”

“Can you smoke in there?”

Brian laughs with a pitying frown. “I don’t think so.” I hope not. 

“Bugger.” Ivy drops her hands into her lap, bites her glossy lip, and looks over at a couple walking hand in hand into the museum.

Brian stares at Ivy’s profile. Her absent gaze emits a mist of ethereal thought across her face. Brian wonders whether he should tell her how much he hates smoking and that he’s never dated a smoker before, or that he has decided it no longer bothers him. Does it? He also wonders if now would be the right time to tell her he loves her.

“Ivy, I ...”

Ivy turns to face him with a smile that seems now to have landed on earth.

“I know this is incredibly soon, but ...”

“Yes!” Ivy hugs Brian so tight he almost loses his breath. He clutches at her elbows and levers her into clear view.

Uh-oh. “‘Yes’ what?”

“Let’s move in together.” Ivy brings her knuckles to her chin, her shoulders to her ears, and grins.

“Oh!” Brian’s arms go limp while trying to maintain ambiguous surprise.

“Well, that was what you were going to say, wasn’t it?” Ivy manages an expression fit for a pantomime.

“Yes.” Brian hesitates. “Yes, it was.” Can I take this back? 

“Great,” Ivy says, pulling her cigarettes out of her handbag and lights it with a certainty so intense Brian is afraid to rectify the situation. She takes Brian’s right arm and puts it around her shoulder, leaning into him and shutting her eyes with the grin of a plastic clown. Smoke wafts from her fingers directly into his face. He looks at her—an injured little sparrow in need of some warmth and food. A fragile, sensitive soul, who needs to be taken care of, yet is too proud to admit it. She is all he has ever wanted.

Or is she not? 



eydie

A bottle of Smirnoff lies on the floor, open, pleading for her mother, Beth, to wake up and take down its remaining drops with her morning cigarette. Beth’s skeletal feeble limbs are splayed in all directions, similar to the dead, bruised victims Eydie’s seen on Crime TV.

Their suburban house is small—slightly bigger than a caravan—but at least it doesn’t have wheels. At least this means they’re not quite “trailer trash.”

Eydie passes Beth to go into the kitchenette, making as much noise as possible. Frankly, she couldn’t give a damn if she woke Beth up; she’d probably take that last sip of vodka and pass out again anyway.

Beth is wheezing a little, so she’s still alive … so far. Eydie wonders if she’ll ever have to face the inevitable time when “passed out” evolves to “deceased.” If she wishes for that day to come a lot sooner than fate has planned, what will follow? Devastation, or devastating relief? And if the latter, will guilt wheedle its way into every passing thought? Into her meals, dress, makeup, false nails?

Escaping is not easy. Escaping has just as many unattractive consequences as staying with this antediluvian witch. This mother. This bitch. Who has kept a lifetime of funds a secret from her in order to feed her own bottle-raising addiction. An addiction Eydie attempted to cure, by dropping out of high school and using her own meagre hairdressing salary to pay for counselling. But the money didn’t only go toward that. It went toward the booze Beth would smuggle into her bag on the way, and devour quickly before returning home.

A glob of drool vibrates in the corner of Beth’s mouth with every breath of air that struggles through her sticky cracked lips. Strands of stiff bleach-blonde hair, clumped together and matted below her ear, look petrified with dried saliva. Her fingers twitch. She has two black nails from when she jammed them in the hinge of the alcohol cabinet door. She groans. One eye opens. Eydie stares right at it—a vibrant crystal blue bordered with a yellowy bloodshot white.

Ugh. You make me fuckin’ sick. 

Beth’s eye closes, and she sits up, blindly reaching toward the coffee table for her pack of 50s. It’s empty. She scrunches the packet and throws it across the room. It lands between an urn and an empty bottle of gin on the mantle.

“Luv, get me a packet of cigs from the servo, will ya?” Beth croaks, her eyes still closed. She opens and closes her mouth in an attempt to rehydrate it, and clicks her tongue, as if tasting something foul—most likely the roof of her mouth. One of her cheeks is creased and streaked with red lines that look like giant broken corpuscles, temporarily marking her with pathetic addiction and a plea for concern—that is, until the marks fade and Beth’s blatant midday drunkenness reminds Eydie that sympathy claimed its freedom long ago, descending down their street in triumph.

Beth pushes hair out of her face, trapping her fingers in the soggy matted clump near the base of her neck. She stands, almost losing balance, and shuffles into the kitchen. She pulls a sharp knife out of the drawer. Eydie doesn’t flinch, secretly hoping Beth will drive it through her stomach, but then instantly retracts the thought.

Beth grabs the clump of hair in her fist and saws it off with the knife. The hair crunches along the blade, as if it were alive, crying for help. She stares out the window, leaves the mass of hair on the bench, and puts the knife back in the drawer.

As if remembering Eydie is in the room, Beth yells, “Luv, I aksed ya a fuckin’ question. Are you and ya chubby arse gonna get me those cigs or do I ‘ave to go out on the fuckin’ street and strain me poor old legs?” She stumbles back to the couch. Eydie focuses on Beth’s dirty cracked heels as her sweat humidifies the air around her.

Eydie slaps two slices of white Tip Top bread on the cutting board and spreads them with salted margarine, promising herself that she’ll cut out all dairy products and carbohydrates tomorrow.

“There’s a spare pack on ya dresser, Ma.” She shoves a whole slice into her mouth, chewing aggressively. Filling her mouth with an edible cushion is the only way to save herself from saying something she’ll regret and enduring Beth’s blistering slap.

“Well, get it for me, will ya, luv?” Beth lies back down on the couch, closes her eyes, and nurses her head. She rubs her temples, swallows saliva, coughs it back up, swishes it around her mouth, and washes it down with the dregs of vodka from the bottle on the floor.

The phone rings when Eydie is about to fetch Beth’s cigarettes.

“Jesus, pick up the fuckin’ phone and tell ‘em it’s too bloody early in the fuckin’ morning. Tell ‘em I’m not ‘ere.”

Eydie mutters under her breath, “You’re never bloody ‘ere,” and answers it. “Yeah?” she snaps, expecting a telemarketing rep to be on the other end.

“Oh, er, hello, I was wondering if I can speak to Eydie.”

“Sorry, but we’re not in-ter-res-ted in your products.” Eydie looks at Beth, who has already gotten up to raid the alcohol cabinet for a fresh bottle of booze. She’s just about to slam down the phone, when the voice on the other end cries out.

“No, no, I’m not selling. My name’s Ailish Healy. I got your number from Roger Price’s sister—your father’s sister.”

“Oh …” Eydie looks at Beth again. Beth pours herself a glass of scotch, trembling, spilling it all over the cabinet. Eydie turns her back to her and looks out the window at the deflated children’s floating-aid duck in the middle of the lawn, faded almost white from years in the sun. “Can ya hold on a min? I wanna switch to the cordless,” Eydie whispers and hangs up.

“Who wassit?” Beth grunts.

“Telemarketer.” Eydie glances at her feet. “I’m gonna get your cigs.” She goes into her bedroom, picks up the cordless phone, and sits on the edge of her bed as if for some reason her two feet need to be securely and firmly placed on the floor to prevent an accidental fall.

She brings the cordless phone to her ear. “You know my father?” Her heart beats like a cog train gaining speed. This could be her way out. Out of this hellhole. Out of this pathetic attempt of living. Away from the fear of waking up to a dead body on the couch. A chance to be selfish, for once—once in this useless life.

“Well …” Ailish gives a nervous and small cough. Eydie can hear her hand cover the receiver on the other end. “I’m sorry, this is difficult, awkward, sorry … I, er, well, my daughter is your half sister. Your father is her father too, and I was wondering if you’d like to meet us?”

Eydie, dying to speak, to cry out in excitement, stares at the wall, muted by future possibilities sifting through her mind at rapid speed.

Sisters. Friends. Family. 

Ailish clears her throat again. “I hate to ask you this out of the blue, but I was hoping you might know where I can get in touch with Roger too … Hello? Are you still there?”

“So you’re my aunt?”

“Well, no. Stepmother, perhaps.”

“Oh!” Eydie drops the receiver into her lap, relief flushing through her body, tingling through her fingers, to the tip of her nose.

I’m not alone. I’m not alone anymore. 

She hears Ailish’s distant voice—”Hello? Hello?”—between her knees, and in a panic takes hold of the receiver again and presses it firmly to her ear as if a gentle touch might let Ailish slip away.

“I’m sorry,” Ailish says. “This must have come as a shock. And I’m being selfish asking you for your father’s details right off the bat. Would you, perhaps, like me to leave you with our phone number and maybe you can call back once the information has sunk in?”

“No! I mean, no, please don’t go. When can I meet you?” Eydie speaks slowly. Taking care to pronounce her words properly.

“Oh, thank goodness. What a relief. I thought this news might have shaken you. Shall we come over to your place today or tomorrow afternoon? After school perhaps? When do you get home from school?”

“Um, no, I think it’d be better if I come over to you guys. I’ll come over after work. What’s ya, um ... your address?”

Ailish gives her an address, and a time is set for the following afternoon. Eydie can’t believe it. Another family. She can have a new family!

Oh my god oh my god oh my god. 

Eydie hangs up and looks at herself in the mirror. She smiles at herself, examines her features. Her dark red hair that curls up at the edges after a shower; her hazel eyes that sometimes look green under the apple tree; her crooked yet strangely button-like nose and chubby cheeks; her thick bottom lip, and the way her top lip curls up a little in the centre as if preparing for a kiss. I wonder if we look similar. I wonder if she likes getting her nails done like me. We can get our nails done together. Like … sisters. She plays with the word sisters on her tongue. It feels good—like sucking on hard candy.

Eydie runs into Beth’s bedroom and rummages through her dresser drawers—the place she found the letters from her father. The place that eased her guilty thoughts of wishing Beth was dead. Where she discovered Beth had been accepting money from Roger for years without uttering a word about it and spending it on booze. The place that is now … empty.

The letters are gone.



ivy

Strobe lights inject Ivy with an energy she hasn’t felt since Uni. Heavy disco beats thump through her feet, sending electric currents via the bar stool, through to her calves and thighs. She clenches her butt trying to tame a twinge of orgasmic energy between her legs triggered by the vibrations and thoughts of Brian. Or Amir? 

She has a sudden hankering for a snort of speed. She scans the raving crowd for a drug dealer. They all look too young. She downs the rest of her margarita and licks the entire rim of her glass free of salt.

“Sweetcakes, seriously now. Isn’t it kinda soon?” Gabriel asks, finishing his question with a wink toward the bartender as he signals for him to bring two more margaritas.

“Gabe, Brian’s been eyeing me for almost a year. How is it too soon?” The edges of Ivy’s mouth twitch, as if hesitant to reveal her first-ever crush on a good-for-nothing teenage delinquent. She’s dying to embellish this high, this buzz, with some drugs.

When did I become so proper? When did I stop flashing my tits for a joke? 

She grabs the arm of a young man, a spitting image of Ringo Star with a bounce in his step. She looks him up and down, at his clothes for the hidden bulge. Nope.

“Hey, lady, you wanna take a breath of fresh air?” Ringo runs his tongue along his front teeth and winks. Ivy is certain she’s seen this guy in a toothpaste commercial.

“No thanks, bud. Thought you were someone else.”

Ringo shrugs and walks away with a minuscule limp. Gabriel squints at Ivy as if he has no idea what’s got into her.

“Okay … but have you been eyeing him for a year?” he asks, clicking his tongue.

Ivy tsks. “What’s the problem? You’ve been encouraging me to date him for ages, and now you have a problem with me taking the next step? We’re just moving in together. What’s the big deal?”

It hits Ivy that perhaps this is a big deal. Perhaps it is too soon.

He wasn’t going to ask me to move in with him, was he? What was he going to ask me? Why didn’t I let him finish? 

She doesn’t even want this. Not really. She just wants life to be easy again. And Brian is easy. Who needs love anyway? It’s so overrated.

Ivy looks at Gabriel and his long, thin face, wordlessly beseeching him to approve.

If you weren’t gay, I’d so want to snog those thick lips of yours right now. 

Gabe responds with a look of concern, lips pressed together in a sympathetic smile.

“The big deal is, sweetcakes, a few days ago you were so depressed that you could hardly get dressed to see a band play that you apparently adore, and now all of a sudden, you’re head over heels, you’ve got a new job, you’re thinking of finishing your PhD, and you’re moving in with a guy you practically just met. Not only this, but why on earth would Brian want to move so fast? He’s a man, darling.”

“And he’s good for me.” Right? “You said so yourself. Why can’t you be happy for me?”

“I am happy. I’m just saying, keep a cushion under your belt, you know? This all seems way too good to be true. I mean, Jesus, I hope for your sake it is, but—.

“But what?” Please say you’re just jealous. That you want some Brian cock for yourself. 

Gabe removes a strand of hair stuck to his sweaty top lip.

“Gabe, I fell fast. I know that. But life’s too short. It really is. And he loves me. He’s already given me the world by encouraging me to go back to Uni, and by helping me get that job. He’s more than I could ever dream of. Why would he do all of that for me if he didn’t want to be with me?”

“Ive ….

The bartender brings them their fresh margaritas, and Gabriel breaks into a full-fledged smile. He stares into the glass as if about to jump into it, and pouts his lips.

“All right. Screw logic. Just dive right in, baby!” Gabriel raises his glass. “To you and Brian.”

“To me and Brian.” Ivy and Gabriel clink glasses a little too hard, and frozen margarita spills down both their arms and into their crotches. In a fit of laughter, they put their glasses down and pat themselves dry with serviettes the bartender brings. To Gabriel, it seems, spilling the margarita was the simple result of getting too enthusiastic. But to Ivy, behind the laughter, it’s the initiation of a bad omen. It has begun to nibble. At her bones. Like a microscopic germ contaminating an archaeological find to the point where it becomes unidentifiable. A lifeless shell of what once was. Something’s not right and she knows it. But will she ever admit it to herself?

Seven margaritas each later, and a snort of coke from Ringo—who returned realizing what the whole exchange between him and Ivy was about—Gabriel and Ivy dance, Patsy and Edina style, to Pet Shop Boy’s Absolutely Fabulous theme song.

Ivy (Patsy): Dull, soulless dance music.

Gabriel (Edina): Bip bip bip, bop bop bop.

Ivy (Patsy): Dull, soulless dance music.

Gabriel (Edina): Ride on time, ride on time. Techno, techno, bloody techno, darling!

Gabriel is about to go to the bar to get them both two more drinks, when he asks in an Edina accent, “Is Champas all right for you, darling?” with a wink and butt wiggle.

“La Croix, sweetie, La Croix.” Ivy shakes her head and holds up her fingers to form a cross. She shuffles off the dance floor behind Gabriel and throws herself onto a stool, grabbing the edge of the bar to prevent an embarrassing fall.

“Whoa, little too much to drink, darling?” Gabriel asks, appearing completely sober. Ivy looks up at his wavering foggy face and at the tri-image of the large TV screen of the Pet Shop Boys’ Absolutely Fabulous video clip overhead. Her body convulses forward, and she cups a hand to her mouth, stunting a vomit warning in its tracks. “Darling, I think we’d better get you home.”

Ivy nods, managing to keep the spew at bay. Gabriel grabs Ivy’s bag and helps her to stand.

“Can you walk?”

“Mmm … yep.” Ivy stands, holds her head high, straightens her silver spandex boob tube above her beasts, and pretends to be fine. At least until they get out of the claustrophobic atmosphere to where she can take a nice deep breath of oxygen.

Out on the street, waiting for a cab, the cold air cuts right through Ivy, bringing her senses back to life and turning her entertaining drunken dizziness and drugged bounce into a sick whirlpool of indignation.

Why the fuck did I divorce my husband? We should have worked it out. 

The sound of cars on wet roads whoosh through her ears as if she’s listening to panned sound effects through headphones. She clutches her handbag tightly under her arm, when the ground starts to pulsate. She looks at Gabriel as if something is sawing her in half.

“Honey—” Gabriel lights a cigarette. “Death isn’t embedded in your side. It’s your cell. Vibrating.”

Ivy loosens her grip and sighs in relief. She searches her bag for the phone.

“What the fuck time is it? Four a.m.?” Ivy rolls her eyes at Gabriel. He chuckles when she almost loses balance and starts to walk backward. She grabs the phone, then stops in the middle of the sidewalk, holding one arm out to her side as if ready to launch into flight.

“Hello?”

“Oh good, I haven’t woken you up. I had a feeling you’d be out and about.”

“Kit. What the hell are you doing calling me so late?”

“What’s wrong? You’re awake, aren’t you?”

“What do you want?”

“I want you to come home.”

Ivy pulls the phone away from her ear and glares at the keypad as if it has a voice of its own. She looks at Gabriel, who shrugs in question. She puts the phone back to her ear.

“Are you in Seattle?”

“No, I mean home home. Australia home.”

“Don’t be fucking ridiculous, Kit. What on earth would I want to do that for? I’m finally getting my shit together.”

“Well, I’ve got some news about Dad, and, well, it’s gotten to the point where I think you should become more involved. I’m discovering some serious shit, Ivy, and I think you should be here. I think we should do this together. Mum has even decided to help. Don’t you want to be more involved?”

Ivy coughs in disgust as if Kit’s request has regurgitated bile.

“Kit, I don’t know what fucking world you’re living in, but it’s not mine, okay? I don’t give a damn about Dad or about any of the ‘serious shit’ you’re finding out. Let me live my life, and you live yours. Maybe you can try to do that on your own for once too, huh? Or would you like me to hire someone to hold your hand now that I’m not around anymore?”

Ivy can hear Kit take a quick breath as if trying to ignore the hurt. “Ivy, we have another sister. Don’t you want to meet her?”

“I’ve met her. I don’t care. I’ve known about her since I was ten. Big fucking yay.”

“You what?”

Silence thickens in Ivy’s ear.

“How could you not have—.

“Said anything? Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because I don’t give a flying fuck. Maybe because some people don’t talk about things simply because they don’t want some crap in their lives. Maybe because my life is mine, and I can do what I like with it? Got it?”

“But, I thought we … loved each other,” Kit gurgles. “I thought we were a team.”

“Grow up, Kit. Things change. And love means shit compared to all the other crap in this world. Get used to it.”

Kit starts to sob. Ivy feels a pinch of pain expand in her stomach like a bad odour. She should stop. She should apologize. But she can’t. The rage keeps swelling and gushing through her mouth in torrents.

“And how the fuck can you talk about love, Kit? You don’t even know what love is. You ruined my marriage, you know that? You flaunted your sexy childlike hips in front of Amir—all the time! No wonder he came on to you. You led him on. And if you’d loved me you wouldn’t have let that happen. You wouldn’t have let him even try to touch you.” Ivy’s knees shake. She feels lightheaded, faint. “Stop calling me. Learn to live without me. We’re done.”

Ivy hangs up the phone and throws it in her bag. She lifts her head, her mind and body flooded with freedom and guilty triumph, to see Gabriel’s hand cupped over his mouth and tears streaming down his cheeks. At this moment, she realizes, she has just pushed away the only person in the world she unconditionally loves.

And she may never be able to get her back.



ailish

She’s been standing over the stove for five minutes, and her forehead is already dripping with sweat. She wipes it dry with the back of her hand, licks the chicken-curry-covered wooden spoon clean and rests it on the edge of the pan, when Kit comes stomping down the stairs. Crying? 

Kit hunches over in the kitchen doorway, clutching at her stomach as if stricken with severe cramps, trying to breathe amid a fit of tears—tears so thick and heavy they are almost silent. Like the slow release of air from a defective balloon. Ailish turns the hot plate off and dashes to Kit’s side, takes her in her arms, and strokes damp hair from her cheek. She walks her to the lounge and sits her on the couch, Kit’s shoulders shaking from quick gasps of air.

“Kit. Kit, look at me.” Ailish lifts Kit’s chin. Her face is flushed and blotchy, shining from salty layers of tears. “Breathe.” She takes a jagged breath and releases the air through her open mouth. A small bubble of snot escapes from her right nostril. Ailish hands her a tissue that’s tucked under her left bra strap. Kit wipes her nose and shudders, looking into her lap again.

“Sweetheart. What happened? What did Ivy say to you?”

“She’s met her already ….

Ailish tries to understand as best she can through Kit’s stammering, weak voice. Kit wails mid-sentence. Ailish cradles her, kisses her nose, and rests her cheek on the top of her head.

Constance contacted Eleanor too? But she hated Eleanor. There must be more Eleanor is hiding from me. I knew it. I just knew it … Oh no … What if she knows? 

“She screamed at me. The whole time. She hates me,” Kit wails.

“As Joseph Campbell says, we must be willing to let go of the life we have planned, so as to accept the life that is waiting for us.” Ailish smiles and squeezes her daughter close to her chest. She rocks her back and forth like a child, wishing Kit were just that. If she could, she would pack their belongings and start a new life in a new state, a new city, away from the past.

After a couple of minutes, Ailish levers Kit off her body and holds her by her shoulders. “Sweetheart. Look at me.” Kit looks up, a plague of red torment spreading through her whites like ink through veins on an X-ray. “I’ll call Eleanor to see if she has any insight into Ivy’s outburst. Perhaps she’s trying to get over some sort of trauma? And just took it out on you because you were conveniently there? Okay?” Will Ivy’s dramas ever end? “It’s high time Eleanor and I had a chat anyway.”

Kit nods and lies down on her side, wiping her cheek dry against a cushion. She switches on the TV and presses Mute. Her crying stops for a moment as she stares at a nothingness Ailish is sure represents the absolute opposite. A few tears roll down the side of Kit’s face and into her ear. She uses the tissue Ailish gave her to wipe it. Kit’s skin is pale, making her hair look redder than usual. She reminds Ailish of Lolita.

“Will you be okay on your own for a while? Do you want me to call Sein over?”

Kit shakes her head and curls into a foetal position, her unshaven knees sticking over the edge of the couch. Ailish strokes them. The hair is so fine she can barely see or feel it. She’s never shaved her knees. Ailish smiles at the thought of Kit taking her advice.

“Okay, I’ll stay a little while longer,” Ailish says, gently moving a strand of hair from the corner of Kit’s mouth.

Kit falls asleep, wheezing through a blocked nose. Ailish covers her in a white cotton sheet, like she used to do when she was little. For some reason Kit slept better if she had something covering her, even during a heat wave, her tiny little toes sticking out the edge, the nails varnished with edible strawberry polish. It was the best thing Ailish had ever invented since discovering Kit liked to suck her toes instead of her thumb as a child.

When Kit was a baby, Ailish would lie down beside her after she’d fallen asleep, dreaming that Roger was lying opposite. Would everything have been different now if he’d never walked out during that stupid fight over the Napolitano sauce?

If only Ailish had been straight with Kit from the beginning, starting from Constance’s letter and the day they visited Beth and Eydie when she was four, then perhaps they wouldn’t be in this mess. Then maybe Eleanor wouldn’t have had any reason to keep secrets either.

Have we both really been bringing up our daughters all this time relying on lies to protect them? And from what? Whom? Us? From our memories of a man who broke our hearts? Who disappointed us? And who gave me the right to blame him without letting him voice his side of the story? And what in the world could you possibly be hiding from, Eleanor? 

In the kitchen, Ailish shoves a few spoonfuls of chicken curry from the pan into her mouth, then puts enough on a plate for Kit, and leaves it in the microwave with a note on the door. She calls Eleanor at home. There’s no answer. She calls her office and is put through to the front desk. They say she has just finished surgery and should be in her office soon. But instead of waiting, Ailish grabs her handbag and heads to the hospital straightaway.

She has to know how Eleanor knows about Eydie.



eydie

“Ma!” Eydie pulls the drawer out of its casing, throws it across the room, and storms into the lounge. Beth is asleep again, an empty glass clutched in a hanging hand. Eydie kneels down beside her and slaps her mother’s face just hard enough for her to wake up. “Where have ya put them? Where have ya put the freakin’ letters? Wake up and tell me where ya freakin’ put them!

Beth sits up, blinks, whimpering foolishly, as if Eydie might feel sorry for her. “Put what, darl? I dunno what you’re bloody talkin’ ‘bout.”

“The letters from Roger, from Dad. The ones I told ya about at the hairdresser’s the other day. The ones I found, Ma! The ones that said to put me into Uni. The ones that had bloody blank cheques in them, for me. The cheques ya decided it’d be better to drink and vomit up instead! Don’t tell me you can’t remember, Ma. Don’t bullshit me. Where are they? I want them. Now! I want Dad’s address!”

Eydie towers over Beth with her arms on her hips. Beth wipes away some escaping drool from her chin with a shaking hand, jagged nails embedded with grit.

“Darl, I can’t ... I can’t ... remember.”

“This’s bullshit.” Eydie flings open the alcohol cabinet door. A hinge pops and flies across the room. She clutches the necks of as many bottles as she can, carries them into the kitchen, slams them on the kitchen bench, and then fetches the rest. She unscrews their caps and throws them at Beth’s chest. Beth hardly moves, but blinks on each impact, sniffing.

Eydie pours the alcohol into the sink. One by one.

I’m gonna make this fuckin’ hurt, ya fuckin’ selfish cunt. 

Beth cries for her to stop. Her cries screech as she clutches at her hair, grey tears streaming down her cheeks.

“Darl, please, stop! I threw them away. Please!”

“You what? What the fuck did ya do that for?” Eydie slams a just-emptied bottle of supermarket gin on the counter. “Well, tell me where the fuck he lives. Tell me. Now!” Beth looks at Eydie in silent horror. Eydie can see her reflection in Beth’s eyes and wonders if she can see what she sees—a distorted fishbowl image of her daughter’s disappointed yet hopeful face.

Beth shifts her gaze from the last full bottle of alcohol by the sink to Eydie’s blazing eyes. Beth still doesn’t say a word. Eydie grabs Beth by the shoulders and shakes her. “Tell me where he lives, for Christ’s sake!”

Beth takes a quick breath, bringing her tears to a halt. “With his brother. Near Phillip Island. But please, take me with you. It’ll be—”

“It’ll be what?”

“Safer that way, darl.”

“Safer? Safer than all this?”

Eydie pulls a bottle of water out of the fridge, grabs Beth by her upper arm, pulls her forward, and shoves her into her bedroom. She throws Beth on the bed. As she closes Beth’s hand around the bottle of water, she says, “This is for your own good, Ma. One day you’ll thank me. I promise.” Beth glares at her, a silent plea for just one more glass. Eydie walks out of the bedroom, and flicks the latch closed on the outside of Beth’s sliding bedroom door. A door with a safety lock.

Among the cheerful sounds of squealing children, in the street outside her house, she can hear the fading sound of Beth’s angry fists banging.

Banging.

And they don’t sound as threatening as she’d thought.

Because she’s finally going to meet family she can trust.



eleanor

Yet another letter has arrived from Roger’s brother, Samuel. Eleanor sits at her desk after a six-hour surgery and pulls it out of the patent-leather bag Ailish bought her for her birthday. The style doesn’t suit her, she thinks, but it’ll do, if only because it’s big, black, and bold enough to bang a mugger over the head with.

Four other unopened letters from Samuel hide in this bag. They’re wrapped inside her lucky orange scrub cap, the spare scrub cap she likes to use for concealing such unwanted business, hoping the psychological charm of it might make the inconvenience disappear. So far, Samuel has sent one every quarter. The first, a year ago today.

“Ugh.” Eleanor grabs a scrunched-up over-used tissue from her pocket and blows her nose. It sounds like a lawnmower struggling to get started. She takes pride in not caring for discreetness, especially when it comes to natural bodily functions. She opens her desk drawer in search of the sample perfume she received at Myers. She’d only paused momentarily at the Estêe Lauder stand, when she thought she’d seen Roger entering the department store.

She dabs the perfume, multiple times, on every pressure point until the inch-long, ten millimetre-wide glass capsule is empty. The stench of formaldehyde has been invading her nasal cavity since early morning. She’d promised to teach her ill resident’s new interns how to suture. When am I ever going to learn how to say no? She sniffs her wrists. Great. Now I smell like a cadaver dumped into a jasmine bush. 

She leans back in her chair and pulls her thin, limp grey-blonde hair into a tight ponytail, tight enough to give herself a temporary face lift. She inspects her hands. Her short nails and dry eponychiums stand out against her raw skin.

 She glances at her bag and bites the last remaining free edge from her digitus quintus. She spits the nail into the air. Either read them now, or throw them away and risk not knowing something vital. Such as “he’s dead.” Gee, that’d solve everything. Not that my therapist would agree. 

She pulls all the letters out of her bag and places them on her desk in chronological order. Grabs her sentimental rusty scalpel from the pen jar.

She stabs at the first letter, denting her desk.

Why did I give him money? 

Stab. He doesn’t deserve it. 

Stab. Not. 

Stab. One. 

Stab. Bit. 

An ear-piercing scrape rattles the desk as she drives the scalpel along the surface as if butchering flesh. Her face burns. She realizes she’s holding her breath and lets out a heavy sigh.

Eleanor speeds through each letter, anticipating the clincher, but they only contain the mundane content she has been expecting, and wonders why she even bothered getting so worked up about it.

Letter 1: “… thanks for the funds … much appreciated ….

Letter 2: “… medical expenses paid. Thanks again ….

Letter 3: “… thanks so much for your help all these months, nursing Roger is getting easier by the day ...” 

Letter 4: “… all back to normal now … Is there anything we can do to repay you?” 

“Yes. Learn how to use email,” Eleanor grumbles as she rips the first four letters in half and throws them into the wastepaper basket by the wall. “This one better be good.”

Letter 5: “… Can Roger see Ivy? … I know we had an agreement, but perhaps you can make an exception? He misses you all ...” 

“No way.” Eleanor tears the fifth letter into the tiniest shreds possible and throws them into the air. As they waft down around her, like multiplying white blood cells, Ailish barges in, her hair revolting from its usual precision.

“Hi,” Ailish pants with narrow eyes. She pushes fly-away strands of hair behind her ears.

“Hi yourself,” Eleanor says, blowing a fragment of paper away from her face. “Why were you running? And where have you been lately? I’ve been trying to contact you for ages.”

“Why?”

“What do you mean, why?” Eleanor closes the door behind Ailish with her shoulder. She remains leaning against the door, looking Ailish up and down. She looks exhausted. That makes two of us. 

“I mean, is there any particular reason why you wanted to contact me?” Ailish puts her hands on her hips, then immediately returns them to her sides, as if conscious of her aggressive stance. She glances around the office and takes a seat at Eleanor’s desk. A bead of sweat trickles down her temple.

“Are you okay?” Eleanor asks, feeling Ailish’s head for a fever.

Ailish pushes Eleanor’s hand away as though fending off a fly. “I don’t need you to play doctor with me anymore. I just want … need your candour.”

Eleanor crosses her arms under her breasts and scoffs. How dare Ailish claim she’s been “playing doctor”? She sacrificed her own heart to help her. “What’s going on?”

Ailish’s jaw clenches as she stares into the stuffy air between her and Eleanor. She licks her lips and folds her hands in her lap.

Eleanor crouches, balancing with one knee on the ground so that their faces are level, and rests her hand on Ailish’s thigh. Something must be up. She shouldn’t judge this haughtiness. She won’t make any assumptions.

“You can tell me anything, Allie. You know that, don’t you?”

“I spoke to Eydie this morning,” Ailish barks, maintaining eye contact with Eleanor as she stands and backs toward her old small black couch in the corner. The only nonsterile-looking piece of furniture in the room.

Eleanor sits, crosses her legs, shakes her foot. She knew this would come out eventually. She doesn’t even know why she kept it a secret. It was pointless. But she believes people feel more in control if they have secrets, independent from the world’s demands. So she allowed herself the luxury. After all, she doesn’t owe Ailish anything.

Ailish wipes sweat from her top lip and rubs her fingers on her skirt.

“Look.” Eleanor sighs. “Constance sent that letter to us both. Okay? I’m sure it was the least she could do after favouring you over me, don’t you think? And trying to use you to push me out of her and Roger’s lives? So can we forget about it? It doesn’t matter anymore. Really. Let the past be the past. We’ll keep trudging forward. All right?” Eleanor robotically repeats the exact advice her therapist had given her the day after Ivy announced Kit’s endeavour to seek out Roger.

Ailish’s face contorts like a confused little girl. “Eleanor, I ….

“Don’t. Allie, don’t. It’s fine. Really. Constance may have been lovely to you. And I’m sure she was capable of it. But she was an outright bitch to me, and I wouldn’t be surprised if the whole relationship she had with you was some sort of manipulative scam to get rid of us both. I guess she got what she wanted, huh? I never told you this, but she tried to get custody of Ivy right after Roger left you. Can you believe that?”

“What?”

“Exactly. And why Ivy? Why not Kit or Eydie?”

“Eleanor.” Ailish shakes her head and swallows.

“She’d always had a bone to pick with me ever since Roger and I got married. She did it out of spite. She was not a nice woman. Believe me.”

“Why didn’t you just tell me you received the letter?” Ailish breathes so deeply through her nose, her nostrils close. “We could have taken Ivy and Kit to meet her together. You know, when they were little.”

Eleanor stops shaking her foot. “Why didn’t you tell me you received the letter?”

Ailish bites her bottom lip and scratches her right eyebrow. “Well, I didn’t want to upset you. But you told Ivy, though, didn’t you? Didn’t you think Kit had the right to know too?”

“Allie.” Eleanor clears her throat and rubs the back of her neck. “Wasn’t that your responsibil—.

“I’m just hurt that you thought you needed to keep it a secret from me, that’s all,” Ailish interrupts, clearly trying to avert any blame that might scathe her own ego. “Especially seeing there were evidently no consequences in telling me about it since you knew I’d received the letter anyway.”

Eleanor laughs and uncrosses her legs. She leans forward like a mechanic with greasy hands hanging between her knees. “Me? Keeping secrets from you? Please tell me you’re not serious.”

Ailish nods curtly. “Yes. Yes, I am serious.”

Just tell her you know. 

“Oh, for God’s sake, Allie. I know your affair with Roger didn’t last only one week. All right? I knew that since I walked in on you and Roger in my bed, and it was not the first time I saw—.

“Stop!” Ailish begins to cry, and fiddles with her bra strap while looking at the ceiling.

“There’re some tissues in the second drawer,” Eleanor says, scratching at an outbreak of eczema on her left palm. Anger broils in the rear of her nasal cavity. But she doesn’t want to get angry. She’s over this. She got over this a long time ago and hid the fact that she knew about Ailish’s affair with Roger to protect Ailish from the memory of him. Not for any other reason. So why is she feeling angry now? Has she been protecting Ailish’s heart in an attempt to protect her own? Because now that the words have been spoken, the memory smells like dead bowel.

“Thank you.” Ailish pulls a tissue out of the box and blows her nose, hardly making a sound, just the slightest of squeaks, like the scuff of a surgeon’s sole against the hospital floor.

“Allie. I don’t care. Can you understand that? I don’t. What happened with us and Roger doesn’t matter anymore. I just want my daughter to be happy. And if you’re going to let Kit ruin Ivy’s chances of getting her life together, I don’t know how I’ll forgive you for that. You had your chance to allow Kit to meet Roger so many times before we lost track of where he was. You should have taken advantage of the opportunity when you had the chance. And why didn’t you?”

“You can’t stop Kit from finding her father. She deserves to meet him no matter what. I’m certainly not going to get in the way.” Ailish pulls herself together, wiping her eyes dry and redoing her hair. “In fact, I’ve decided to help her.”

“Roger’s an arsehole. It’s useless. He won’t want to meet them. Believe me. Don’t you think he would have tried to contact them if he did?” Roger was the sweetest man I ever met. He was fragile. You suited him, Allie. You suited him a lot better than I did. I devoured his soul like a praying mantis during mating season. 

Ailish rolls the desk chair closer to Eleanor, pointing her finger at her and clenching her teeth. “He was not an arsehole.” She stands and hovers over Eleanor like an irate boarding school teacher. “We loved each other.”

Eleanor stands in defence and cranes her neck forward. “And do you think we didn’t love each other? Is that what you’re trying to tell me here? That you have more of a right over him because you loved each other? For crying out loud, Allie, what planet are you living on? We were married. With a child. You and your student crush took away my life. And I have never blamed you for it. Ever. I put all the blame on Roger. Was that a mistake? Should I have put the blame on you?” Eleanor tilts her head to the side in question, her heart racing against the clock. “I helped you give birth to my husband’s daughter! And now you want …”

Eleanor closes her eyes and takes a deep breath, trying to lower her voice, to control her shaking hands. She puts them in her pockets. The last thing she needs right now is to make a mistake on the operating table because she is upset about something that happened twenty-five years ago.

I made my bed. I chose to lie in it. Cut Allie some slack. 

“What is it that you want from me now, Ailish? Why are you here?” Eleanor whispers, supporting herself against the wall by the door. She squeezes her nose.

“I want to know where Roger is,” Ailish replies, gripping the handle of her handbag so tight her knuckles turn white. “I want to speak to him before Kit does. I have to protect my daughter. I want to make sure she doesn’t get hurt anymore than she already has.” Ailish glares at Eleanor as if willing herself to breathe fire. “And the reason for that is my business.”

Eleanor swallows. She couldn’t possibly tell her where he is. Then Ivy would know where to find him. How horrible for Ivy to see him so weak, when he used to be so strong. It just wouldn’t be right.

“You do realize that Ivy has just told Kit she doesn’t want anything more to do with her? She’s devastated, Eleanor. They were peas in a pod growing up. And I’m going to do my best to make her happy again. I’m going to get her what she wants. Surely you can understand that. I’m sure that’s all you want for Ivy too. Happiness?”

Ailish looks at the ground, squints at something, and moves toward the door. Eleanor steps in front of her as she begins to bend down.

“I’m sorry to hear that. But you know Ivy’s still having a hard time after the divorce.”

“Ivy is a grown woman,” Ailish snaps.

So is Kit. Eleanor is tempted to ask Ailish what she means by that, but decides against it, hoping to cut the conversation short before it gets out of hand. “I don’t know where Roger is. Sorry. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have some paperwork to get done.” She opens the door for Ailish to leave.

“Fine,” Ailish replies without parting her teeth. “But first tell me …” Ailish bends down and picks up a shred of paper, the size of her thumb. Her cheeks turn pink; her nostrils flare. Eleanor can hear the saliva build up around the walls of her mouth. “Would your paperwork have anything to do with this?” Ailish asks, holding the shred of paper close to Eleanor’s nose.

It reads: “Can Roger see Iv….

Before Eleanor has the chance to speak, Ailish’s hand makes a clean swipe across her cheek. Eleanor holds her own hand against her hot stinging flesh, and wonders why she hadn’t had the nerve to make her presence known, and do the same thing, the day she found Ailish fucking her husband up against his office wall. She also wonders why she let the affair continue for three years before plotting the day she would catch them in the act and reveal his infidelity. But what she wonders the most is why she gets such a thrill out of soothing her patients’ pain, when she can never soothe her own.

“Allie,” Eleanor whispers, still holding her hand to her cheek. “I think you might need to sit down for this.”



kit

The sun bleeds an orange glucose shard of light through the blinds. The TV screen is layered with dust, no longer camouflaged by night. For Kit’s entire life, the TV has sat in this exact position. In the corner. On a mahogany treasure chest with an intricately designed rusty metal latch. Not once in her twenty-five years has the furniture been moved around. She can’t even remember the rug under the coffee table being removed, or steam-cleaned. But somehow everything has remained spotless, soulless, covered by an invisible sheen of emotional filth. A happy homemaker’s cocoon inhabited by the manically depressed who succeed in making others believe they are perfectly fine. Kit is not an exception.

Kit watches commercials in mute—graceful images of happy blonde, blue-eyed nuclear families eating Vegemite sandwiches in abnormally green and ridiculously large grassy backyards. Images of overenthusiastic teens throwing Frisbees and rubber balls for golden retrievers that don’t need to be given orders, and of blue heelers herding sheep like obedient robots. Of young, outrageously cute crystal-eyed siblings hugging and kissing each other, as if they’ve never thrown tantrums over toy-snatching. Of parents looking impossibly content, barbequing up a feast for their statistically calculated 2.5 kids, under an unnaturally cloudless sky. All in all, a stereotypical view of Australia, distorted by blank sound, with raging lawn mowers as a backdrop.

The crickets have just begun their nightly symphonic orchestra. The fridge shudders. The water filter bubbles. The clock ticks. The kitchen tap drips … waste-ing-wor-tah. Ailish is in Kit’s head, prodding, probing, nagging her to “Turn the tap off, Kit. You know we’ve got stage-three water restrictions.” 

Kit rolls off the couch to turn off the tap, and notices a note on the microwave door: “If you’d like to be good to our planet, heat this on the stove instead.”

Kit smiles. After all the shit. She still thinks about the environment. 

She opens the microwave door to find a plate of chicken curry and rice. The floorboards in the entrance hall creak. She stops. Listens. Cocks her head like a dog. She turns around to find Sein sitting at the counter. She gasps and jumps backward.

“Are you off your fucking cracker? You scared the shit outta me,” Kit snaps.

Sein smiles, void of joy, picking at a scratch on the surface of the counter with his thumbnail. “Sorry. The fly screen wasn’t latched, and I just thought—.

“Don’t worry.” Kit says. “I’m glad you’re here.” She sprinkles a little water over the food so it doesn’t dry out in the microwave. “Do you want some curry?”

Sein nods, still staring at his scratching thumb.

Kit puts the plate back in the microwave, turns it on, and sits on top of the counter between the stove and sink. She sticks her finger inside Ailish’s moisturizer pot and rubs some into her hands and elbows. Sein and Kit look at each other with half-smiles on their faces.

Who’s gonna speak first? Will he ask how it went with Mum? 

But neither speaks. They just stare, both seeming at absolute ease with each other, yet on edge at the same time.

Kit glances out the kitchen window at the orangeless tree and clean concrete path. Now Roger feels more absent than ever. Before Sein cleared everything away, she felt that perhaps he had always been there with her in spirit, as if he’d left pieces of himself behind for her to nibble on once in a while. But now his pieces are gone. And all that’s left of him is his skeleton, the shell that once gave life to the fruit. Will the pieces grow back next season? Or will Ailish cut the tree down, like she keeps saying, so she has more room to plant her precious vegetables?

The microwave pings. She pulls the plate out and places it on the counter in front of Sein. He looks at it briefly, then continues to pick at the scratch and winks a thank-you. What Kit wants is for Sein to swipe the plate onto the floor. To smash it. Anything is better than this silence.

Slam me down on the counter and fuck me right here, right now. 

She wants him to thrust the pain out of her heart, her head, her constant need to escape the possibility of her turning out like her mother even though she knows they’re exactly the same.

What is so wrong with being smart? Nothing, really. The only problem is, the smarter you are, the more life seems to hurt. Is that what I’m trying to run from? My involuntary reaction to analyzing my own pain? Screw this. I’ll just have to do this myself. 

“Sein. Move the plate before it ends up on the floor.”

“What?” He looks up. Tears well in his eyes.

Kit ignores them. She doesn’t want to hear about it. Not now. Right now she needs to feed herself. And she needs Sein’s help. She needs him to be someone she knows he’s not—an aggressive male nymphomaniac. All Kit wants to do is bang her fist on the bench and yell “Now!” but she doesn’t. She couldn’t be that cruel.

“Please,” Kit whispers, trying to tame her tears.

Sein stands, the stool scrapes on the floor, and he transfers the plate to the sink. Kit wraps her arms around his waist from behind. Her veins pulsate. She shoves her hand down the front of Sein’s jeans. He sucks in his stomach. His breath deepens, quickens, as he flings his head back and winces as if she may have squeezed too hard. Without any warning he yanks Kit’s hand out of his pants and swings around. Kit steps back. Tears stream down their cheeks.

“What’s wrong? What the fuck is the matter?” Kit yells, pulling at her hair.

Sein looks at the floor, shakes his head. A cry like the yelp of an injured animal escapes his closed mouth. Kit just stares, unable to display the anger she feels for him destroying her fantasy. Unable to sympathize with the only person she has ever been able to identify with on an unspoken level.

She steps forward, lifting her arms to give him a hug, but he grabs her wrists. He holds them vehemently in the air, contaminating the space between them with flaming testosterone. Any tighter and his grip would assume the strength of a Chinese burn. Kit’s wrists sting, but she doesn’t move. She relishes it. A pain that washes pain away.

“Dad told me how Mum died,” Sein whimpers, and lets go of Kit’s wrists. He hunches over and breaks into a full-blown sob.

Oh my God. 

Kit’s preoccupation drops from her like a man jumping from a high-rise building. He needs me. She rests her head on Sein’s chest, keeping her hands by her side, her body heat moulding into his, to form some sort of electromagnetic connection. She envisions their nerve endings soldering together, faintly sparking as they bind.

“Do you want to talk about it?” Kit asks, speaking into Sein’s shoulder, and breathing in the familiar scent of his T-shirt. She can feel him shake his head. “Are you sure? You know, we could go get some takeout and lock ourselves in my bedroom. You can tell me.”

“Just shut up!” Sein barks, pushing Kit so hard she stumbles into the pantry.

Kit’s jaw drops. She thought he’d want that. She thought he needed some comfort. She stares at his contorted face. He wobbles his body in an odd lanky way, as if trying to shake pain out of it.

“Sorry,” he whispers. His eyes glaze over. He lifts Kit up onto the counter, wraps her legs around his waist, slides her as close as possible with both hands on her behind, and thrusts his tongue into her mouth. Gentle yet rough too. Kit unbuttons his jeans without looking and pushes them down to his knees with her feet. Before Kit even has a second to anticipate it, Sein lifts her dress, pulls Kit’s head back by her hair, and enters her from the side of her knickers. It’s over in less than a minute.

Kit’s hot. Sticky. Sweaty. Smelly. The best she’s felt all week. As Sein fastens his jeans, the front door swings open and bounces off the doorstop. The hinges squeak as it springs shut. Kit jumps off the counter and fixes her hair, looking at her reflection in the microwave door. Sein passes her the plate of curry after taking a mouthful first himself. He whispers, “It’s still hot,” with a mixed expression of relief and naughty-schoolboy cheekiness. Kit giggles, quickly wiping the shine of her saliva from around his mouth with a tea towel.

They both stand in a respectable position, leaning their butts against the counter, eating standing up, when Ailish walks in. Her hair is out and her cheeks are flushed.

“Hi, Sein. How nice of you to come over. I see Kit’s been hospitable,” Ailish says, nodding at the plate of curry in Sein’s hands.

Sein grins. Kit elbows him in his side, and he buckles over in melodramatic acceptance, pretending to choke on his food. Kit can’t believe Ailish hasn’t run upstairs yet to make herself “presentable” for Sein. What’s got into her? 

“So how’s Eleanor?” Kit asks, with a mouth full of food. “Does she know that Ivy and I are officially the way half sisters should be?”

“And how is that, Kit?” Ailish laughs. “How should half sisters be?”

“Not joined at the hip,” Kit says with a smirk.

 Ailish drops her handbag on the counter. “I see Sein was able to bring you back to life. Thanks, Sein. You’re obviously better at it than I am.” Ailish goes cross-eyed, picking an insect out of her hair.

Kit winks at Sein. “Yeah. I guess he is.”

“Well, I’m glad. Because I’ve got some news.”

Kit stops spooning curry into her mouth. Sein takes the plate from her hands and rubs her on her upper back, pressing his lips together in a way one might call hopeful.

Ailish sits on a bar stool and crosses her legs. “I found out where your father lives.”

“What?” Kit cries, looking at Sein, at Ailish, then at Sein again in disbelief. “Where does he live?”

“In Phillip Island. With his brother, Samuel. But that’s not the news.”

“Whaddaya mean?”

“Turns out I’m not the only one with secrets. Roger had a stroke.” Kit opens her mouth to speak, but Ailish lifts her hand, a signal to shoosh. “He’s fine. Recovering. Well. Recovered. Eleanor’s been using the savings she’d put aside for Ivy to pay for his medical and rehabilitation expenses.”

“You’re kidding?”

“Nope. And there’s something else that might bring a sparkle to your eye.”

Kit raises her eyebrows.

“Ivy knows nothing about it.”



brian

Brian opens his eyes. Did I sleep? He looks at the lamp crystals on the bedside table. I’ll just get up. I can’t sleep. He lies still for a moment, trying to grasp his whereabouts. How he fell asleep at home and woke up at Ivy’s. Ah. The call. The freak-out. The taxi. The crying. The sex. The sex was good. 

He tries to sit on the edge of the bed without waking Ivy. But fails miserably when his feet touch the carpet, and he accidentally lets out a ripper of a fart. Damn! It bubbles behind his balls and sends dread through his chest. He stares at himself in the wardrobe mirror. Maybe it’s just loud because it’s quiet in here. He’s afraid to move in case the smell spreads through Ivy’s silky cotton sheets. His torso constricts; goose pimples form around his nipples. Ivy giggles and rubs her eyes. Shit. Can she smell it? I can smell it. Shit. She nuzzles her face into her pillow and smudges makeup on it.

“Lovely,” Ivy croaks. “That’s so much better than an alarm clock. Can you stay over during the week too?” She waves her hand in front of her nose.

“Sorry,” he whispers.

“‘S’not as bad as some I’ve experienced.”

“You should go back to sleep. It’s only nine o’clock,” Brian says, standing and pulling on his boxers. He catches the reflection of his right bum cheek in the mirror. He has a huge hickey on it. Are those teeth marks? 

“What time did we go to sleep?” Ivy asks, struggling to open her eyes and shadowing them with her hand. She lifts both legs into the air and hooks the duvet underneath her feet.

Brian stands straight, motionless, staring out the window at the grey wet street. He can see a lady fetching the Sunday paper in her pyjamas and gumboots. She rips the plastic off, pulls out the Christmas catalogues, and throws the newspaper in the street bin.

“Not sure, but I came around half four.” And I “came” around five. 

Ivy grunts in agreement, rolls over, and pulls the covers over her head.

Brian stumbles into the kitchen to put on a pot of coffee. But he can’t find the percolator. Does she even have a percolator? Crumbs crunch under his bare feet and get stuck between his toes. The kitchen bench is bare, and the pantry is full of herbs, self-rising flour, canned minestrone soup, Jacob’s instant coffee, and old jars of strawberry jelly and Vegemite. There’s one jar of Marmite too, still sealed. That must be for emergencies. 

The inside of the fridge looks like a hospital ward in the midst of a bomb scare. There’s a plate of mouldy blueberry pancakes, a box of Chinese noodles with chopsticks and a fork still in it, and a couple of cans of Malibu and Coke. No milk. In the dish rack there is one bowl, one mug, one soup spoon, and one teaspoon.

Packed cardboard boxes, sitting dormant next to the kitchen table against the wall, stare at Brian. They tease him, rubbing the fast-approaching and ambivalent future into his face. I never asked for this. I should go back in, right now, and tell her we need to slow down. I’m not ready. She’ll understand. I’m sure she’ll understand. Yeah …

He returns to the bedroom and pulls the covers from Ivy’s face. She smiles with her eyes shut, like a child who’s secretly eaten all the Jell-O, or drunk all the chocolate milk. Brian imagines her with a brown milky moustache.

“Babe, do you have a percolator?”

“No. Just use the hot tap, or boil some water in the small pot on the stove. Everything else is packed away,” Ivy replies with a croak.

Brian doesn’t move. He looks out the window again. Now there’s a truck delivering the woman a tree. She’s wearing a heavy-looking coat over her pyjamas this time. She pulls money out of her pocket and hands it to the delivery dude. Her husband runs out now to help her drag the tree into the house. He’s fully dressed and has his cell phone hooked between his ear and shoulder. The woman trips. She yells something at her husband. He drops the tree to the ground, holds his finger up to his mouth to tell her to shoosh, and continues talking on his cell. She stamps her foot, throws her arms up in the air, and yells something else before running back inside the house and slamming the front door. The dread of another round of domesticity pricks at Brian’s pores. Ugh.

Ivy opens her eyes and looks at him. “What’s up?”

“Ivy. We need to talk,” Brian says, stroking her fringe from her forehead.

Ivy sits up and leans against the headboard. She frowns, picking at some dry skin on her bottom lip. Licks it. Brian wants to bite it and make love to her again.

“Um, I know what you’re going to say,” Ivy says, nodding and pushing her hair behind her ears.

“You do?”

“Yes. And it’s totally fine.”

“It is?”

“Of course, it is.”

“Thank God.” Brian sighs. “I was worried I might really hurt you.”

“Don’t be silly. It won’t happen again. Anyway, we’ll have moved in together soon, and there won’t be any need for me to drag you outta bed at the crack of dawn. So don’t fret. I’ll be a good girl. I promise.” Ivy cocks her head to the side, winks, and pinches Brian on the chin. “You stay here. I’ll go make the coffee. I’m awake now anyway.”

Brian nods, unable to speak. He did it again. He’s letting her do it again. He’s doing it again. Being the rebound. He watches her in the mirror as she gracefully inserts her arms into a silk robe and secures it around her waist. She moves closer to the mirror and examines something on her nose. “I’m amazed I don’t have more of a hangover,” she says, bright and bubbly. “I thought I’d be complete rat-shit today,” she adds, then walks out the door with a little skip.

Brian lies down on the bed and stares at the ceiling. Why can’t I fall in love with a woman without any issues for once in my life? Why am I always signing up to be a bouncing board? 

He remembers Ivy before he’d managed to get her to come out on a date. She seemed shy, sometimes introverted. Innocent but experienced. Confident, vulnerable, flirty, reluctant to lead him on. He thought these qualities meant her character had depth. He thought it meant they’d have a lot to talk about, that they would stay up late, drinking wine, confessing their deep dark secrets. But they don’t. They hardly talk at all. They just fuck, drink coffee, and smoke. Well, Ivy smokes. And he’s beginning to feel that Ivy’s character has so little depth because she doesn’t really know who she is. Dangerous territory.

Last night, when he arrived, Ivy was bawling her eyes out. She asked him to never let her call Kit again, no matter how much she started to miss her. Why? Why would someone want to tie off a connection with someone they love? Before he had the chance to ask why, she was all over him, like ketchup to fries, using sex to avoid talking about it. She blindfolded him and banged him like a bass drum. She was on top. He enjoyed it. He wanted more. So why does he feel so guilty? What if this keeps happening? Will she ever give reasons for her actions, or will he just get lots of sex and no talk? This should be a man’s ultimate dream. So why doesn’t it feel like one? Why does it feel like a mistake?

Do I already resent her for what she hasn’t done? No. The true question is, is she too much like my wife?



kit

Eeny, meeny, miny, moe, catcha nigger … no … catcha tigger by the toe. If it hollers let him go … eeny, meeny, miny, moe … You. Are. It. Kit’s finger points firmly down on Sylvia Plath’s Winter Trees, the book that represents pursuing a career in English literature. In front of her, she has also placed a fish fossil (archaeology) and a twenty-dollar bill (get a crap job, move out). Kit’s relieved. Looks like Mum got her wish. Fine. English lit it is, then. 

“I’ve made a decision,” Kit says to herself in her dresser mirror. “I’m going to become an academic. How does that make you feel?” Kit picks up a pencil and holds it toward her reflection like a microphone. “I feel great. In fact, I don’t know why I didn’t just study literature in the first place.” She points the pencil toward her real mouth and says in a mannish voice, “That’s very interesting. So you’ll follow in your mother’s footsteps, after all. Hmm, but I’m curious, and if you don’t mind me asking, what about your father? Would you still like to meet him?” Kit gazes into her eyes, analyzing the melancholy reaction to her own question, and slowly moves the pencil toward the mirror again.

She stares at her reflection. She has faint wrinkles in the outer edges of her eyes. They sort of slant downward—sad, unconfident lines like Ailish’s. If they could speak, they’d say, “Please, throw me a rope.” She is her mother’s daughter down to the last detail. She bets, if she made the effort to check, that their freckles would be mirror images if they stood side by side. A tear trickles down Kit’s cheek. “I don’t know.” Her voice cracks like a struggling radio signal.

“Kit?” Ailish calls, knocking on her bedroom door. “She’ll be here soon. Are you going to come down?”

Kit puts the pencil down, wipes her eyes, takes a deep breath, and opens the door to find Ailish standing there in a floral dress and a clashingly floral apron, her wet hands in the air as if she has just pulled them out of soil, and with an unnaturally wide smile.

You look possessed. 

“Yes. I’m coming down now.” Kit forces a smile into her own cheeks, in half-mockery, and follows Ailish down the stairs. Kit’s ready. Psychologically prepared? Dressed, yes. Grey-blue knee-length skirt and a plain white T-shirt. Nonthreatening, like Ailish suggested. She’s not worried or anxious (well, maybe a little) because she’s about to meet her sister.

Should I put my hair in a ponytail? 

It’s perfect, really. Isn’t it? Ivy is out of the picture now, and Kit will have someone to replace her with. Well, at least today she’ll pretend to act happy about that. The last thing she wants is to scare the poor girl away. Kit’s stomach fills with schoolgirl-like butterflies, and she realizes how hard it is to feel twenty-five while still living with her mother. She doesn’t feel a day over eighteen. And this has got to change. Very soon. Before her intellectual growth is left to rot in the backyard with the oranges.

Ailish has set up the dining table with a pot of tea and ginger biscuits; cubed watermelon and cantaloupe; and sliced sourdough bread, butter, and jam. What? No scones? 

“Mum, whydya go to so much trouble? What if it’s really uncomfortable? What if we want to get rid of her?” Kit leans her shoulder against the door frame and rotates the silver band around her thumb. It’s the only piece of jewellery she can be bothered to wear. In fact, she can’t even be bothered to take it off.

“Don’t be silly, Kit. The girl is lovely. She sounded lovely.” Ailish rubs her sticky fruit-juice-covered fingers on a tea towel that’s hanging over a chair and sighs, staring absently at the table. “It’ll be lovely. Don’t worry.”

“Why don’t you ever call her by her name?” And it’s just now that Kit realizes she doesn’t even know her name.

“Oh? Sorry. Yes, I should, shouldn’t I?”

“Well? What’s her name?”

Ailish ignores her question and whistles the tune of a bread commercial on her return to the kitchen.

“Why are you so happy?” Kit calls after her.

“Oh, I don’t know. It’s such a lovely day,” Ailish calls back, making a clanking racket in the kitchen sink. “Look out the window. The weather is lovely!.

“Lovely,” Kit whispers, pinching the bridge of her nose.

There’s a knock on the fly-screen door. It rattles. So does Kit’s stomach. The butterflies turn into tangled paper clips. Kit sits at the table as Ailish leaps into the hall. There’s some joyous muttering. Hugs? Kisses? But Kit refuses to go into the hall to join in. She’ll stay here. At the table. Rapidly shaking her right foot. She just needs a few more seconds to prepare. What is she going to say? How is she going to introduce herself? What if the girl is really shy, and there’s a horrible uncomfortable silence, and Mum starts talking about the time when I was two and peed all over her face in order to wake her up one morning? Oh God. 

“Kit! Oh my God, it’s you! I knew it. I just knew it!” Eydie squeals and flings herself into Kit’s arms as if they’ve been separated for years during a war.

“Oh. Hi. What are you doing here? Is everything okay?” Kit asks, twisting her hair into a knot and letting it drop free again.

Ailish flashes confused looks at both Eydie and Kit. “You two know each other?” Ailish puts her hands on her hips and tilts her head.

“Yeah, Mum, this is my hairdresser, remember?” Kit replies, giving Eydie a quick hug before attempting to shuffle her to the front door. “Eydie, we’re expecting a visitor. I’m so sorry, but I’ll call you later? You’re not in trouble or anything, right? Maybe later, we can go out for …”

Eydie and Ailish start to laugh.

“What? What’s so funny?” Kit asks, craning her neck.

“I’m yer visitor, ya dag.” Eydie howls, grabbing hold of Kit again and jumping up and down on the spot like a child who won a trip to the fair. Kit feels like an electric mixer. The possibility that Eydie is her sister travels through her like a cold draft.

“What? What do you mean?” Kit asks, loosening Eydie’s tight hold. She glances at Ailish, who is at complete ease, swinging the tea towel back and forth by her right thigh with a strange robotic smile plastered on her face.

“I’m yer sister, Kit. Ya can’t believe it, can ya? In’t this wicked?” Eydie weaves her fingers together and brings her entwined hands to her lips, covering a mutant smile. Kit can see wrinkles form in Eydie’s cheeks as the corners of her mouth turn upward bit by bit. She seems eager to pounce for another hug. But Kit feels the colour drain from her face, and she levers herself into a chair. He sent her letters. Eydie’s giggles taper off, and Ailish’s arms fall limp by her sides.

“What’s wrong?” Eydie asks, sitting down next to her. I thought you’d be really happy to be my sister. Aren’t ya happy? Kit?” Eydie’s voice turns from tickled to apprehensive, sliding upward at the end of every question.

Kit’s disappointment augments Eydie’s voice with the quality of an echo, distant and desperate. The insignificant sound of Ailish’s feet scuffing the floorboards increases in muffled volume as if Kit’s head is being inserted into a space helmet. If only it was real, and fire would now blast from the soles of her feet and thrust her through the ceiling, away from this mess she started. Away from the figurative slaps she keeps getting.

Just make me disappear. I can’t deal with being hurt anymore. Over and over. I can’t. Grant me this wish, and I’ll never mention Roger’s name again. Please. 

Kit smiles a frown and rests a hand on Eydie’s knee. She doesn’t look up. “I’m sorry. I am happy. It’s just … why did he send you letters and not me?”

Eydie takes Kit’s hand from her knee and gives it a soft squeeze. “I dunno. But if it’s any, um, constellation, I never got ‘em till it was too late. Ya know that.”

Kit grins at Eydie’s use of constellation, but doesn’t correct her.

Ailish takes a seat, scraping the chair on the floor, and shoves a chunk of watermelon into her mouth with a toothpick. Ailish never scrapes chairs. She lifts and gently places them back down. With her mouth full and juice dripping down her chin she asks, “Letters? About what?”

Eydie turns to face Ailish and adopts a polite, respectful tone. “Not much, unfortunately. I just found ‘em in me ma’s drawer, but they all had checks in ‘em, it looks like, because at the top of every letter it has ‘cheque enclosed’ written on it. I never saw any of the money, though. Me ma, she … anyway, me ma spent the dough and never told me about any of it.”

“Checks.” Ailish’s cheekbones become taut as she nods in slow motion. She hovers above her seat as if ready to sprint at the sound of a horn.

“Yeah,” Eydie pours herself a cup of tea. The teapot lid rattles, filling silence with strain.

Ailish stands up so fast that she knocks her chair backward. Kit and Eydie jump as it smacks the floor. As Ailish picks it up and pushes it back under the table, Kit notices tears.

“Girls, I’m sorry,” Ailish stammers, holding a hand to her forehead, half-concealing her eyes. “I just remembered I have something to do in town.” Ailish’s voice wavers. “Y-you two have a good old chat and catch up, and I’ll be back soon.” She swallows. It’s loud. “Okay?” She unties her apron, throws it on the kitchen counter, grabs her handbag, and runs out the front door. It slams. The calm that follows thickens with Kit’s suspicion.

“What just happened? Eydie asks, staring toward the front door with a finger hooked through the teacup handle.

“I’m not sure.” Kit stares at Eydie’s magenta acrylic fingernails. How many more secrets has Mum got? “Maybe she really did just forget to do something.” Kit rubs Eydie’s shoulder with a smile. “She gets flustered quite easily. Don’t worry about it.” Kit pushes the plate of biscuits toward Eydie.

“Here. Have one.”

Kit takes a ginger biscuit herself and bites into it. It crumbles. Small pieces fall under her tongue like misplaced emotions seeking refuge.



ailish

Ailish screeches out of her small suburban street and onto the highway. Her tires burn rubber and create smoke, smogging up her rear windscreen. Her tail end flicks to the right, almost causing her to lose control of the vehicle. Cheques? Cheques! You mother-fucking lying bastard. How dare you. What about Kit? If I wasn’t so afraid for her well-being, I’d go and report you right this instant, you ruthless piece of … argh! Ailish bashes her palm on the steering wheel, causing the car to swerve and her hand to throb.

Ailish takes the exit onto Bell Street and makes her way back home the long way around. She needs to drive. To think. To figure out what she’s going to do.

On Sydney Road, she gets stuck behind a tram and mindlessly watches as people take their time getting on and off, holding up peak-hour traffic. They’re stuck in routine, newspapers hooked under their arms, handbags hugged close to their chests, afraid of muggers, pickpockets, or of simply letting go of their aimless angst. If only I could live a life of routine and not worry about the past. End this fiasco now. Tell Kit you’re finished. That you can’t pretend anymore. Just do it. She’ll understand. She has to. 



kit

Kit observes Eydie as she browses through the bookshelf in the lounge. Eydie pulls a book out, looks at the back cover, frowns, raises her eyebrows, and puts it back. In the wrong position. She flicks her emo fringe out of her face, over and over, like a twitch, checks her acrylic nails for damage every time they accidentally hit something hard, and clicks her tongue ring against her teeth when she seems to be contemplating what to say next. Habits Kit has never witnessed at the salon. Habits, it seems, that flourish when she feels out of place.

“Kit. I’ve got some good news.” Eydie turns around to face Kit, who is filling her mouth with as much watermelon as possible. She steps forward, pauses, holds her hands in the air as if keeping balance on a skateboard, clicks her tongue ring, then steps forward again to sit next to Kit on the couch.

“What is it?” Kit attempts a smile in the hopes she might make Eydie feel more welcome, even though all Kit wants to do is curl up in bed and cry. She loves Eydie; she always has. But this is all too much. Her sister? Really? Why can’t things just go back to the way they were? She should have appreciated how lucky she was. Now so many lives have been changed. And for what? All because of her stupid obsession with a man she knows nothing about.

“Me ma gave me Roger’s address. Wanna go meet ‘im together?”

Kit laughs. “I’ve got the address too. Ivy’s mum had it all along.”

“So why haven’t you gone to see ‘im?”

“I don’t know.”

“Oh.” Eydie looks out the window as if taking a moment to contemplate what that might mean. “Why?”

“Mum said he recently had a stroke. I dunno. It makes me feel weird. Like he’s not how I envisioned him, you know?”

Eydie bows her head and rubs her hands over her knees as if trying to warm them. She pauses and lifts her head, eyes wide with recognition like someone just flicked on her switch. “That’s probably why the letters stopped coming.”

“Probably.” Kit looks at her feet and touches her toes together.

Eydie nods with both her head and torso as if trying to push herself forward in a canoe. She smiles and looks at the photo of Kit and Ailish on the wall above the fireplace. “So he’s just a normal everyday guy, hey?”

 “Yeah. I suppose.” Kit laughs, thinking that there must be more to him than what Ailish is letting on.

Eydie puts her arm around Kit’s shoulders and gives her a little nudge. “Let’s go and visit ‘im anyway. You know, like normal people. For lunch or somethin’. You know, like, a family? What we got to lose?”

Kit shrugs. “What are we going to say to him?”

“I dunno, but why give up on ‘im now just ‘cause he’s not exciting? It’s silly. I mean, surely we’ll find out some interesting stuff. You said he was in the Army, right? Let’s ask ‘im ‘bout that.” Eydie nudges Kit in her side. “Come on. Let’s at least meet ‘im. Then we can meet our uncle too. And then at least we won’t keep thinking ‘bout it for the rest of our lives. We can, ya know, move on and stuff.”

Kit shakes her head and shoves another piece of watermelon into her mouth. “I think I’ve already moved on. I don’t think I need to meet him anymore.”

“Then why ya still looking so sad?”

Kit scoffs.

“You’re not upset about ‘im not sending ya any letters, are ya?”

It’s not Eydie’s fault. As much as you want to, don’t put the blame on her. Stop being so pettily jealous. 

Kit sighs and looks into Eydie’s eyes. Hers don’t turn down at the edges as much. They’re a perfect almond shape. But she has a similar nose to Kit’s. They both have a vague Mediterranean bump in the middle. Could that be from Roger? Does she really want to find out?

“Come on, Kit. Life’s too fuckin’ short. Me ma has a problem with the bottle. Ya know that. He prob’ly sent her money ‘cause he knew she wouldn’t go out ‘n’ earn a livin’ on her own. Well, at least that’s the only freakin’ logical ‘n’ sane reason I can think’ve. He obviously knew that you and yer ma could look after yerselves.”

“You think so?”

“Yeah. I do. So whadda ya say? Come meet ‘im with me, will ya? Let’s start this family from scratch.”

“I suppose it’d be cool to meet Samuel too.”

“Yeah! So is it a deal?” Eydie stands and holds out her hand, gesturing for a high five, when Ailish comes storming back into the house, panting and flushed like an overexerted marathon runner.

“There is no way on earth that you are going to meet your father, Kit,” she puffs, seeming to be oblivious to Eydie’s presence.

Kit stands up.

“What? Why?” Eydie and Kit ask in unison.

“Because he’s a … a … he’s filth. Full stop,” Ailish spits, spraying saliva into the air in front of her. “I’m sorry, but ….

Ailish rubs a hand over her mouth and lowers herself into a chair at the dinner table, trying to catch her breath. She looks at Kit and Eydie briefly before focusing her stare through the window and into the backyard. Her eyes flit toward Kit again before looking at her lap.

“I’m sorry, I’m … I’m just letting my own hurt get in your way.” Ailish stands, straightens her skirt, and then crosses her arms under her breasts. She shakes her head. “I’m sorry. I’m … just sorry.” For a moment she pauses, then stares at Kit and Eydie before turning around and running up the stairs and slamming the bathroom door behind her.

Kit sits back down on the couch. Eydie does the same, clicking her tongue ring and lifting her hands up in question. Kit winks at Eydie and squeezes her hand.

It’s time Kit takes control.



ivy

Ivy finds Brian’s synthetic Christmas tree buried behind a dozen or so brown shoe boxes in his closet. When she moved in, she had expected his shirts to all be ironed and colour-coordinated, but they’re not. His closet is completely disorganized. Half his shirts are even falling off the hangers.

They remind Ivy of a gorilla skeleton, the way its scapula protrudes horizontally from its spine, taut and strong enough to support up to three thousand kilograms, but its humerus hangs from the scapula as if fed up with life, weak, and willing to be dragged along wherever its master desires it to go. Am I a humerus? Am I as pathetic as Kit and too stubborn to admit it? Do I just attach myself to a scapula and let it lead the way? Why do I put myself through this? Do I even want to be here? 

She sneaks a peek inside the shoe boxes and finds an array of candle-making equipment. Poignant scents of apple and papaya escape as she lifts the lids. She touches a clump of green wax, velvety and smooth like the royal-green cloak she remembers Roger bought her for her dress-up box. She nicks a chunk of wax off with a fingernail and touches it to her tongue. It tastes furry. Like when you accidentally spray perfume in your mouth. Ugh. Ivy, what are you doing? 

She imagines Brian teaching her how to make candles, and how romantic it would be if they spent the next couple of days making them together for Christmas gifts. By candlelight. She smiles at the thought, but immediately washes it away with a frown when she remembers how unkind Brian has been lately.

Ivy has been quite enthusiastic about playing house, but Brian always seems on edge. With every dirty dish that gets left unwashed in the sink, he rolls his eyes. With every item of clothing overflowing in the laundry basket, he rolls his eyes. With every coffee mug that gets left on the bedside table, he rolls his eyes. He sees Ivy putting on makeup when she doesn’t have to go out, and he rolls his eyes.

What’s wrong with making myself feel good? Maybe he’s just stressed at work. But as soon as the thought reaches the nerve endings of her tongue, she realizes she may be making excuses for him. She used to make excuses for Amir. All the time. But really, I’d be pretty peeved if he had all of his stuff scattered all over my house, right? 

Ivy’s belongings are scattered all over the place, creating a hostile environment. Neither of them has even been able to get up in the middle of the night to go to the bathroom without tripping over something and waking up the other.

Last night, when she’d finally put away the last of her kitchen appliances, Brian said, “Now can you start to take a little more care around the house? The place looks like a boar’s run riot in here.” He’s right. The place is a pigsty. And seeing as she hasn’t started work at the museum yet, she’ll willingly play housewife and clean. Right after I put the Christmas tree up. We can’t not have a Christmas tree, can we? And anyway, I’ll probably make a mess putting it up. So it’s only logical I do it first. I’m sure Brian will agree. 

Ivy pulls the tree out of its box, and little broken pieces of tinsel fall around her feet. Fairy dust. She smiles and hums “Jingle Bells,” trying to plunge her psyche into the Christmas spirit. One untainted by heartbreak, such as finding Kit struggling to free herself from Amir’s firm hold in their hall last Boxing Day.

She extends the flexible branches and stands the tree up by the window. The corners are filled with snow. Her first white Christmas.

Ivy notices some damp in the skirting boards. We’ll need to get that looked at. 

Oh. Did I just say “we”? 

Ivy scoffs, continues to hum while simultaneously biting her conscience’s tongue. Perhaps some psychological pain might wake her up and plummet her back into the world she lived in before she moved to Seattle, into a world she would go back to in a heartbeat.

I overreacted. A lot. Amir and I would probably have been fine. 

As she lifts a shiny red ball to hook onto a branch, she sees the reflection of her face, distorted and fishbowlesque, as if screaming to be let out. But it’s not her own reflection she sees, after all. Startled by the image, she turns her head to find Brian hovering over her with a flicker of Mad Hatter in his eyes. For a moment Ivy feels drugged.

“Hi. I-I didn’t hear you come in. How long have you been standing there?” she asks, turning her attention back to the tree. She places a silver ball in a position on the tree so she can observe Brian’s full-bodied reflection.

“Not even a second.” Brian looks around the house and takes a deep breath. “The place is still a dump. What have you been doing all day?”

“Research. On the Internet. Proposals. For work. I was going to tidy up after I fixed the tree,” Ivy replies, standing up from her kneeling position on the floor. She brushes off her knees, and flecks of glitter from the decorations fill the air and gradually waft to the ground.

“Ah, look at that. Pretty, huh? Almost like magic.” Ivy smiles. She thinks about giving Brian a kiss hello, but doesn’t when she sees the look on his face.

Brian drops his briefcase to the floor with a thud and clenches his jaw.

“What’s the matter?” Ivy asks, in a tone so insubstantial it is almost a whisper. “What’s happened to you these past couple of weeks?”

Determined not to start a yelling match, she maintains her calm, pretending for a moment that this reaction is the result of fatigue and not because the house is still untidy. Last night’s yelling match was enough to last the week. Especially considering it was over something as meaningless as using olive oil to glaze the pasta instead of butter.

Ivy folds her arms below her breasts and looks Brian directly in the eye. She cocks her head. She’s not going to let this behaviour intimidate her and must exert a flavour of dominating courage. There’s no way she’s going to let Brian walk all over her. No. Way. She was a doormat once, and she vowed to never be again.

But she buckles. Is this really buckling? And apologizes to keep the peace. It’s almost Christmas, after all. 

“I’m sorry. Maybe this was a mistake. I shouldn’t have …” Ivy is about to say that she shouldn’t have put the tree up without asking if he wanted one, but Brian interrupts.

 “No, you shouldn’t have,” he snaps. “This whole moving-in-together business was a huge mistake.” Brian spreads his hands out in front of him to emphasize how big “huge” actually is.

What? 

The room grows smaller around Ivy. The sound of life, the atmosphere, the atoms in the air adopt a shallow hum. A thump in her ears pounds like a draw hoe in clay, as reasons Brian would say such a thing flash through her mind like moments of life before death.

“Pardon?” Ivy asks, drawing her chin to her chest as if she’s having difficulty swallowing. Tears teeter behind her eyes and constrict her throat. It’s the same feeling she felt when catching Amir in the act. The need to escape afflicts her like deep vein thrombosis, initiating the possibility of it dislodging and travelling to her lungs. Panic. And what do I do now? Ivy folds her arms, waiting for Brian to explain.

Brian looks at the wall, avoiding eye contact. “Remember when you went for the interview at the museum?” Brian asks, not moving an inch from his stance by the front door. He doesn’t wait for Ivy to answer. “Well, all I wanted to tell you was that I thought I might be in love with you. I hadn’t intended to ask you to move in with me at all.” His face goes pale. Expressionless. He puts his hands in his pockets and rolls, once, on the balls of his feet.

“Excuse me?” Ivy screeches, stepping closer to Brian. “And it hadn’t occurred to you to tell me that earlier? Before I uprooted my whole fucking life?” Ivy loosens her folded arms, but immediately folds them again. She feels vulnerable letting them dangle by her sides as if suspended in indecision.

“I, uh, thought I could get used to the idea, Ivy,” Brian replies, stammering a little. “I had no idea I would feel so—.

“So what, Brian?” Ivy asks, a shrill through clenched teeth. She backs him up against the front door, standing so close she could give him mouth-to-mouth.

“I don’t know.” Brian shakes his head. Ivy can hear his hair crunch against the surface of the door.

“You must know,” Ivy screams. “Otherwise you wouldn’t have found the nerve to say something after all this time. Spill it!.

Brian swallows, shakes his head, his façade of power melting away like a snowman in sun. “Trapped! I feel trapped!” Brian retorts, pushing Ivy off him.

Ivy trips backward on a rug and falls on her backside. She’s faint. Lightheaded. Lost in a chaos she feels she should have taken control of before it got so out of hand.

“Oh God.” Brian kneels down to try to help her up. “Ivy, I’m so sorry, I really didn’t—.

Ivy flicks her arm in the air, shoos him away like cigarette smoke. “I can get up on my own.”

“I didn’t mean to—.

“I know. Forget it.” Ivy stands and brushes off her bum. Tears fall down her cheeks, hot with self-disappointment. She’s the one to blame for this. She shouldn’t have jumped into this so fast and for all the wrong reasons. “So, what now?” she chokes out. “I’m supposed to leave, after I’ve just moved in?”

Brian walks to the kitchen, hanging his head, and fills the kettle with water. “Tea?”

Ivy glares at him. “Tea? That’s what you have to say? Tea.”

“It’ll be the best for both of us, Ivy. I mean, Jesus, how long have we been dating? One month? It’s happening too fast. Don’t you think it’s happening too fast?”

“Brian.” Ivy closes her eyes and pushes down on her eyelids so hard that the blackness starts to resemble the Big Bang. “Is there someone else?” She sits on the couch and feels between her teeth with her tongue. It begins to rain, and a loud crack of thunder causes her to jolt.

 “No. I just need some time, Ivy. I need some space.” Brian turns the heating dial up a notch and leans against the kitchen bench, rubbing his brow.

“Space. Huh. Easy excuse, isn’t it? Where the fuck is this need for space supposed to leave us now, Brian? Should we just end this for good?” At the bottom of the hurt, the rejection, the dull ache at the base of her chest that wants to take the place of her pulse, Ivy can’t help but notice a twinge of relief. She stops crying and wonders if this is an opportunity to get Amir back. Maybe she should go back home.

“Ivy. I don’t want this to end. I love you. I just want to take it slower.” Brian sits next to Ivy on the couch. “Come here,” he whispers, and tries to pull her close, but she snatches her arms away.

She wants to say it’s over, to stop getting mixed up with men as a way of escaping her problems. She wants to feel like she couldn’t spend another moment in this man’s house, but the sudden thought of never seeing him again triggers a torrent of tears. Am I in love with you? Why can’t I decide? 

She lowers herself to the floor, surprising herself with a childlike wail, then crosses her legs and wraps her arms around her shins. She hunches over so that her head rests on her left knee, and succumbs to the tears.

“Ivy.”

Her heaves echo through the hushed apartment like an abandoned child in an empty football stadium. Brian crouches down beside her, but he doesn’t touch her. His warmth permeates through her clothes. I do love you. He’s the only person she has besides Gabriel. The only person she hasn’t pushed away. Everyone is alone in this world. Everyone. 

Brian’s cell buzzes. Ivy’s chest tightens, and she jumps for the cell in Brian’s briefcase as if an instinctual reflex.

“Ivy, what are you doing? I’m not cheating on you.” Brian huffs and runs his fingers through his hair.

Ivy scoffs. “See, that’s just proof that you are. I didn’t even ask such a thing.” Ivy sniffs, unfastening the phone from the pouch attached to the handle. Ivy looks at the screen, then at Brian. Rage creates a pocket of air in her windpipe.

“Oh, really?” Ivy chokes. “Then who the hell is Janine?”

“Just a friend. Can you please give me my cell?” Brian holds his hand out, nodding at her as if the gesture will somehow convince her to abide.

But Ivy opens the message. It reads: Divorce hearing, Mon. Jan 9.

Ivy looks up. Brian’s top lip twitches.

“Divorce hearing? For whom?”

Brian shakes his head in his hands, groans, and levers himself back onto the couch. “Me.”

“You’re married?” Ivy squeaks, failing at trying to sound hostile.

Brian looks like he’s just bitten into a lemon. Ivy hands the phone back to Brian in silence, grabs her handbag off the hat stand, and wipes away her tears with her sleeve. She opens the front door, pausing, opening and closing her mouth two or three times to speak, unable to utter the words bombarding the tip of her tongue. She won’t say what she wants to say. Such inflammatory outbursts have no meaning in situations like this. Not anymore.

“I-I’ll be back tomorrow with Gabe. To get some stuff.”

“Wait,” Brian says, grabbing hold of the door before it closes. “Call Kit.”

Ivy squints and shakes her head in question, wishing he might have begged her not to leave.

“Just call her. She’s your sister. She’ll understand. Forgive and forget, Ivy. Just forgive and forget.”



ailish

Ailish isolates herself in the bathroom. She locks and unlocks the rotund brass latch five times, afraid she misheard the click. It needs to click twice for it to be secure. But the second one is quiet, as quiet as a bubble in soda rising to the surface to pop. Kit says she can’t hear it. And that’s why the door always swings open when she least expects it.

Ailish leans with her back against the door and lets out a deep sigh laced with a hoarseness she hasn’t been able to soothe since she smoked that marijuana. She opens the stiff wood-framed window to its highest point before it tends to slam shut on its own. Ailish has become accustomed to the correct position, but still continues to mark it with black crayon for Kit when it wears off. She has done so since Kit grew tall enough to open the window on her own.

She reaches into the bottom of her makeup bag—which is not filled with commercial cosmetics but with her own moisturizing concoctions stored in old black film canisters with grey caps that snap shut like insults—and pulls out a rolled apricot-coloured facecloth. She opens it to reveal a ready-made joint and a box of Redhead matches. Her emergency stash.

From the rear of the bathroom cabinet behind the sink pipes, she removes a pencil and sketchpad waterproofed by a Safeway bag that is probably more than ten years old. She’s never liked to write on lined paper. For some reason she feels it’ll influence her writing; it might become too linear if she has to keep her pencil between the lines.

She sits on the tiled floor, secures the joint between pursed lips, and strikes a match. Before lighting the joint she savours the smell of the burning match. She has always thought it smelled like sugar-coated melting rubber. There’s something sickly sweet yet grave about the smell, as if it were the soul of Frankenstein finding life again.

She lets the first match burn out until the flame licks her thumbnail. She strikes another match, lights her joint, and begins to write.

 

Crooked, girls’ voices, 

literature hums, pounds, theoretical 

notes through miniature rooms and rose

soaps. Crash. Advert tunes inside

stethoscope beats, to wind

shield wiper. Little girls cry, big 

boys bite their bottom lips; gin

and bear it—the scheduled revelation, 

melting ice crackling, sound of pink

jewels hitting tiles—numbed neglect. 

Fatherly love can’t be found

in cookie jars. Especially when mother 

needs grass, to take it

on her back; to see the red raw

rubbed flesh—proof he did it. 



ivy

Ivy heats up some ready-made Napolitano pasta sauce from a jar. It smells too rich for her liking, but it’ll have to do. The last thing she has a mind for at the moment is grocery shopping. She could order pizza, but even the thought of deciding on a topping would prove too difficult right now.

Gabriel puts some of Ivy’s cups and saucers back in her cupboards where they belong. There are a half-dozen broken ones at the bottom of the box. No wonder. Ivy didn’t even bother wrapping them in newspaper this time.

Ivy stirs the sauce and observes the way it bubbles. Each bubble that pops leaves a red pockmark on the white stove surface. She watches as the bubbles become fiercer, like molten lava, hell, a place she feels she ought to live. Guilt about how she treated Kit surfaces like ringworm. An itchy, ugly, vicious circle.

“I’m gonna go back,” Ivy announces, turning the heat down and wiping up the disease spread all over her stove with a sopping and tattered pink sponge. Gabriel freezes, eyes wide, plate midway between box and cupboard shelf. She prematurely shakes her head at his predictable response.

“But. You just left.”

“Not to Brian’s. To Australia.” Grief stings the rims of Ivy’s eyes like new liquid liner. But she refuses to blink it away. I deserve every pinch of pain. 

“What? Oh, sweetcakes, why? You need to move forward, not backward. Are you sure that’s a good idea? I mean, honey, you gotta quit running.” Gabriel rests the plates on the kitchen bench as if the news has injected weight into his arms.

Ivy blinks. She won’t respond to that. She won’t try to explain why it isn’t really running; it’s confronting. She has to forgive and forget, just like Brian said. Well, perhaps attempting the “forget” part first might be more efficient. And in order to forget, she has to run. It’s the only way. It’s her first-aid system. And she only has practice implementing the rules of resuscitation.

“Look. Gabe. I’ve decided I want to see my father. That’s the only reason I want to go back. okay?” I can’t tell you the real reason. You wouldn’t understand. 

Ivy turns on the fan above the stove when she realizes the kitchen window is steaming up from the pot of boiling water.

Gabriel nods, raising his eyebrows so high they look like they’re preparing for takeoff. He licks his lips. “That’s kinda rash, isn’t it?”

“Rash? I’ve only been thinking about it my whole life.” Ivy laughs, opening a packet of spaghetti, snapping the 250-gram bunch in half and tossing it into the pot. If only that pasta were Brian. Boiling water splashes on her hand. She winces and runs her hand under the tap. Haven’t you burned me enough? 

Gabriel throws the broken plates in the trash and dissembles the cardboard box. He places it on the kitchen table, flattens it out like a bed sheet, and groans.

“I assume you’ve made up with Kit, then?” Gabriel says, swinging around to face Ivy on one foot and flicking his hair behind his shoulders.

“God, no! Are you kidding me?” But I should. And I should tell her about the letter from Dad. But she’ll kill me. And she’ll hate me forever for keeping it from her. Maybe it’s not such a good idea to say anything …

“Wouldn’t it be better to make up before you see her face-to-face? That could get a bit awkward, couldn’t it? Just arriving on her doorstep after what you said to her?” Gabriel sits down at the kitchen table and watches Ivy wipe away splatters of red off the jade tiles behind the stove. She throws the sponge in the sink without rinsing it out.

“I won’t be arriving on her doorstep. I’ll stay with my mother. Then I’ll work stuff out with Kit at Christmas. She’ll be in the holiday spirit. It’ll be the perfect time.”

“Or the worst time,” Gabriel mutters under his breath. He grabs a bottle of Limestone Coast Shiraz from the fridge. Another of Ivy’s Aussie imports. “Stop being so stubborn and apologize already. I realize you’re the victim of constant shit-luck, but that doesn’t mean you should make someone else suffer with you.” Gabriel tugs off the cork. The hollow pop echoes in Ivy’s head like a finger flicking the inside of her cheek.

She pricks her shoulders up. “Look who’s talking. I’ve seen the way you act around your boy. You totally manipulate him.”

Gabriel rolls his eyes and tsks. “Honey, don’t start. I’m your friend. I want to help you.” He tries to grab a pair of wine glasses out of the dish rack with one hand, but doesn’t manage it. Ivy grabs them instead. Their hands don’t even collide.

“Well, if you want to help me so much, stop telling me what I should be doing and just let me do what I want to do.”

They move into the lounge room and sit on the couch. Gabriel pours the wine, biting the tip of his tongue between his front teeth.

“Look. Sweetcakes,” Gabriel says, smacking the bottle of wine on the coffee table. “I know you’re angry with Brian. But running away again isn’t going to stop your pain. Please, just think about it seriously. You can’t keep doing this to yourself. You’re going to find yourself running in circles.”

“I told you, I’m not running away. And I’d like to get there for Christmas. Can you have a look on the Internet for a flight out tomorrow? I’m going to check if the spaghetti is cooked.”

“Tomorrow? Are you flipping serious? What about the museum?”

Ivy stands and crosses her arms, “I’ve got a month.”

“A month.” Gabriel nods as if trying to understand what that means.

“Yeah. A month. Ron said if I’m back within a month, the job will be waiting for me.”

“Oh.” Gabriel sighs with relief. “You’ll be back in a month?” Gabriel gulps half his wine down. “Thank God. I seriously don’t know what I’d do without ….

Ivy screws up her nose and looks at her feet.

“Oh my God, Ivy. You’re going to stay longer?” Gabriel bursts into an overdramatic wail and pulls Ivy back down to the couch. He wraps his arms around her so tightly that Ivy envisions herself being strapped into a corset.

“Gabe,” Ivy chokes out, gulping for air. “I’ll come back. Chill out. I just don’t know when yet.”

“Phew! You had me worried there.” Gabe wipes his brow as if performing in a play.

Ivy gives him a few gentle pats on his upper back. “Can you please find me a ticket with your genius deal-finder skills?” She points to Gabriel’s bag with her chin.

“Okay. On it.” Gabriel rubs his dry eyes with his knuckles as if they are flooded with tears, and sniffs. He pulls out his iPad from his Beatles’ Abbey Road handbag and sits back down on the couch as Ivy leaves the room. “Thank God your house didn’t get rented. Hey, Ive!.

“Uh, yeah,” Ivy calls back, just through the kitchen door.

“Ive?”

“What?”

“Can I stay here while you’re away?”

Ivy returns holding a wooden spoon in the air. “Sure. Why?”

“I’m breaking up with my boy.” Gabriel smiles as if bracing himself for some bad news.

Ivy, knowing better than to ask for details, just nods and goes back into the kitchen. She drains the spaghetti and serves it—hers in a breakfast bowl and Gabriel’s in a proper pasta dish. She calls out for Gabriel to come and get the plates while she changes into something more comfortable.

In her room, she sits on the edge of her bed staring into her open wardrobe. She finished putting everything back in it. Today. And now has to choose what to take out of it again.

She grabs a pair of pink-and-grey polka-dotted tracksuit pants from a drawer and slips them on. The black slinky dress she purchased all those weeks ago catches her eye. She rubs the soft fabric between her fingers as if gently rubbing detergent into an oil stain. She hasn’t even tried it on yet. She imagines the way the dress would feel on her skin. Perhaps I should just try it on now? No. Wait until I feel the way that dress is going to make me look. Save it. For a moment you never want to forget. 

She puts on her white puppy-dog slippers and shuffles into the lounge.

“Gabe? You think you could pack my bag for Australia too?”

Gabriel snorts. Ivy knows he knows what she’s thinking. He knows everything Ivy thinks. Her face reads like an open psychiatrist’s notepad. Well, that’s what Gabriel always tells her.

As she sits down to eat in front of the TV with Gabriel, he gives her a little wake-up slap on the cheek. He’s smiling. Like a child who has been told they never have to go to school again. Ivy appreciates his effort. Especially considering his own relationship is going down the tubes.

Is he really happy for me, or is he just trying to make me feel better?

“You know it’s summer there, right? Don’t go packing me any woollies,” Ivy adds, with a mouth full of food. She sucks in dangling pasta, and sauce flicks onto Gabriel’s cheek.

“I know! What the …?” Gabriel takes a napkin from the table and dabs at his face as if applying powder. He turns on the TV with a huff. Ivy scoffs.

A documentary about Australian wildlife is on. She tries to picture herself back home. Will her family be happy to see her? Will she be happy to see them? Will they all avoid the dreaded subject of her recent divorce? Whenever did she say she didn’t like speaking about him anyway? Just because Eleanor and Ailish decided to take a vow of silence when it came to Roger, doesn’t mean that she wants to do the same thing with Amir. Does it?

“Emirates ..” 

“Gabe?”

“Wassup?”

“I want you to book me a flight on United Arab Emirates.”

Gabriel looks at Ivy and frowns. She has never told him Amir works for Emirates.

“Okay. Why?”

Ivy winks. “I hear the stewards are gorgeous.”



kit

“Okay. So here’s what we’ll do,” Kit says, raising her voice for Eydie to hear above the raucous St. Kilda pub crowd, and gulping down a quarter of her fresh icy-cold pint of Carlton Draught. She takes a moment to overcome the brain freeze, contorting her face as if she’s overheard a ridiculous rumour. “Mum is organizing Christmas at ours this year, so we should wait until that’s over. Once Boxing Day is done and dusted, we’ll call Samuel and organize a day to visit him. And Mum doesn’t have to know. I don’t want to get her all worked up over this anymore. I mean, if she finds out after the fact, I can deal with it, but I’d just like to avoid any sort of confrontation beforehand. I’m sick of getting people’s approval for everything. You all right with that?”

Eydie nods, watching a couple of junkies making a score on the street with a pitiful expression on her face. She rests her folded hands on the bar; her collection of silver bangles clang on the black marble surface as the girl in the street punches the guy in the face and bolts toward the esplanade with a plastic Ziploc bag sticking out of her back jean pocket.

“You sure you don’t want a drink?” Kit asks. Eydie nods again, pursing her lips. “Come on. At least get a lemon squash or something.” Kit’s last word hovers in the air as the background music pauses between tracks.

“Okay.” Eydie nods at the bartender, coming back to earth as Sonic Youth’s “Kool Thing” starts to play. She looks at her reflection in the mirror behind the bar and scrunches her waxy, messily spiked hair in both hands. She then rubs her nails on her faded black jeans and pushes her top lip up to touch her nose.

“What’s wrong?” Kit asks.

“I dunno.” Eydie shrugs, stealing conspicuous glances at the young crowd of boozers behind them through the mirror.

Kit imagines Eydie scrutinizing every single person in the room, especially the drunk ones, to sum them up, perhaps comparing them to her mother and creating little scenarios of their lives in her head. Kit does that too, even if for totally different reasons. She’s recognized herself in Eydie ever since they met, but more so since they’ve been spending time together as “sisters.” The similarities in character shine through the most when they catch each other staring at strangers. What is it about strangers that make you want to take up photography for that split second of blissful observation? Is that how writers feel? Or is it a moment when you speculate on whether life might have been different if ...?

Kit wishes she could offer Eydie some more guidance but doesn’t feel qualified, considering she’s been brought up with a pretty stable mother, even though the stability has only been evident on the surface. She knows about Ailish’s bathroom scribble sessions. And she’s known about the marijuana for more than ten years. What teen wouldn’t recognize a marijuana plant growing next to a bed of Chamsonette Pink Gazanias?

“I’m so sorry, Eydie,” Kit says, shaking her head. “Do you want to go to a café instead? Or take a stroll along the seaside and get some gelati or something? We don’t have to stay here. I can drink beer at home.”

“It’s okay. Don’t worry about it,” Eydie says, drawing her attention back to Kit. Eydie taps her nails on the bar when the barman serves her the soft drink.

Kit doesn’t buy it. After taking another couple of gulps of beer, she pushes it away. “Come on, drink your squash. We’re outta here.” Kit slaps her hands on the bar top.

Since spending time with Eydie, Kit’s been a lot happier, but she sort of feels guilty about it. Does she feel this way because Eydie is less fortunate than she? What if she’s subconsciously using Eydie as an Ivy replacement? Or does this situation evoke a sense of purpose? Were they brought together so she could take care of Eydie? To push her in the right direction? To give her courage to do more with her life? Kit would like to think the latter.

Eydie downs her squash through the thick black straw as Kit leaves a ten-dollar bill on the counter.

Out in the street the air smells like beer and beach. They follow the footpath toward the esplanade, wading through environmentalists, colourful hippies, tree huggers, political yahoos, pamphlet distributors, eccentric academics with thinly framed specs, metalheads, gothic rockers and prick-piercing punks, daddy’s girls, country girls, wannabe cool girls, alternative musicians, classical musicians, funk musicians, buskers, writers, painters, poets reciting on the footpath with violin cases at their feet, call girls, junkies … and drunks. Eydie clutches Kit’s upper arm as they walk.

A guy in a tattered grey tracksuit with a thinning blonde greasy ponytail approaches them asking, under his breath, if they need a hit. Eydie stiffly shakes her head and walks backward, dragging Kit with her. Kit turns Eydie around and speed-walks in the direction of the pier, where the crowd is a little more civilized. Where kids actually play. Kit knows the crowd is harmless around here. It’s all show. Most are just trying to be cool. But it seems Eydie doesn’t get out much to realize that for herself.

“You all right?” Kit asks, stopping for a breather, raising her eyebrows.

“Uh-huh.” Eydie nods. “I’m sorry. I’m such wimp.”

“No, you’re not. Your reaction is normal.” Kit winks and gives her a hug. She smells like the latest musk Rexona deodorant.

“I’m so happy I met ya, Kit,” Eydie replies, wiping a tear from her cheek and breaking into a self-conscious laugh.

Down at the pier, Eydie buys them both a gelati from a van by the road, when Kit’s mobile rings. Eydie takes Kit’s ice cream without Kit asking her to.

She watches as Kit rummages through her bag, her face hinting at a contented smile. A lot like the smile Kit remembers having as a young girl when she watched Ivy dig for treasure in her neighbour’s yard. What is she actually thinking? Why has she not uttered one single opinion of her own since the day we met as “sisters”? Why should things have to change? Was the toughness at the salon all an act to hide her insecurities? 

Kit finally finds her mobile phone. Before flicking it open with her thumb, she leans over to her gelati in Eydie’s hand and takes a quick mouthful, while Eydie licks melting rainbow drips off her wrist.

“Hello?”

“Hi,” replies a reluctant female voice on the other end. Kit’s heart beats with exaggeration as if being pumped with fluid. She sucks saliva to the back of her tongue until the roof of her mouth hurts.

“What do you want?”

Ivy hesitates. It sounds as if she puts her hand over the receiver and coughs. “I’m coming home.”

Fuck. “Good for you. And?”

“Well, I just thought you might like to know. I’d like to meet Dad with you.”

“I don’t care about Dad anymore,” Kit winks at Eydie, who has a concerned frown on her face. “I’ve stopped looking.”

“Why?”

“Not my place to say. Ask Eleanor.”

“Oh.”

After a long silence Kit can hear some whispering. She decides to hang up without saying goodbye. But just before she does so, Ivy asks who is hosting Christmas.

“We are,” Kit replies in a tone so languid she can hear herself slouch.

“Great. Hey, I’m really sorry ab—.

Kit hangs up and tosses her phone into her bag.

“Who was it?” Eydie asks, passing Kit her gelati, now shiny from the heat. Kit flattens her tongue and licks it full circle with attack. “Someone we are unfortunately related to,” she mumbles, trying not to cry.

Eydie sighs, tight-lipped, and links her arm with Kit’s. They walk along the esplanade, hooked by their elbows, eating their ice creams in silence. Children squeal, thick white waves crash, car horns toot. Kit’s footsteps rattle her knees as if trying to tell her to stop moving, to sit, to look out at the ocean and lap up the “goodness” that surrounds her. People change. She has to move on. But tears threaten to burn through the rear of her nasal cavity like a strong chemical smell. Don’t. 

“She’s comin’ home, in’t she? Ivy, I mean.”

Before Kit can summon the control, tears stream down her cheeks, and she walks to the nearest park bench to sit down.

Eydie throws the remainder of her cone into the nearby trash can, rubs her mouth on the back of her right hand, sits and puts an arm around Kit’s shoulders. “It’ll work out,” Eydie says, looking at Kit’s jogging knees. “I’m sure she’s sorry. We all ‘ave … moments. She probably regrets the whole thing. ‘F course she regrets it. She called ya. That counts for somethin’ duznit?”

Kit inserts the last bit of cone into her mouth and crunches it as she speaks. “I don’t think she regrets it. I think she just changed her mind about meeting Dad, and I’m the only way she has in. She wouldn’t dream of going to Eleanor.”

“Ya don’t know that, Kit.” Eydie’s speech slows down as she follows the movements of a middle-aged blonde woman standing on the side of the road in a gold mini and bright-purple boob tube. Eydie’s eyes glaze over, and her face goes pale.

“What?” Kit looks at the woman and rubs her sticky fingers on her thighs.

Eydie shakes her head, swallows.

“I just saw Ma.”

“Really? Well, let’s go and say hello.”

Eydie grabs Kit’s upper arm with weightlifter strength as she attempts to stand. “No,” she snaps through gritted teeth. “She’s gone now anyway. Fuck.” Eydie hangs her head and balances it in her hands. A tear drops onto her thigh. After a moment of silence she sniffs, swings her head back, and lets out a low guttural growl.

“Eydie.” Kit strokes her hair. “What’s going on?”

“She just got into some car with some sleazy wanker,” Eydie replies, blinking at the sky, trying to stop her tears.

Kit takes Eydie’s hand to offer some calm. “What does that mean?”

“She said she’d stopped doing that fucking crap.” Eydie looks at Kit and rolls her eyes. They glisten under the streetlamp.

“Doing what?”

“Being a fuckin’ whore.” Eydie pulls her hand away to wipe her eyes. The tips of her fingers turn grey with mascara, and she wipes them on her jeans.

A what? Kit isn’t sure if she says that out loud or whether her lips are just moving up and down.

“Yeah.” Eydie nods. “And you know what she told me last night?”

Kit shakes her head.

“That was how she met Dad.”



brian

Sunday morning. Red Sox replay. Background noise. Naked. Cold. Heater taking too long to work. Grabs quilt from couch. Wraps himself in it. Prickly on skin. Especially penis. Itchy scrotum, nostril, big toe. Goes to bedroom. Puts on boxers. The red ones covered in giraffes. Drags toe along carpet. Itch relieved. Wraps himself back in quilt. Returns to kitchen. Scratches bum crack through prickly quilt. Not comfortable. Gets angry at quilt. Throws it at couch. Goes back into bedroom. Puts on tracksuit. Returns to kitchen. Coffee made. Can’t remember turning machine on. Farts. Boiled wax gone hard in pot on stove. Too lazy to fix. Smells nice, triggers grief. Brian sobs. Wimp. 

Brian looks at the Christmas tree Ivy put up the day she walked out. No. The day he threw her out. You’re a complete moron. He walks over to it and takes a shiny red ball off it. He holds it up, level to his eyes. He looks at himself, at his distorted, lying, son-of-a-bitch face. “You be-lew it,” he says to his reflection, over emphasizing his facial movements as he speaks. “You fu-cker.” He throws the ball across the room, and it shatters against the wall. He stares at the spot on the wall where it hit for so long that the rest of the room becomes a blur around it.

The percolator crackles as if telling Brian to get a grip. He turns his head to glare at that too. He squints at it like a bull ready to charge. Then his email pings on his open laptop near the shattered Christmas decoration. He walks over to see what it is and cuts his finger on a piece of glass lodged into the mouse.

“Jesus!.

He bolts to the kitchen sink and runs it under the faucet.

Then his cell beeps.

“What the fuck do you all want from me? I’m trying to mope here!” Brian screams toward the ceiling.

Then the doorbell rings.

Brian expels a loud gritty wheeze as he rips a piece of paper towel off the roll by the stove and wraps it around his hand.

“What?” he snaps as he swings his door open, expecting it to be his annoying neighbour who likes to “borrow” a teaspoon of instant coffee on occasion. He doesn’t even drink instant coffee. He keeps a jar of it in his cupboard merely for this purpose.

But it’s not his neighbour. It’s Gabriel. Wearing a T-shirt with “Some respect might be in order” written on it.

“Oh. Gabe.” Brian sighs. “Sorry. What are you doing here?” He pokes his head out the door to see if anyone else is with him. “How did you get in the building?”

Gabe looks Brian up and down and pinches his nose as if Brian stinks. Brian sniffs down the front of his sweatshirt by pretending to rub sweat from his top lip with the collar.

“Darling, I could rip your unreliable little balls off and throw them into a wood chipper, but I won’t.” Gabriel crosses his arms, tilts his head, and flits his eyes toward the paper towel wrapped around Brian’s hand.

Brian mutters, removing the paper towel and throwing it on the floor to his left. He chuckles like an idiot. “Thanks?”

“Yeah. Thank me later, schnookums, when you manage to stop Ivy getting on that plane to Australia this afternoon.” Gabriel taps his foot. It snaps through the corridor like a cane on a desk.

“What?” Brian suddenly has trouble swallowing.

“Mm-hm. This afternoon. If you want to give her another chance—and I’m pretty sure you do because I ain’t seen such a sincere heart in my life as I do in you—I tell you, and I’m not saying that just because I love Ivy and want her to be happy and I know that she sees something in you worth pursuing. I’m saying that because I mean it, and I seriously think you just got overwhelmed and reacted to fear, so, honey …” Gabriel takes a deep breath, smiles, takes Brian’s jaw in his right hand, and holds his head up. “Flight EK461, leaves four p.m. It’s your last chance, darling.”

Gabriel spins around on the ball of his right foot and presses the button to call the elevator. “Oh,” Gabriel adds. “I think your building’s doorman might have a thing for me.” The elevator door opens, and he steps in. And just before the door closes, he pats himself on the butt and says with a wink, “And this, my darling, is how I got in.”

Brian stands in the open doorway staring at the elevator as he listens to it hum to the ground floor. When the sound stops, he jerks out of his trance and goes back inside, letting the door slam shut with an intense bang. He pours himself a cup of coffee, then takes it into the bathroom and sits on the toilet with his pants still up. He stares at his unshaven face in the mirror.

“Australia,” he whispers, as if trying to comprehend the meaning of the word. “That’s too far away.” He sips his coffee with a wince and swishes it around in his mouth until it turns cold. He swallows half the saliva-contaminated crap down and spits the rest at his reflection. He bursts into laughter. “You’re a fucking idiot!”

He stares at himself a little while longer, scrutinizing the rectangular quality of his jaw, watching his stubble grow. By the time he takes another sip of his coffee, the whole thing has gone cold.

It’s two o’clock.

“Fuck!"

Brian drops his coffee cup into the sink. It shatters. But he doesn’t hang around to clean it up.



ivy

Ivy inches another fry between her teeth, looking at the runway through the window. The airport food lounge smells like a cross between a hospital and a playpen. Dettol polluted with endorphins and Rescue Remedy. And restless chatter. Ivy can feel Gabriel staring at her, sucking sloppily on a lollipop, smacking his sticky lips open and closed as if hesitating to speak. Ivy tries to ignore the sound and envision herself on the plane with Amir.

I’m nervous to see him again ... 

Kit will come around …

I think I still love Brian …

We’re sisters, for God’s sake …

I miss Amir… 

Surely Brian still loves me …

Kit can’t hate me forever just because I got carried away over the phone, can she? 

Maybe Brian will change his mind … 

I can’t wait to see Amir …

“So what did he say?” Ivy asks, hoping to stunt Gabriel’s all-consuming sticky smacking sound. She grabs a handful of fries from the glossy cardboard box and shoves them all into her mouth at once.

“Nothing,” Gabriel mumbles with the lollipop still in his mouth. Ivy frowns at his public display of mock childishness. Gabriel stops sucking in response and drops the lollipop into his glass of water. It splashes all over Ivy’s fries.

“But I think he’ll come. I can feel it in my Mr. Man.” Gabriel shivers as if a cold breeze blew right through his pants.

“This isn’t a joke, Gabe. You should have just told him the truth. I mean, it’s not like I’m not going to get on that plane. I just wanted to know if we still had a chance. You know, when I come back.” If I come back. “To start dating again.”

“So? At least he’ll be here to see you off, right?”

“Yeah, but I didn’t want him to come if he didn’t know the truth. I wanted him to show he is willing to wait, not because he thinks it’s his last chance. He’ll just panic and make a rash decision out of fear. He’s obviously got issues with that.”

I want to try Amir out again, Gabe. I need your advice. But I just can’t bring myself to ask you. What will you think of me? I already feel nuts. I don’t need you to rub it in. And I know you’ll rub it in. 

“Sweetcakes, there’s no way a guy, any guy, is going to risk his pride to simply say goodbye when he thinks he might get another chance to make things right. It needs to be his only chance, or you’ll never really know. I had to make it out like he was going to lose you for good.”

Ivy shrugs, rubs her nose upward with the palm of her hand, and sniffs. “What’s the time?”

“Time to board, according to the screen up there.” Gabriel flicks his head in the direction of the departure notice and feigns an elaborate frown.

“Well, I guess you were wrong about Brian.” Now I don’t have to feel guilty about “bumping into” my ex. 

“Hey, don’t speak too soon. Maybe he’s waiting for you to show up at the gate.”

“Doubt it.” Please be there. I need to move forward. I need a reason not to crawl back to Amir. I’m so confused. What the hell do I want? A way to negate loneliness? Do I even want either of these men? Oh Christ, Ivy. 



brian

Brian steps foot into the international departures area at Sea-Tac. His eyes dart left and right searching for the Emirates logo and the correct flight number above the check-in desks. His breaths bounce up and down his throat like Ping-Pong balls. He ran from the cab, which was at a standstill in a bottleneck not far from the train line to the airport. He’s still in his tracksuit, unshaven, his finger throbbing where the splinter of Christmas decoration stabbed him. Toe’s still damn itchy and now inside a sweaty sneaker. Not much he can do about it except flex his toes in an attempt at slight relief.

Did something freaking bite me? 

He finds the flight number on the Departures screen. Gate B10. Boarding.  “Boarding? Which way do I go?” he says out loud to no one in particular, searching for signs left and right. He taps a man in a suit on the shoulder. The man turns around with an unimpressed smile pinned to his face like a flattened piece of chewing gum. The lady he was talking to frowns and jiggles the pounds of plastic beads hanging from her neck.

“Excuse me, do you have any idea how to get to passport control for gate B10 in the least amount of time possible?” Brian asks, realizing the stupidity of his question.

“Geez, it’s pretty straightforward, mate,” says the guy in a potent Australian twang. “See that sign over there?” He points toward it with raised eyebrows. “Follow the arrow.” He nods with a smirk, puckers his brow, shakes his head, and turns back around to face the lady in the beads.

“Right. Thanks.” Brian smiles, pouncing in the direction of the sign.

Shit, Ivy. I’m so freaking sorry. 



ivy

Gabriel and Ivy are waiting outside passport control. Once Ivy passes those doors, there’s no turning back. That’s it. The land of Oz, here she comes. Pity there’s no yellow brick road to follow. She could do with only having one path to choose from. Gabriel and Ivy both dart looks to and fro, searching the crowd for Brian. But there is no sign of him.

“What’s he wearing? Can you remember?” Ivy asks, trying not to reveal the budding desperation dwelling in her larynx.

“Er, sweetcakes, he might have changed out of his tracksuit to come here.”

“Yeah. Right.” A build-up of saliva lines the walls of her mouth. She swallows a threatening panic attack and closes her eyes.

Don’t think about it. Don’t think about it. 

“Final boarding call for Emirates flight EK 461, to Abu Dhabi, with a final destination of Melbourne. Please proceed to gate B10.”

“Looks like I should go, Gabe.” Ivy reaches for Gabriel to give him a hug. She intends it to be quick but finds herself holding on to Gabriel so tight she can’t bring herself to let go.

“I think I’m making a mistake,” she blurts without thinking twice.

“Sweetcakes, don’t worry,” Gabriel purrs, prying Ivy’s arms off him and waving away his own imminent tears. “Even if you are, you’re just a flight away from coming back. Nothing is forever, and you can rectify whatever mistake it is you think you’re making by getting on a plane and flying home. This home. Here in Seattle, with me. Where you belong.” Gabriel hugs Ivy again and rubs her back as if trying to burp a baby.

That’s not the mistake I mean, Gabe. 

They stare at each other at arm’s length, clearly trying to hold back tears. But Gabriel breaks the composure by becoming a blubbering mess.

“Oh, sweetcakes!” he cries, jogging on the spot like a two-year-old having a tantrum. “Please stay safe. You better come back, or I’ll come down there to physically drag you back, you hear?” Gabriel says almost incomprehensibly through his tears. Real tears. He squeezes Ivy’s cheeks together until her lips pout.

Ivy nods more times than she can count, tears streaming down her face. She sucks in salty guilt via an inward heave, picks up her hand luggage from between her feet, and takes one last glance through the crowd before moving toward the sliding metal doors. Doors that are about to determine her future. Brian or Amir. Companionship or security. Love or lust. Or habit?

With one last sloppy kiss on Gabriel’s cheek, she turns to face the doors and marches toward them, her steps vibrating through her thighs. The certainty of what she’s about to do floods her stomach with a desirable longing for change. She pauses as the doors slide open after detecting her presence.

A child screams.

Her thought of turning around one last time to check for Brian is deterred.



brian

Brian bolts through itinerants waiting for their boarding calls. He can see the gate in the distance. Crowds of people, families, lovers, saying goodbye to each other. I can’t see her. She’s got to be there. She’s got to be waiting. Why would Gabe even bother getting me to come if she isn’t going to be waiting? Fuck, Ivy, I love you. I’m sorry. Please be there. Please. 

He notices Gabriel’s wild yellow-and-purple shirt. Yes! He searches nearby for Ivy. But he can’t see her. She can’t be gone. No, no, no! 

She’s walking toward the gate. “Ivy!” he calls, flinging both arms in the air as he runs. She stops walking. Pauses at the open doors.

She heard me! Oh, thank God! 

Brian picks up speed. Dodging prams, baggage, and toddlers. Just as he approaches Gabriel, Brian taps his hand on his shoulder as if tagging a baseball base, and bends over panting.

A child screams.

When he looks up, Ivy has disappeared.

Gabriel turns around in shock. His eyes are red and puffy.

“Brian,” he gasps, bringing his hands to his mouth, tears streaming down his pink cheeks. “You just missed her.”

Brian bends over again, trying to catch his breath and hold back the scream he wants to set free. He falls to his knees, pulling at his collar. “I know,” Brian pants. “That’s it, isn’t it? I’ve lost her. Have I lost her?”

Gabriel bends down and helps Brian back to his feet. He brushes off his knees.

“You look like a rotten mess, darling. You need to shave.”

“Seriously, Gabe? You’re worried about how I look?”

“Yeah. I am. Because we’re going out for a drink. Just you and me. And you know why we have to go for a drink, Brian?”

“Why?” Brian asks, defeat gurgling through his heavy breaths.

“Because we’re going to plot to bring her back. You and me. Together. We’ll get our gal back. That’s a promise.”



ivy

By the time the cabin crew begin their routine takeoff checks, she is buckled in her seat. They close overhead lockers, and make sure people’s footrests are down and seat backs are up. The vague hum of the idle motor reminds her of so many things: her first archaeological dig in Cyprus, her research grant in Indonesia, her girly holiday with Kit on the Gold Coast in Queensland, tagging along to a medical conference with Eleanor when she was only ten. But most of all it reminds her of her honeymoon with Amir in Spain.

After being in a relationship for ten years, from high school and through university, they still had the lust. But the question is, can she now control herself? If she truly feels something for Brian, then she should be able to control herself. Well, that’s the logic she has come up with, anyway, and it’s how she intends to find out whether Brian really is what she needs. She must test this theory out to see if she is over Amir, or whether she just thought she was because she fell for Brian. And did she fall for Brian because he was persistent and gave her the attention she needed to feel human again?

Ivy purposely leaves her footrest down, just in case Amir passes by. Then he’ll be forced to speak to her. She knows he’s on the plane. She checked, called the airline. Sneaky. She wasn’t going to go to all the trouble of getting on an Emirates flight and not get what she came for.

Ivy leans back in her seat and puts her feet on the footrest. The old man sitting next to her grunts and stares at them. “Don’t worry,” Ivy says with a wink. “I’ll put the footrest away as soon as I get told to.” The old man raises his eyebrows and grunts again. He swallows a few times in a row as if it’s a nervous twitch, and she watches as his huge wrinkly Adam’s apple move up and down. He removes the in-flight magazine from the pouch in front of him. He’s wearing a wedding band. Looks a little tight.

Has your wife gotten used to that grunt of yours? Are you happily married? 

The reason Ivy believes the marriage between her and Amir didn’t work was because Ivy’s success threatened him. He had a temper and always tried to gain the upper hand. Amir’s flirtatiousness, and possible promiscuity, threatened her and caused her to doubt every single look or slightly teasing gesture she witnessed when they socialized. This, in turn, was the foundation of her nagging, prodding, whining nature toward every single domestic incident until civilized conversation became so scarce that she couldn’t even remember the last time they’d had a “chat.”

All this pent-up resentment had surfaced because of something Amir attempted to do, but didn’t actually do. And he didn’t do it because Kit dealt with it like an adult. Something Ivy selectively forgets to justify the divorce. Kit, despite not liking Amir very much, convinced him to apologize to Ivy, to admit his mistake, claiming that Ivy would understand and forgive him if he was honest. It didn’t have to end in divorce. But Ivy didn’t see his honesty as a blessing. Jealousy overpowered her rationale, and within one day of “the incident,” she filed.

“Excuse me, ma’am. Could you please stow away your footrest for takeoff?” a stewardess asks with a complexion much like Amir’s. She bends down to gesture toward Ivy’s feet as if selling an item on TV.

Damn. “Sure. Excuse me,” Ivy replies, as the stewardess stands upright. “Is, er …”

Ask if he’s on the plane! 

But you know he’s on the plane …

Ask if he’s in economy class …

No, don’t be silly. Just walk through the plane later and look for him. 

But what if when you walk through he’s in the lavatory or something? You can’t go walking up and down like an idiot the whole flight. 

Ivy spots the back of his head just in time. He’s speaking to one of the cabin crew members by the kitchen. “How long till we take off?”

“About fifteen minutes, ma’am,” the stewardess replies with a curt nod.

Ivy elevates herself in her seat with a cushion and the blanket wrapped in plastic to see above the row of heads in front of her. Amir turns his head and looks in her direction. She ducks to her left, and her forehead brushes against the old man’s shoulder. He grunts. Again.

Why are you ducking? You want him to see you, you idiot! 

She sits up straight again, but Amir has turned his back to the aisle and is walking in the opposite direction.

Shit. 

The engine rumbles, and the plane begins to reverse away from the chute. But Ivy’s desperate to get out of her seat and follow him.

What’s wrong with you, you numb nut? This flight lasts for hours. 

A force of panic convinces her to yell out his name, as if his being out of sight will mean being off the plane.

“Amir!” Ivy calls, holding an arm in the air. Everyone goes silent, and heads turn. Amir swivels around on one foot, frowning as if trying to discern who she is. The corners of his mouth twitch a little before forming a huge teeth-bearing smile. He picks up speed and reaches her seat.

“Ivy,” he says in his half-British, half-Arabic accent, eyes twinkling in the artificial light. Ivy’s heart pumps in her ears. Her hands become clammy, and her tongue sticks to the roof of her mouth.

I’ve missed you.

Seeing his face again sends a flutter of hormones through her limbs—a feeling that had only just begun to surface with Brian. Will she let his smooth Arabian skin and gentle brown eyes tempt her back into a relationship she knows doesn’t work, but does on so many irrational, chemical levels? All she wants to do right now is grab Amir’s face and plant a sloppy kiss on his thick luscious lips. But she doesn’t. She is not starring in a romance novel, and she’s not about to make a spectacle of herself.

“I’m going home for Christmas,” Ivy says, searching his eyes for the love they once shared, hardly able to wipe the grin off her face. “Would you like to come?”

Oh my God. Did you seriously just ask that? 

The grumpy old man between them looks left and right as they speak, following the conversation religiously. This time, however, he doesn’t grunt. He lets out a short closed-mouth scoff through his nose and offers Ivy a subtle wink and an elbow in her side.

“I’d be honoured,” Amir replies. “As friends, I assume?”

Maybe. Can friends have sex? 

“Of course.” Ivy nods, reaching to touch the top of his hand. “As friends.”



ailish

Ailish enters Melbourne Central, an artificially cooled department store, and sighs with relief. It’s got to be at least forty degrees Celsius outside, yet she still refuses to turn the air conditioner on in the car in fear of wasting fuel and contributing to the ever-approaching apocalypse. Sweat drips between her breasts and crotch as she speed-walks to the public toilet to wipe herself down. Upon exiting, she notices the blaring Christmas carols, screaming children, and the amalgamated scent of candles and incense and pet shop piss. The fuzzy vision of consumerism envelopes her like a low-hung cloud, the milieu making her feel a bit woozy.

It is a time to be merry, Ailish. Smile. Enjoy the holidays. 

She spots Eleanor standing outside Readings, where she told her to wait, and flashes a forced grin. Not because she doesn’t want to see Eleanor, but because she can’t seem to muster a natural expression amid the chaos playing devil’s advocate in her mind. She should be thankful, relieved. Kit has finally met Eydie, and she knows Roger’s whereabouts. If Kit were to change her mind and decide to visit him after all, Ailish could get to him first. The cat’s legs are out of the bag. She doesn’t need its body too. What could possibly go wrong now? There’s technically nothing to worry about.

But it’s not worry that is burdening her. It’s guilt. Guilt is the catalyst for the stiffness she is constantly trying to shrug off from the inside out. She knows she’s never going to feel normal again until Kit actually meets Roger.

The secret is safe with Harold. Of course it is. And surely Samuel wouldn’t know. He is probably as naïve about Roger’s past as everyone else is. There’s no way Kit will ever be affected by this now. 

Eleanor waves, and glances at a passerby, scratching the side of her nose.

We forgave each other. We’re fine. 

Ailish takes a deep breath as she approaches. They kiss each other’s cheeks, holding their gaze a little longer than might seem natural, and linger in a silence that borders on the uncomfortable.

“Turns out no surgery today, then?” Ailish asks, focusing on a small scar under Eleanor’s left eye. As much as she despises the use of idle chitchat to begin a conversation, she can’t grasp any other solution fast enough to ease her discomfort. Ailish rests her hand on Eleanor’s shoulder. Eleanor rests her hand on top of Ailish’s and gives it an affectionate squeeze.

“Nope. Baby’s not quite strong enough for it yet. We’re going to wait a few more days.”

“Oh.” Ailish nods and flicks her tongue from her front teeth with a sigh. “So who are we buying for first?”

“Well, we might as well take a look around and get something for Kit while we’re here. Didn’t you say there was some particular book she wanted?” Eleanor picks pills off her overworn tank top and blows them from her fingers. They land on Ailish’s shoulder. Eleanor doesn’t notice.

“No, but there is a book I’d like her to have.” Ailish stops Eleanor from entering the shop by tugging on her top. “Elle, we are fine with everything, aren’t we?” Ailish searches Eleanor’s eyes for the young, compassionate, selfless individual she met twenty-five years ago, a woman she seems to have lost touch with since the girls grew up.

Eleanor makes soothing noises in the back of her throat and takes Ailish in her arms. Her hug is just what Ailish needs. But it feels forced.

“Of course we are. The past is the past. We’re alive, healthy, and so are our children.” Eleanor releases the embrace and shakes Ailish by her shoulders. “And it’s Christmas. Let’s enjoy it.”

Ailish, on the brink of becoming teary, swallows the urge to break down. It is not the time or the place. In fact, it never is.

They browse the bookstore separately. Eleanor heads toward the autobiography section and Ailish toward fiction. She scans the shelves like a sniffer dog until she finds exactly what she’s looking for. Marilynne Robinson’s Housekeeping. She picks it up. Strokes it. Waits for its potent aura to travel through her fingers, her arms, toward her head. But the giddiness she usually feels doesn’t surface; the book’s unique and mystical quality seems tarnished, flawed, false like plastic flowers. She can see its beauty, but she can’t smell it.

She opens the book and stares at the blank white inside cover.

She closes her eyes.

Flicks through the crisp white pages. They fan her face.

It’s not the copy hidden in her desk drawer. The slice of the Roger she used to know.

Yes. Why didn’t I think of that before? 

“Did you find it?” Eleanor approaches with a couple of books, inch-thick, hooked under her arm. Ailish blinks a few times, as if being woken up from an accidental doze. Eleanor frowns and rubs Ailish on her back. “Are you all right?”

“I found it, but I actually don’t think it appropriate after all.” Ailish puts the book back on the shelf next to Gilead and Home.

“Let’s go and have a look elsewhere, and you can think about what you want in the meantime.” Eleanor lays her books down on a shelf displaying a vast array of colourful plastic folders. “I’ll come back for these later.” She winks. “I need to buy something for Ivy, but I haven’t the faintest idea what she’s into anymore. I wouldn’t be surprised if her tastes have changed since living in Seattle. What do you reckon?”

“Why don’t you just send her some money and have her buy something herself?” Ailish follows Eleanor through the food court, past the German sausage shop. Aromas of weisswurst, sauerkraut, and gourmet mustard fill her nose with a sudden need to splurge on junk. The last time she ate fast food was a year ago when she had a hankering for fish fingers and purchased three frozen packets from the supermarket, then ate them in secret, locked in the bathroom. Afterward she lit a joint and scribbled incomprehensible shite on her sketchpad.

“Oh, you don’t know?” Eleanor jiggles her shoulders side to side. “She’s coming home.”

“Oh. For good?”

“Well, no, for Christmas. Far as I know. Unless she has other plans I don’t know about. Wouldn’t surprise me. She doesn’t tell the full truth about anything these days. I don’t know what’s got into her since the divorce. It’s as if her whole life has had to become this huge secret in order for her to be independent. It doesn’t make sense. I don’t see what there is to be ashamed of.”

“Doesn’t that worry you?” Ailish clutches her handbag to her chest. An instinctual habit she’s adopted in large crowds since the surgery.

“It did. Well, it does. But she’s made it pretty clear to me that she doesn’t need my advice. Well, want it, anyway. What I fear the most is that she holds back from seeking my help to maintain her ego. That can’t be healthy, can it?” Eleanor pauses in front of a salad bar to check out the array of fruit. She screws up her nose and flicks her hand in dismissal. “It doesn’t help that she lives on the other side of the world either.”

“Didn’t you ask why she was coming back?” Ailish asks, praying Eleanor knows.

“Of course I did. But she just said she misses her family and friends and would like to spend Christmas with us.”

“Hmm.” Ailish wonders how society has caused the human race to fear honesty so much. And she is no exception. That’s a good essay topic. I might use that next term. 

They walk into Portman’s. Eleanor scans the racks of clothes, then heads toward the summer dresses that are on sale.

“What do you mean, ‘hmm’?” Eleanor sifts through the dresses, feeling the fabric, checking the zippers and buttons for loose threads.

“Well, doesn’t it surprise you that she suddenly wants to come home?” You’re kidding me. Now I have another secret I have to keep? No. You will not keep it. Just tell her what Kit said. 

“Not really.” Eleanor snorts. “She mentioned nothing about nothing. I seriously hope she and Kit kiss and make up before Christmas day. Otherwise it’ll be a snide-remark parade.” Eleanor smirks, glances at Ailish. “You know what they’re like. I’m telling you now—we’ll be constantly trying to talk, talk, talk to prevent that silence triggering some sort of confrontational verbal diarrhoea. I mean, at least for our sanity, is there any way you can convince Kit to forgive her?”

Ailish bites her bottom lip and pulls out a dress she thinks will suit Eleanor—a lilac cheesecloth V-neck frock—in the hope that it might cushion what she’s about to say. Eleanor pouts, nods, and hangs it over her arms before moving to the next rack. “Elle, I’m afraid Kit’s forgiveness is going to be the least of your problems.”

“Why?” Eleanor looks up from the dresses with a frown.

“Ivy called Kit the other day and told her she’s decided to meet Roger.” Ailish scans Eleanor’s face in preparation to soothe her.

“What?” Eleanor shrieks, stumbling and accidentally unhooking a couple of dresses from their hangers and letting them fall to the floor.

Ailish picks them up and puts them back, making sure the sizes on the dress tags match the sizes marked on the hangers. “I thought I’d better let you know so you can prepare for the consequences.”

Eleanor flings the dress she’s holding over the rack, buries her face in her hands, and walks out of the store. “Oh, shit, fuck, shit, fuck!” She takes a deep breath, holding one hand to her forehead and the other on her hip.

Ailish chuckles. “Now you know how I’ve been feeling all this time with Kit.”

“What am I supposed to do now?” Eleanor asks, looking up with flushed cheeks and glazed eyes.

“Just tell her. If there’s anything I’ve learned from this whole experience, it is that there’s nothing wrong with hiding something you fear might be disappointing to someone you love. It’s absolutely understandable and logical in its own right. She’ll forgive you. And to be honest, the visit will probably be so exciting, Ivy won’t want to leave.” Ailish’s stomach turns at her flippant sarcasm. The thought of Roger being a bore is almost as hurtful as the recent weeks put together. Roger used to be fuller of life and enthusiasm than anyone she has ever known. She can only imagine what the stroke has done to him.

Eleanor massages her brow.

“Ivy loses interest fairly quickly anyway,” Ailish continues. “We both know that. Let her meet him. Let her become disinterested, and then it’ll all be over with and we can get on with life, with everything, and go back to normal.”

“Fuck!” Eleanor yells, clenching her jaw.

“Eleanor,” Ailish whispers through closed teeth. “We’re in public.”

“Sorry, it’s just that I knew the moment Ivy called to ask me where Roger was for Kit that everything would fall apart. Ivy is going to flip out. I told her I’d keep the money for whenever she was ready to use it.”

“Well, just don’t tell her then. You told Samuel to keep it a secret. Right?”

Eleanor nods.

“There’s no reason she has to know. And it’s not all that bad a secret, Elle. Just think of it as an anonymous donation. There’s nothing wrong with that. You donate to the Royal Children’s all the time.”

“You think so?”

“Of course. Why not?”

“Okay. An anonymous donation,” Eleanor says with a sigh. “I can live with that. I can.”

Ailish rubs Eleanor on her upper back and winces internally at the secret she is desperate to exhale.

I will tell her. After Christmas. 

Ailish takes a deep breath, stands up, and holds out her hand. “Come on. Let’s finish buying those presents.”


***


On Ailish’s way home, with a backseat full of gifts wrapped in recycled wrapping paper, she drops by her office at the university to grab the book. Just as she locates it and slips it into her bag, Harold pokes his head through the door.

“‘The best way to appreciate your job is to imagine yourself without one,’ Ailish. It’s Christmas, you should be imagining yourself without one,” Harold says, shaking his head and entering her office.

Ailish turns around with a little spring in her spin and smiles with a flirtatious click of her tongue. “Why is it, Harry, that you only ever quote Oscar Wilde to me?” she asks, putting her hands behind her back and leaning forward to give him a quick peck on the mouth. “You’re not trying to hint at anything, are you?” she adds, lifting herself to her toes.

“Ailish Healy!” Harold exclaims in a playful tone, folding his arms against his chest. “How could you possibly even suggest such a thing? I am, without a doubt, as straight as a lamppost, dear.” He winks. “I should be asking you such a question, should I not?”

“What do you mean?” Ailish puts her arms around his waist and gazes upward with her chin resting on his chest.

“I should be asking if perhaps you like to swing in the opposite direction.” He wobbles his head and raises his eyebrows. He takes her hand and spins her around to waltz. Ailish curtsies and follows his lead.

“I beg your pardon?” Ailish asks, slipping smoothly into the dance. One, two, three. One, two, three. Harold hums “Air on a G String” before easing into his reply.

“You’ve been willingly fooling around with me, on and off for ten years now, Allie dear, and you have never once followed through on any of my humble offers of commitment,” he whispers, kissing Ailish on the forehead. She rests the right side of her face on his chest in silence and closes her eyes.

It’s time to let go. 

“Nor have you introduced me to your family. I’m very thankful, I think you must know, of finally having the pleasure of meeting your lovely daughter through her doing an internship here. Do you really think I’d have a problem with meeting the remarkable product of Roger and your beautiful self?”

Ailish shakes her head without lifting it from Harold’s chest. His shirt smells vaguely of mothballs, but it’s comforting. She’d forgotten how much so. Harold maintains his lead, moving Ailish into each elegant step as if they are as light as carbon paper drifting to the ground from a high-rise building.

“He was one of the smartest fellows I’d ever known. And I have definitely come to accept that, to you, no one can replace him. But.”

Ailish lifts her head, ready to interrupt, but Harold gently pushes it back down again.

“I certainly do not want to accept that you might not ever be willing to let me into your heart. As Harry. I know I will never replace Roger. But do you ever think you may learn to love me? For who I am?” Harold stops dancing and lifts Ailish’s head. “You know I love you. I have ever since the day I met you as an innocent, struggling student.”

“Harry. I do love you for who you are. I just ...” Ailish stares into Harold’s kind slanting eyes, full of heed and yearning.

“You know as well as I do that I am not the kind to judge.” Harold touches a finger to Ailish’s lips. He whispers, “You are a good mother, Allie dear.”

Ailish swallows. Rests her head on Harold’s chest again. A tear melts into his shirt. “I am?”

“Push what you saw from your mind. It’s been such a long time.”

But I’m burdened with guilt. The longer I keep this inside, the more I’ll end up pushing Kit away trying to hide it. 

“So,” Harold says, holding Ailish by her shoulders at arm’s length. “You said you had a little surprise for me?”

“Oh, yes. I almost forgot. How would you”—Ailish pauses and adopts an exultant smile, tilting her head to the side in lure —”like to join us for lunch on Christmas day?”



eleanor

She sips her cup of coffee at the kitchen table, with The Age newspaper spread open in front of her, checking the clock every few minutes. It’s five a.m., and Ivy is due to walk through the door any second now.

Eleanor had intended to pick her up from the airport, but Ivy sent her a message saying she had found a ride and would see her at home. A ride with whom, she has no idea, nor does she give a rat’s arse, but she sure hopes Ivy doesn’t invite them in. She can’t find the enthusiasm to get dressed and presentable for anyone, let alone a complete stranger after completing a forty-eight-hour shift at the hospital, and a major eight-hour surgery to boot. But perhaps she’ll slip on a sports bra just in case. No need to scare the poor stranger out of their wits with her droopy post-middle-aged breasts and daunting dark nipples crying, “Hey, look at Mama,” through the thin cotton fabric of her nightdress.

After putting her undergarment on, Eleanor returns to the kitchen table and opens the newspaper to the puzzle pages to distract herself from her guilt-ridden anxiety. The stress of whether to tell Ivy she’s spent all her money on a man she is supposed to hate is beginning to grate on her psyche.

One across. Crushed fare given to each tender convert. Twelve letters. What? I can’t do cryptics to save my bloody life. 

“What do you think this one is, Allie?” she says out loud, as if Ailish were, in fact, sitting by her side.

She looks at the clock again: 5:10. Does she tell Ivy the truth or not? And is it really a big deal when all she was doing was trying to protect a man from another disappointment? And after Ivy’s divorce, she couldn’t bear telling her he would no longer be the man he was. Ivy needs a strong, confident, and motivated father figure in her life. Not another weak and vulnerable influence to push her further down a dead-end road. So she made sure Ivy would never find out, by bribing his brother. Knowing very well he didn’t have the funds to rehabilitate Roger in a private hospital, it was an offer he couldn’t refuse.

My actions were justifiable. 

“Right. You’re impossible,” she says to the crossword as she sifts for the entertainment section.

What movies are on tonight? How ‘bout it? A place where we won’t have to talk. That will at least get me through the first night. Eleanor clicks her tongue. “Relatively stress-free.”



ivy

Ivy and Amir roll into Eleanor’s driveway in his company Smart. Amir has recently been promoted to cabin crew supervisor, and he seems proud of it. Probably more proud than he would have been if they were still together. A sign that he has most definitely moved on. Right? 

He switches off the ignition and turns to face her. The combination of crisp car interior and Allure Homme aftershave tickles Ivy’s nose. Ivy smiles and sighs, ogling Amir in his chic black-and-beige uniform, wondering whether it would be inappropriate to kiss him on the cheek for being so polite to drive her home. Amir clears his throat, pulls up the hand brake, and slips the gear stick into Neutral.

“Thanks for the ride.” Ivy focuses on his coarse five-o’clock shadow, remembering the amount of times she’d wake up in the morning with “pash rash” around her lips.

Oh, please just kiss me like you used to. 

“It was a pleasure.” Amir clears his throat again after hesitating to say more. Silence pounds at the windows. His expression becomes pained as he looks toward Eleanor’s front door. Ivy swallows, wondering whether it is her cue to get out, but Amir interrupts. He gestures toward the house with his chin.

“That brings back nice memories. I miss the times I spent with you and your family.”

Ivy gets a flash of Amir holding Kit’s arm against the wall and closes her eyes to try to block it out. She doesn’t want to feel bitter about this now. She wants to forgive him. Isn’t that what Brian advised her to do? Forgive and forget? Yes, he was talking about Kit, but she should also apply it to other people in her life. Like Amir, for being promiscuous and gorgeous, and her mum, for being distant and disciplined.

And Dad, for leaving me. 

“Yeah,” Ivy sighs. “Me too.”

The faintness of dawn through the windshield sparkles in Amir’s eyes when he brings his hand to Ivy’s cheek. He strokes the side of his index finger along her jaw. His skin is smooth and warm. She closes her eyes as his touch resonates through her whole body, as if fuelling her like sun and water to flora.

I want you back. I want you to take away my hollow heart. Please. 

They both open their mouths to speak at the same time and nervously laugh at the coincidence.

“You first,” Ivy says.

Amir looks out the window again and shakes his head as if disappointed in something. “I never meant to hurt you,” he whispers. “It’s been hard. Without you. Really hard.” He breathes in loudly through his nose as if about to break down, but regains control with his last two dynamic words.

Ivy nods at her knees. “I’m the one who should apologize, Amir.” She folds her hands in her lap, not knowing whether she should touch him or not. “I never stopped to consider that I should have given you another chance. And I should have been more encouraging toward you and your career instead of being so self-centred and obsessed about mine. You know, I—.

Between her last word and a blink, Amir’s lips touch hers. The kiss paralyzes the tiniest microorganism within her. It’s the kiss that eclipses the hug. The only thing that has ever plucked her from this living hell.



eleanor

The doorbell rings. Eleanor looks up from the newspaper with a tiny gulp. She pinches and smacks her cheeks to give them a bit of colour and puts her hair in a ponytail with the thin black hair tie she keeps permanently on her right wrist.

Don’t want to be looking like a drained old hag. 

She gets up. Checks that her nightdress isn’t tucked inside her knickers.

Now that would really scare away the guest. Maybe I should tuck it in my knickers on purpose. 

She opens the door. Brings her hands to her mouth with a gasp.

“Amir!” she cries, reaching for Ivy to give her a welcoming hug without taking her eyes off her ex-son-in-law. “What are you doing here?” Eleanor envisions her glands swelling from the shock. She gives Ivy a look. And Ivy replies with a perceptible, yet invisible, shrug through the mere expression on her face.

“Ivy and I bumped into each other on the plane. It’s nice to see you again, Eleanor,” Amir says, holding out his hand to shake.

Bumped into each other? Oh, Ivy, you sneaky little bugger.

Eleanor looks at his hand and shakes her head.

“Come on, Amir,” she says, arms stretched out in front of her. “Give me a hug. We’re not doing business here. You’re family! Well.” Eleanor stops short. “I still think of you as family, anyway,” she adds with a wink.

With one arm around Ivy and the other around Amir, she shuffles the couple inside. “Go on. I’ve just put a fresh pot of coffee on. Where’s your luggage?” she asks, sticking her head out the front door once she has given them a little push toward the kitchen.

“They bloody lost it,” Ivy replies, laughing sarcastically. She drops her hand luggage to the floor by the kitchen table.

“What? You’re kidding?”

Ivy shakes her head.

“Well, did they say when they would locate it?”

“Nope. They said they’d call.”

“Oh. Well, I’m sure Kit will lend you some …” Eleanor trails off into silence.

Ivy twists her mouth with repentance. “Don’t worry. I’ll deal with it,” Ivy says with a flick of her hand.

“Ivy,” Eleanor whispers. She leans against the fridge door after pulling the carton of skimmed milk out of it. She glances at Amir, who has already made himself comfortable with the headlining features in The Age. “Why would you say such horrible things to her? You two have always been so close. I just don’t get it.” Eleanor purses her lips in the hope that she hasn’t stepped over the line. The last thing she wants is to argue within a minute of her daughter’s arrival.

“Mum, I’ll fix it, okay? I was drunk. I wasn’t thinking straight.”

“I hope you fix it. Otherwise you’ll have to spend Christmas in the nude.” Eleanor laughs, trying to make light of the situation. “Would you like something to eat?” she adds, a little louder for Amir to hear.

“No thanks.” Ivy stretches her arms toward the ceiling, revealing a tattoo around her belly button she didn’t have before she skipped the country, and blows air into her cheeks. “Bloated from plane food.” She peers at Amir through the wide archway and winks at him. He winks back.

What’s going on here? 

Eleanor opens the fridge again, wishing she could just rip off her bra and knickers and free-ball the whole day. “How about some watermelon? It’s great this time of year.” She looks up to see Ivy and Amir both shake their heads. She closes the fridge. “You must be feeling quite hot after being in such cold weather. Are you hot? Would you like me to turn the air con on? How about some chilled water?” She opens the fridge again and pulls out a large jug of prechilled tap water with slices of lemon in it.

“Mum. Relax. It’s just me and Amir,” Ivy says, flicking a teaspoon in her palm. It thumps like a weak heart in a distant stethoscope.

Amir chuckles while loosening his tie. “I see you’re still obsessed about pleasing your guests, Eleanor.”

Eleanor rubs her brow with a smirk.

I’m a mother. One day you’ll understand.

“Forget the watermelon,” Amir says. “Come. Sit. We have something to tell you.” Amir pats the empty seat next to him. He’s covered neck to toe and not shedding a single drop of sweat.

Ivy puckers her brow, shakes her head, and mouths something to Amir that Eleanor can’t make out. Ivy notices Eleanor watching and exhales a muted sigh.

“Well, it’s too late now not to say anything.” Ivy groans, squinting at Amir the way Eleanor is accustomed to. Ivy shakes her head and begins to laugh—a guttural, comic, repetitive, “oh fuck, brace yourself” laugh as she lowers herself into a chair.

“Mum, look, before we say anything, I just want you to know that I’m as surprised as you are. But it just happened. We saw each other again, and that spark we’ve always had, it just … you know, and we feel ….

“Ready to give it another shot,” Amir concludes. He takes Ivy’s hand across the table and massages between her thumb and forefinger. The pressure point that encourages tranquillity.

“Another shot?” Eleanor asks, hoping she didn’t hear correctly. How dare Ivy put this poor man through a divorce and then “bump into him” on the plane?

You’re supposed to be the older sister, Ivy. 

“Yes,” Ivy replies. “We’re getting married again.”



brian

“So, tell me again what you’re going to say when you turn up on her doorstep.” Gabriel looks into Brian’s eyes so hard he feels like they’re going to pop out and bounce across the café floor.

Gabriel licks the straw from his thick strawberry shake, up and down, then sucks all the contents out of it before poking it back into his tall pink glass. Why they decided to meet at Ditsy Daisy’s, where Brian is sure to get depressed about how he ditched Ivy, he does not know. But it has definitely boosted his drive to get her back, and to never let her go again. Ever. Again.

“Er ….

“No! Not er! You do not hesitate. Do you hear me? You do not hesitate.” Brian is sure that if Gabriel were not in a public place right now, he would certainly be yelling like a banshee. “Breathe. Start again. Without hesitating,” Gabriel spits through gritted teeth. He punches Brian on the shoulder from across the table, which seems totally uncharacteristic of him. What’s with this machismo? If Brian didn’t know any better, he’d think Gabriel was the one trying to get Ivy back. Is he in love with her? No. Don’t be stupid. He’s gay and you know it. Oh. Is he coming on to me? Brian shakes his head. Stop it. You’re not in preschool. 

Brian takes a deep breath and exhales in spurts as if training for Lamaze. “Ivy, I should never have let you go. You are the best thing that has ever happened to me in my entire life. I can’t imagine it without you. Please forgive me. Please come back to Seattle,” Brian recites like a recorded public service message.

What’s so damn special about this? I need to think of something better. 

“Good. Now try repeating it with a little gusto, and it’ll be perfect.” Gabriel snaps his fingers.

Brian repeats it, raising his eyebrows where Gabriel deemed it appropriate. He can tweak it while he’s on the plane. He’ll find something to say to Ivy that will really hit the spot. Something to do with archaeology. Now all he has to do is find out what it is about archaeology that she loves the most. But how? They never really talked about it. Well, they hardly talked. Period. That will certainly change.

He glances toward the waitress who replaced Ivy. She’s tubby. But cute. Another blonde. Brian rests his elbows on the table and his head in his palms. Tubby. Cute. Blonde. My brother. I’ll ask him to ask the deputy director. Yes, you’re a genius. 

“You’re a genius!” Brian smacks Gabriel over the head with a flat hand.

“Oi!” Gabriel cries, waving his arms in front of him like he’s doing a desperate doggy paddle. “Please. Touching is not necessary. Thanking me with words will suffice, darling.”

Brian looks out the window of the café and watches the snow flutter onto the street and melt on impact.

I wonder when the first-ever candle was found …



eydie

“What the fuck is wrong with me spending Christmas with Kit, Ma? No doubt you’ll be so off your fuckin’ tits you won’t know what day it is anyway.” Eydie glares at Beth’s twitching lip, grinding her back teeth. Her jaw aches, but she can’t stop herself from applying more and more pressure until the pain near resembles a wench dislodging a molar. Beth spits in Eydie’s face. It’s thick and it stinks like vomit, gin … cock.

“Ugh, you fuckin’ whore!” Eydie screams, wiping the phlegm off with one hand and attempting to punch Beth with the other. But Beth stumbles backward into the yellowed lamp shade and inadvertently dodges Eydie’s fist. The lamp shade tips and crashes down. The light bulb smashes. Electric sparks fly into the air and threaten to set the shade alight.

“Dontchya treat me like that, ya little bitch, or I’ll throw ya arse out on the street,” Beth snarls, regaining balance. Beth stands so close to Eydie’s face that she can smell the regurgitation of her own contempt. Eydie shoves her backward, wishing they had a pool she could accidentally push her into. Beth falls onto the couch. Her legs spasm on the armrest like fish out of water. Eydie towers above her, trapping Beth’s legs against the couch between her knees. She bends over, breathes disgust into Beth’s face, feeling confidence turn into multiplying sin.

“Why? Ya think I should respect ya or somethin’?” Eydie growls, digging her right index finger into Beth’s temple. “Why should I respect a fuckin’ drunk who sells her body for booze? Huh? I still can’t figure out why a smart man like Roger would have even considered getting into bed with ya sorry fuckin’ arse!.

Eydie pushes the couch toward the alcohol cabinet, with a force she didn’t know she had until it crashes against it. An open bottle of vodka, which was sitting on the top, falls onto the couch, missing Beth’s head by an inch. Its contents glug onto the vinyl upholstery and gush into Beth’s tatty hair. Beth tries to sit up, but Eydie pushes her back down.

“And ya know what? I’m done trying to figure out why, Ma. And I don’t give a shit anymore. The only thing I give a shit about is that I’d have better fuckin’ chances of gettin’ somewhere in this life without you in it. You’re the one who’s holdin’ me back, Ma. You.”

Eydie pokes Beth between her breasts, which have separated and sagged to the sides of her torso. Beth’s yellow bloodshot eyes well up with tears. Becoming the vulnerable puppy Eydie persistently gives in to. But she won’t give in this time. It’s time to stop feeling sorry for her. “So go ahead. Throw me the fuck out on the fuckin’ street. Because all I do is live my piss-weak life makin’ sure you’re not gonna fuckin’ die on me. And I’m sick of the guilt. I’m sick of wanting you to die. I can’t do it anymore. I want to fuckin’ get outta this fuckin’ hellhole and live!

Eydie removes her pointed finger and paces the room. Beth sits up. The crackle of the upholstery mingles with Beth’s cough. She tilts her head to the side and wrings vodka out of her hair. The sound of it dripping onto the carpet is thick and heavy, muffled by the fury pounding in Eydie’s ears. She turns around to look through the miserable excuse of a kitchen window. The view stinks. The green whiff of cut grass is now tainted with toxic shame. And all she can see is a dividing fence, not even a meter away, and the neighbour’s freshly mowed front lawn. A reminder of what they don’t have.

Eydie considers packing a bag and staying at Kit’s for a few nights to calm down. But it’s not the right time. She’ll intrude. Kit needs to be alone with Ivy. They’ve got to fix things. And Eydie couldn’t bear to be the one to prevent it. She wants to be able to love both her sisters, the two sisters she’s been blessed with at her greatest time of need. She imagines they’ll one day become a team and be there for each other no matter what. No jealousy. Just unconditional love. The kind of love that’s supposed to be rewarding, not riddled with suffering and guilt and regret and denial. The kind of stuff you see on PG-rated TV.

Eydie takes a deep breath and turns around to find Beth trying to clean the couch with used tissues. Shiny grey tears stream down her cheeks, her wheeze erratic, as if she has food lodged in her throat. A chunk of green snot lingers below one nostril. She sniffs, and it disappears up her nose. She gags, coughs into a soggy tissue.

Eydie whispers, “Ma? I’ll do that. Go ‘ave a bath,” feeling a pang of remorse creep from her stomach to the back of her throat. But Beth doesn’t speak. She looks up for a moment and forces a shaky smile.

“Ma, I’m sorry.” A tear escapes from the corner of Eydie’s eye, but she quickly wipes it away with the top of her hand before it runs down her cheek.

“Nah, love,” Beth replies, shaking her head, lifting cushions off the couch. “You’re right to be ashamed of me.” Beth lowers herself to the floor, clutching a vodka-soaked cushion to her chest. She bursts into a dull heave and gulps on the inhale.

Eydie crouches down beside her, takes Beth’s face in her hands. “Ma, I can’t help ya anymore. And I can’t live with ya anymore. Ya gotta get some help. And if not for yerself, I’m beggin’ ya, please do it for me. ‘Cause I love ya, Ma. I really do love ya.”

Beth’s tears stop with a hiccup as she lifts her head to look into Eydie’s eyes. Beth strokes, clutches at Eydie’s bicep. “Love, go spend Chrissie with Kit tomorrah. I got no right stoppin’ ya from ‘avin’ a bit a fun.” With one last squeeze of Eydie’s arm, Beth stands up and shuffles to the bathroom.

“I’m sorry,” Eydie whispers again, just as Beth slides the bathroom door open to enter.

Beth swivels her head around and says, “I’ve always loved ya, sweetheart,” with a wet wink. Eydie nods with pursed lips as Beth slides the bathroom door closed behind her. The toilet flushes, the shower starts running, and so does the tap in the sink.

Then Eydie hears a thump. As if Beth has slipped in the shower.

Eydie pauses to listen, to see if she can hear her get up again. But all she hears is running water.

She puts her ear to the door. Nothing. She looks down.

And blood pools around her toes.



kit

While Eleanor sets the table in the dining room for Christmas lunch, Kit and Ailish fill Eleanor’s state-of-the-art double kitchen sink with bags of ice to chill the wine, champagne, and beer. Kit’s relieved the plans have changed. She couldn’t bear the thought of having Christmas lunch at her own house and not having the freedom to leave if things were to get uncomfortable between her and Ivy.

Ivy has snubbed her all morning, but Kit refuses to break this ice. It’s not her responsibility. She’s not the one who abused the shit out of her sister over the phone—a sister who has always been able to read between the lines.

And now I bet she’s too proud to apologize. 

Amir pulls the ham out of the oven as Ivy mixes the mayonnaise into the potato salad. Whistling. Giggling discreetly, nodding her head to her own music.

Jingle Bells, Amir Smells, Ivy laid an egg. Roger took a point-two-two and shot them in the head. 

Kit focuses on her sister’s back as Ivy moves closer to Amir and nuzzles her face into his neck. Ivy licks his ear with the tip of her pointy tongue, giggles again, and brings her hand to her mouth to stifle the sound. Amir lifts his shoulder to his ear to rub away her saliva. He playfully pushes her aside with his hip. She pushes back, initiating pendulum hip movement. For a moment they seem like innocent children experimenting with a crush. But then Amir puts his hand down the front of Ivy’s shorts. They go quiet as she opens her legs an inch.

Ugh. Where are you, Sein and Eydie? 

Ailish nudges Kit with her elbow while drying her hands on a crisp white tea towel. Perhaps a hint to confront Ivy about the phone call. Kit shakes her head just enough for Ailish to tell the difference between a response and flicking hair from her eyes. Ailish shrugs, disguising it by rotating her shoulder to loosen up. She reaches for packets of chocolates and biscuits from the pantry to the left of the sink. She hands a couple to Kit and gestures for her to serve them on the plain white china plates stacked before her on the counter.

“Now? We haven’t eaten yet.” Kit feels her cheek twitch.

“Just to have them ready so I don’t have to think about it later.” Ailish smirks. “I intend to get … what is it you call it? ‘Shit-faced’?”

Kit scoffs and rips open a packet of pistachios. “Right. No choof tonight, then?”

A waft of jasmine flows through the room, accompanied by the rustle of Eleanor’s mauve satin pants. Ailish sneaks a glance at Eleanor and lightly pinches Kit’s upper arm. “Shh.”

Eleanor approaches from behind and whispers something in Ailish’s ear. Ailish nods, raises her eyebrows in response, then smirks with a shrug.

“What is it?” Kit whispers when Eleanor walks out again with the bowl of potato salad from Ivy.

Ailish opens her mouth to respond, but is interrupted by the doorbell and smooth waves of a man’s deep voice introducing himself to Eleanor at the front door. Ailish wipes her hands, unties her apron, and flings it into the sink filled with chilling bottles without looking. She scurries out of the kitchen while securing a hairpin with all eight of her fingers.

Kit can hear some “jolly” mumbling. And then silence. And thick footsteps.

Ailish appears in the archway of the kitchen holding Harold’s hand.

Dr. Whittaker? Holding Mum’s hand? 

“Everyone, this is Harry.”

Harry? 

“A very close friend of mine.” Ailish squeezes his arm and looks up at him. Adoration spreads over her face like rouge. “Harry, you’ve met my daughter, Kit.” Ailish looks at the floor and squashes something with the ball of her right foot.

Harold releases his hand from Ailish’s grip, takes one step forward, and holds it out for Kit to shake as steady as a Madame Tussaud’s wax sculpture. “A pleasure to see you again, Kit. You look absolutely smashing in that dress.” Kit shakes his hand. His skin feels as if it’s been dusted with talcum powder. After three defined shakes, his eyes grow wide before stepping back into his position with a nod.

Kit, although her arm hairs are standing on end at the surprise, wants to laugh and give the man a big hug for finally breaking through her mother’s overcooked chastity.

“And this is Ivy. Kit’s sister. And Amir, Ivy’s, er … husband. And you met Eleanor at the door.” Ailish swivels her head left and right trying to locate her.

Eleanor calls out, “Present,” from another room, as if her attendance is being ticked off in class.

“Also Kit’s boyfriend, Sein, and his father, Fareeq, should arrive in a min—.

“And Eydie,” Kit interrupts. “Don’t forget Eydie.” She glances at Ivy, who turns her head in the opposite direction and stands on her tiptoes to reach a packet of serviettes from the top cupboard. Serves her bloody right. 

“Yes. And Eydie. The other sister. We’re one big happy family!” Ailish laughs with too much enthusiasm. The false laughter and throat-clearing that ensues is interrupted by another knock at the door.

Oh, thank God! 

“Ah. Here they are.” Ailish introduces Sein and Fareeq to Harold and seats everyone at the dining table. Kit blows Sein a kiss as she brings in the remaining dishes of food. He blows one back, going pink in the face. Fareeq offers a silent chuckle and nods a friendly hello, his quiet, kind face a symbol of survival. He had watched his wife get stabbed to death by a burglar caught off guard in their own home. No wonder he didn’t want to burden Sein with such a memory.

No more complaining. Just ride with the tide. 

“Right, let’s dig in,” Eleanor says, fanning her face with her hands. “Sorry, Ailish, I’m closing the windows and turning on the monster. I can’t bear it.”

“It’s your house.” Ailish shrugs with a smile and grabs the knife to start slicing the ham.

“Wait.” Kit stands. “Eydie’s not here yet.”

All voices ebb. Everyone stares at Kit as if expecting her to combust.

“I’m going to call her. She was meant to be here over two hours ago.”

Eleanor and Ailish nod and say “okay” in unison as if their thoughts are connected to the same rotary circuit.

Kit moves into the entrance hall, where the beige-grey landline is secured to the wall by the ornamental display of chronologically arranged family photos that resemble magazine cut-outs. She can hear her family shaking their napkins open and resting their cutlery on the edges of their plates. She puts the phone to her ear, muffling the distant mutters from the right side of her head.

When she returns, abrupt laughter comes to a halt when they all see the look on Kit’s face.

“Kit. You’ve gone completely pale. What’s wrong?” Ailish stands as if to offer an obligatory gesture of respect. Sein frowns and shakes his head in question.

 “Eydie can’t make it.” Kit licks her lips and swallows a build-up of saliva. “She’s … in the hospital, she ….

“Oh no, is she okay?” Amir’s face is contorted like squashed Play-Doh.

What the hell do you care? 

“She’s fine, she … Beth … her mum … she’s in a coma.”



ivy

Ivy finishes clearing the table while the rest migrate to the lounge for sweets. Only the rustle of summer clothes and collision of dirty plates fill the air with a hint of Christmas spirit.

How could Kit ruin the day like that? 

Hardly anyone said a word during lunch. Only Eleanor and Ivy were hospitable enough to break the silence now and again. She runs hot water into the ice-filled sink and puts the bottles of booze in the fridge to make room for the dishes.

No one has even met Eydie’s mother; what’s the big deal? Why on earth did Kit cry through the whole meal? She hardly knew the woman. Pathetic. Who gives a toss about the drunken whore? And Eydie’s no better. A high school dropout with a future in sniffing peroxide. Bloody lovely. 

Ivy gazes out the window, listening to the ice crackle. The sound resembles a quiet cackle.

I’m such a bitch.

She turns the tap off, puts a few dry plates away, and notices that Eleanor has held on to her Peter Rabbit cups and saucers. She remembers making mud pies with those in the backyard. Eleanor scolded her for taking them outside. But Roger hid a couple in the garage for Ivy to use when Eleanor wasn’t looking. He told Eleanor that he’d accidentally broken them when doing the dishes.

I’m so sorry, Kit. You do know I love you, right? 

Ivy dries her hands and joins everyone in the lounge. She enters in the middle of Harold quoting something, his eyes wide with enthusiasm and pride.

“Oscar Wilde once said, ‘But what is the difference between literature and journalism? Journalism is unreadable and literature is not read. That is all.’” He laughs like a bubbling cauldron. Ailish smacks him on the arm like a teenager with a crush, and everyone chuckles in what seems a delay in getting the joke. Kit smiles with a little scoff, as if she’s afraid to show she enjoyed it.

Who would’ve thought. Kit a literature buff. She sure did a good job of hiding it all these years. 

Everyone turns toward Ivy in the doorway. Amir shuffles a little closer to Kit on the couch to make room for her to sit with them. Ivy grimaces behind a fake smile.

“Kit. Can I speak with you for a sec?” Ivy flicks her head in the direction of the hall.

Kit looks up just as she grabs a Lamington without a saucer and drops coconut shavings all over her lap.

She takes a quick bite, chews it briefly, swallows, then rests it on a serviette on the coffee table. Ailish glares at her. Kit shrugs and stands, smacking her lips. She walks straight past Ivy without making eye contact. Ivy follows, slightly skipping to catch up.

Ivy’s old bedroom is scattered with half-filled boxes and old clothes spread out on her king-size bed.

“What’s going on here?” Kit asks, as if she’s got a numb mouth. She picks up a folded T-shirt with Roxette on the front of it. She smirks. Perhaps it triggered a memory. But her smile fades with haste before throwing it back down, as if it disgusts her, without having the decency to refold it.

Ivy sits on edge of the bed, ignoring Kit’s impertinence, and pats next to her right thigh for Kit to sit too. Kit shakes her head, crosses her arms, squints, and looks out the window. She cranes her neck at something. Ivy doesn’t look.

Stop pretending not to care. 

“Kit. I want to apologize.” Ivy picks her thumbnail and focuses on the patch of freckles under Kit’s left eye. She used to always cover them up with makeup.

Kit shrugs, still squinting out the window. She puckers her brow.

“So, what’s up?” Kit asks. “You gonna go back to Seattle?” Kit finally sits next to Ivy and looks into her lap.

Ivy shakes her head, hesitant to make some sort of physical contact with Kit. “I’m not sure. I’m thinking of continuing my PhD in Sydney. I was gonna ask you. Do you want to come with me? Start fresh?” Ivy notices a hint of scorn in the way the corner of Kit’s mouth twitches. “We could share a house.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“Nope.”

“What—is this your way of apologizing to me?”

“You could say that.”

Kit tilts and scratches her head behind her ear. “Nah. Sein and I are going to look for a place to rent together. Thanks though.” Kit nods, offering a weak smile. A tear trickles down her cheek, and she leans her head on Ivy’s shoulder.

“You’re such a bitch,” Kit sobs, half-laughing.

Ivy puts her arm around Kit and squeezes her to her breast. “I know. I’m sorry,” she whispers. “I was dealing with some stuff, and was totally off my rocker with blow and margaritas. I’m really sorry. You know I would never have said that stuff if I was sober.”

Kit nods into Ivy’s breast, rubbing moisture into her black Bonds T-shirt. “I hope you’re being careful with all that stuff. I know you never agreed with the doctor’s advice. But still, you should be careful.”

“I’m not sensitive to chemicals, Kit. I just get angry about some stuff when I’m drunk. But don’t worry. I can control it.”

Kit stands. “Just like you controlled it on the phone with me.”

“Kit. Don’t.”

“Okay, okay.” Kit licks her lips. “Whatever.” She spins around on the ball of one foot like a rotating statue, sniffing in her tears as if a pointless form of expression. “Hey, have you still got that big chunk of citrine we found in the neighbours’ garden when we were little?”

“Yeah, I think so.” Ivy sighs with relief.

Done and dusted. Knew she’d come ‘round. 

“Must be in the closet somewhere.”

“Can I have it?” Kits claps her hands together with a grin. A child on the hunt for Easter eggs in the backyard.

“Sure. Why not? Should be on the top shelf behind the duvet in some random shoe box.”

Just as Kit pulls one of the shoe boxes out, Ivy remembers the letter.

Fuck! 



kit

Kit grabs a shoe box, hoping to find the chunk of citrine. The first piece of treasure Kit and Ivy ever found together. A gem that symbolizes joy and happiness and is said to be the signature of wisdom and peace, to help one’s connection with Spirit. But Kit does not want it for these qualities. She wants it because it is said to enhance creativity and memory, and to motivate writers. She wants to write. She has decided. It’s final. She doesn’t know what yet, but she is adamant to have something published one day, just like her mother. She’s realized that she doesn’t need her father to know what she wants anymore. She has everything she needs already. Here. At home. With her family.

She opens the shoe box, and Ivy jumps up, red in the face.

“No!” Ivy tries to grab it from her. “It’s not in that one. Let me have a look for you.” But Kit doesn’t let go, and after a brief tug-of-war, the box flies across the room when Ivy yanks it out of her hands. Clay beads, fossils, small white pebbles, old tubes of pastel lipsticks, and eye shadow scatter all over her Persian rug. And an envelope. With Roger’s name above the return address.

Ivy gasps and bends down to retrieve it, but Kit snatches it first, slips the letter out, stands on her tiptoes, and holds it above her head. For a moment she thinks it’s some sort of ominous love letter, and chuckles at Ivy’s exasperation.

“Fuck!” Ivy screams, clutching at her head. She falls backward onto her bed with a groan.

Kit unfolds the letter. Smirking. Curious. But then it hits her. The stone in the stomach, rotating, catching and tearing off sensitive tissue in its wrath. She shakes her head, jaw agape.

“You ... you fucking bitch,” Kit whispers, reading the letter over and over. Her entire body buzzes with anger. “How long have you had this?” She sneers as if the sentence were one word, teetering on the edge of a livid scream.

“Kit, I was going to tell you. I promise. I’ve just never been ready to see him until now. I …

“Who the fuck said you had to see him?” Kit glares at Ivy, who has now rolled onto her stomach and hid her head under a pillow.

Kit’s pulse beats in her ears.

“For years,” Kit growls, “you’ve known I wanted to meet him. And you keep this from me? I … I can’t believe this.” Kit reads the letter again and again, and her need to meet Roger returns as strong as an addict’s craving for a hit.

Ivy moans and kicks the headboard.

Kit looks at the stamp on the envelope.

She’d received it more than ten years ago.



brian

Brian is standing outside Ivy’s house. On Christmas Day. Am I insane? He paces. Outside the front gate. Rehearsing his speech over and over in his head. He looks up. He can see someone peering at him through a window. He shades his eyes from the sun with his left hand to see who it is. It’s not Ivy. Maybe it’s her mother? God, what am I doing? 

He leans against a tree at the side of the road. Sweating like a pig. Picks at the bark, flings it at a cat.

Why didn’t anyone tell me the sun in Australia is so intense? 

He composes himself. Uses his T-shirt to dab his face.

He knocks on the door, wipes his sweaty hands on his back pockets. Notices he’s holding his breath and lets out a croaky sigh. A good-looking dark-skinned dude answers with an accent he can’t place.

“Hello. Can I help you?”

Brian holds out his hand for him to shake. “Hi. I’m a friend of Ivy’s from Seattle. Is she home?”

 “Seattle?” The man nods. His eyes light up. “Come in, come in. I’m Amir. You must be Gabriel. Ivy is going to be so happy to see you. She didn’t tell—.

“Gabriel?” Brian laughs and shakes his head. “No, no. My name’s Brian.”

“Oh. Well, welcome, Brian. I think she’s having a D&M with her sister in her bedroom, but I’ll tell her to come down.”

D&M? What is that? A drug? 

“Can you wait here for just a second? I’m sure she’d like to introduce you to the family herself.”

Brian nods a thank-you and rubs his hands on his back pockets again. He looks around at the vast array of family photos on the walls. There’s one of Ivy on her first day of primary school, high school, and university. All captioned with exact dates in solid-black felt-tip pen. There’s also one of her panning for gold in Sovereign Hill, in which everyone seems to be dressed up in era attire. There’s graduation. There’s one of her at some archaeological site, holding a Greek-looking urn under her arm. And one … in a bridal gown? Brian’s gaze slips to the groom.

His hearts sinks.

Ivy walks in with Amir. Her face flushed. She looks like she’s been crying. As she shakes her head in what seems to be shame, tears roll down her cheeks. She wipes them away with the tops of her wrists.

“Brian, I … I’m so sorry. I guess I … I should’ve told you.”



kit

Kit sits on Ivy’s floor, staring at the letter.

Ten years. Ten years. 

“Fuck it,” she says, and stomps into the lounge room, where Eleanor is yelling at Ivy. Her footsteps complement Eleanor’s rage. Everyone, including Harold and Fareeq, are staring into their laps.

“Where is your head? That poor man,” Eleanor howls, pushing the plate of Lamingtons across the coffee table as she stands, just enough for it to reach the edge but not fall off. “How could you do such a thing? He comes all the way to Australia to see you. And you just ask him to leave? Without even asking him if he’s hungry? Wants a drink? A glass of water, at least? Ivy, where is your head? Your heart? She pounds her fists on her chest. “How did you become like this? I’m ashamed. Ashamed of you.”

“Mum,” Ivy growls through gritted teeth, “Amir is here. What do you want me to do? Ask if he’d like to join us in a threesome?”

“Ivy!” Eleanor barks, bringing her hands to her head. She sits in an armchair, trying to take deep, steady breaths.

Amir grabs Ivy’s arm, mutters something, and attempts to pull her out of the room. But Eleanor lifts her head and slaps her hands on the armrests. “Don’t either of you go anywhere. I’m not finished.”

Ailish, Harold, Sein, and Fareeq stand and start collecting their belongings to leave. Ailish gestures for Kit to grab her bag. But Kit shakes her head.

Don’t chicken out now, Kit. 

She walks into the centre of the lounge and holds up her hands.

“Wait, I have something to say.” Kit clears her throat. “I’ve had enough of all the shit everyone keeps stashing away in this family,” she snaps, then swallows, lowers her voice a touch when she sees the astonishment on everyone’s faces. “So, I think it should all just come out in the open ….

Kit clears her throat again, crosses her arms as if it might shield the consequences. “Ivy, you can’t go to Sydney to complete your PhD.”

The air conditioner stops humming automatically. The art-deco clock ticks, louder than ever. Someone says “shit” under their breath.

“Whaddaya on about, Kit?” Ivy spits, wiping tears from her eyes.

Eleanor glances at Ailish and says, “You didn’t.”

Ailish nods, but avoids eye contact and leans into Harold’s side. He rubs her shoulder and mutters something incomprehensible.

“Kit. Please,” Eleanor pleads, almost in a whisper, and begins to massage her temples and glare at the floor.

Kit wishes she hadn’t done this now.

How could I allow myself to stoop to their level? You stupid idiot. 

But the daggers have been removed. And she can’t just let their limbs bleed out. No matter how much it’s going to hurt. You have to be cruel to be kind. The only cliché in existence that Kit feels comfortable using.

“Eleanor has spent your entire education fund,” Kit blurts out as fast as she can. The hard rock she felt earlier is now hot jelly, melting into her legs. Eleanor’s face blanches.

“What?” Ivy squeals. She glares at Eleanor. “Mum? Is she serious?”

Eleanor nods, still massaging her temples, now with her eyes closed.

“On what, Mum?” Ivy snarls. “Did you go and get your boobs done?”

Eleanor snaps out of her stance and looks Ivy straight in the eyes. “Of course not! What kind of woman do you take me for?”

“Then, what?”

Eleanor squints at Kit and then Ailish, lowers herself into an armchair. “Oh God, just tell her, for crying out loud. The cat’s out of the bag.”

Kit opens her mouth. Nothing but an airy stutter comes out, shame choking her like a puff of thick tarred smoke.

“I gave the money to your father, Ivy,” Eleanor says, as if simply telling her where she put the mustard. “He had a stroke. He was broke. I helped.” She flicks her hand as though shooing away a fly. “End of story.”

Sein laughs and Fareeq elbows him in the side, twitching his head as if to say they had better leave. They head for the front door. Kit mouths, “Sorry,” and “I love you,” with a hesitant pause in between as he passes by. He brushes the back of his hand against her thigh.

“Thanks for having us,” Fareeq says, “but I think it’s time we headed off.” He nods a thank-you to Eleanor and Ailish, without directing his gaze anywhere in particular, then tugs on Sein’s elbow as the family nods back, forcing smiles of gratitude, as they leave the room and move toward the door.

The sound of front door opening and closing envelopes the room.

And Ivy slaps Eleanor in the face.



ailish

She escorts Harold to the front door.

“Perhaps this is the time to tell her, hmm? Take her aside. Discreetly. There’s no need for the rest of the family to know,” Harold whispers, giving her a soft farewell peck on her top lip.

Ailish sniffs. “I can’t.”

“You can. You’ll feel better. You’ve had a heavy heart for way too long.” Harold hugs Ailish like she is the only woman on earth worth it. She rests her head on his chest, taking comfort in the steady beat of his love.

A steady beat. If only it could lull me to sleep. 

He leaves with a tap on his nose.

In the lounge room, everyone sits in silence. Kit, at the dining room table, rests her head on her folded arms and closes her eyes. Amir thrusts his tongue down Ivy’s reluctant throat before disappearing out the back door. It slams. Eleanor’s face has become so red that she looks like she’s broken out in a rash.

“Elle.” Ailish apologetically touches Eleanor’s shoulder, but she flicks it off with a tsk.

“How could you keep this from me?” Ivy asks Eleanor with a phony sniff. “I had plans for that money.”

Eleanor scoffs. “Plans? What plans? You’ve done a pretty good job of destroying every single plan you’ve had for yourself, Ivy. I wouldn’t bother concerning yourself with that much.”

Ivy opens her mouth to speak but Eleanor interrupts.

 “You know what, darling? I think it’s about time I teach you a little life lesson—.

	“Life lesson? You stole money from your own daughter. Perhaps you might like to rethink who it is exactly that needs one!.

“I stole money? It was mine in the first place! For God’s sake. If there’s anyone in this room who has done wrong, Ivy, it’s you. How do you deal with it all? How do you keep all that shit inside you? Don’t you just want to squeeze all the … the … rot out of you?” Eleanor screams, clutching at her scalp. “What did I do? I didn’t bring you up like this. How did you become so selfish?”

Ivy looks out the window and starts to cry, blubbering like a child coming down from a sugar high. Eleanor groans and takes a deep breath.

“If any of you,” Eleanor says in a hoarse whisper, “has anything else to reveal about this family, I suggest you spit it out. Right now.” She glares at Ivy. Ivy shakes her head. She glances at Kit; she shakes her head too. Then she stares at Ailish.

Ailish opens her mouth but nothing emerges besides mute deceit.

Eleanor raises her hand. “Don’t tell me, Allie. I don’t think I can bear it,” Eleanor replies in a gentle, disheartened tone.

Ailish bites her bottom lip and shakes her head. “It’s nothing. It’s nothing. I don’t have anything to say.”

“I hope not. Because I’ve had enough. Enough of all this … of all this!” Eleanor claws her fingers and waves her hands around in circles, clenching her jaw and snapping her head side to side as if she were being electrocuted.

Eleanor takes another deep breath and composes herself, as if figuratively pinning a large full stop in the middle of the room.

“This mess started with Roger.” She sighs. “And it’s going to end with Roger. Tomorrow.”



ivy

At the Hilton, Ivy taps her fingers on the front desk while the young blonde receptionist locates which room Brian is staying in.

“Room 242. Bit late for a visit, isn’t it?” she says with a nasal twang that borders on chipmunk pitch.

“That’s none of your business,” Ivy snaps, and turns on her heel.

She steps into the elevator and presses 2. The number lights up. Red. As if telling her she’d better stop.

Just do it. You owe him this much. 

The elevator door pings open, and she scans the brass door numbers to identify which direction to turn. She turns right, and when she reaches his room, the door swings open before she has a chance to knock.

Brian blinks and steps backward. “Oh.” He looks at his bare feet.

Ivy smiles wryly. “May I come in?”

“Sure.” Brian steps aside for her to enter and gently closes the door.

Ivy stands in the middle of the room and spins around full circle. “Nice.” She nods.

“Yes.” Brian runs his tongue over his front teeth. They both open their mouths to speak at once.

“You first,” Ivy says, slapping her hands on her thighs.

“No. You. Please.” Brian sits backward in the seat at the dresser, legs spread, arms crossed on the backrest. Ivy sits on the bed and briefly bounces on it. She smoothes the bedspread at the sides of her thighs and clicks her tongue. “I’d like to apologize.”

“Go on then,” Brian mumbles, looking at the floor.

“But first, I have to say, you really shouldn’t have just jumped on a plane. You should have called.”

Brian scoffs and rests his head on his forearm. “No, Ivy, you should have told me about your ex-husband.”

Ivy bites her bottom lip. “You should have told me about your wife.”

The sound of a room service trolley passing by soothes the absence of speech. Ivy kicks off her sandals and crosses her legs under her bum. The bedspread rustles, and she is reminded how good Brian is in the sack.

“Getting remarried?” Brian lifts his head and looks Ivy in the eye, his stare emitting pure indifference. He purses his lips.

Ivy lies on the bed, looks at the ceiling, wishing she could just vanish from this planet and start fresh on a new one.

“No. I’m not.”

Brian stands and drags his feet to the bathroom. “Plans?” he asks, his voice adopting an echoic quality that resembles an accusation. “Staying here or heading back to Emerald?”

“Neither.” Ivy sits up and notices a pile of used tissues on the floor on the other side of the bed.

Brian returns from the bathroom, drying his hands on a dirty white towel. He throws it on the dresser. Straightfaced.

“Well.” Brian raises his eyebrows and adjusts the band of his trousers. “Thanks for coming to, uh, apologize, but I think it’s best you leave.” Brian opens the door and stares straight into Ivy’s eyes.

Ivy slips her feet back into her sandals, swallows, then hooks her arm through the handle of her bag.

That’s it? This can’t be it. He’s playing me. For sure. 

She approaches Brian with a slight wiggle in her walk and summons a sexy smile. She moves in close, takes hold of his shirt collar with both hands, and breathes into his neck. She whispers, “One last fuck for the road?”

Brian pushes her off. She stumbles backward, hitting her shoulder blades against the plaster wall. The hollow thump mimics exactly how she feels inside. Exactly how she’s felt her entire life.

“Ivy. No,” Brian snaps, and then hangs his head in his hands. He rubs his face. Looks at the floor. Sways side to side and puts his hands in his pockets.

“Actually,” Brian says, looking up and meeting Ivy’s glazed eyes, “you make me fucking sick.”



kit

Kit stands outside Samuel’s suburban sea village house with Ailish, Eleanor, and Ivy. Dry overgrown grass tickles Kit’s calves. She lifts a leg to scratch and notices tiny red welts on her shin as if she’s been attacked by fleas. A psychosomatic reaction to events yet to unfold?

On the inside, she feels at ease. Ready for anything. Ready to grab on to the first piece of driftwood that passes her by. But on the outside, there are other voices. Voices she doesn’t know if she can trust anymore. Voices that come from bodies and souls who like to choose the biggest and best waves, preferably ones with GPS.

The four women follow the narrow cracked concrete pathway to the front door. The handle is rusty, the dark-brown paint is peeling, and claw marks are strewed all over it as if a dog’s been scratching to be let in.

Eleanor knocks on the door. She clears her throat three times and scratches her chin twice. A frail man with very short grey hair and a slight hunch opens the door. It creaks. Kit holds her breath.

Oh my God, is that him?



eleanor

With a tight-lipped smile, she holds out her hand for Samuel to shake and tilts her head to the side. He chuckles and shakes her hand with vigour. The loose flab of her upper arm wobbles like a skin flag.

Maybe I should consider plastic surgery. 

“So wonderful to see ya again, Eleanor. You’re still as stunning as evah,” Samuel says with a croak, and then launches into what seems like a smoker’s cough. His breath is as potent as a rotten lung.

Eleanor blushes, but purses her lips as though trying not to appear flattered.

“Thank you, Sam. May we come in?”



ivy

Ivy feels like she falling into the cracks of the decrepit wooden deck. Eleanor moves to her left so Samuel can see the three of them behind her. He nods as if expectations have been met.

Why did I agree to this? 

“Is it them?” A man’s gruff, firm, yet kind voice travels through the corridor and out to the patio.

“Yep!” Samuel calls behind him. “Make yourself presentable, will ya?”

“Righteo.” Creaking couch springs follow a stunted groan, as if it took great effort to stand up.

Ivy glances at Kit to see if she appears as uncomfortable as she feels. Kit’s body goes stiff, she clasps her hands behind her back, and she looks at her feet, wriggling her nose, eyes closed, as if about to sneeze.

Ailish smiles as if inhaling woe.

If only you’d been in my shoes, Kit, you wouldn’t have looked for the bastard. Look what you’ve bloody got me into. I shouldn’t be here! 

Samuel gestures with a low murmur for everyone to come in. He has a long, thin scar below his left eye. The sight of it triggers a flash of him pushing her around her backyard on a toy black bulldozer. The wheel got caught in a pothole and tumbled over. When Sam was dressing her grazed knee, Roger galloped over with a Mr. Whippy cone, told Sam to scoot, and sat there on the lawn feeding her the ice cream. She remembers licking drips off Roger’s hairy wrist.

The thought makes her feel weak and sick.

Samuel looks the four women up and down as they step inside one by one. “Ya all look much prettier in person than ya do in the snaps Eleanor sent,” he says, shifting his full weight to one foot at a time as if delegating pain. He takes a few heavy breaths before leaning against the wall inside the front door.

Ailish grabs Eleanor’s arm as they step inside. “Photographs? You sent him photographs?”

Eleanor nods about ten times in the course of five seconds and raises her eyebrows. “I had to do something.”

Ailish gives Eleanor’s arm a light squeeze. “That was very kind.”

Eleanor rubs Ailish’s upper back with a tender smile, glancing at the floor. But Ivy catches Ailish rolling her eyes and mouthing, “Oh God.”

What the hell is that all about? 

“Ladies, I’ll fetch Roger for ya. Wait here. He gets a bit, er, weird. About his space. He been a bit shy since ... well, ya know. The left side of his mouth is still a bit slow. Doesn’t like staring. Just sayin’.”

Is this guy for real? 

Ivy frowns as she watches Sam hobble down the corridor, wondering if the first sight of Roger is going to make her want to puke.



kit

Anxiety is setting in. The lull she felt earlier has liquefied like a dissolvable pill. This whole thing is beginning to feel futile. And will she even want to see him again after this? What if she feels absolutely nothing after setting eyes on him? Or even worse—what if he feels nothing? What if seeing her again just solidifies the reason he never contacted her directly? What if she meant nothing to him, and only included her in Ivy’s letter out of obligation? Is she the bastard child? Not worthy, born out of wedlock, the baby he could have easily left in a basket on a stranger’s doorstep? But none of it makes sense. Why then did he send letters to Eydie?

What is so wrong with me? 

Kit notices Ivy’s face turn white—fear surfacing for oxygen, fuel, via her over cleansed pores. It reminds Kit of the way she felt when she discovered Roger’s surname on Ailish’s office door. Like her entire life evolved under pretence. But that feeling soon passed. Especially once she saw how it had affected her mother too. If only Ivy could look beyond her own pain, then it might eventually ease.

“There’s no need to be so afraid. He’s only human,” Kit whispers into Ivy’s ear, thinking it may have sounded more malicious than reassuring. But there’s no time to explain that she actually cares.

She loves her.

But it doesn’t mean she has to like who she has become.



ivy

Kit’s hair tickles Ivy’s cheek when she leans over to whisper consoling bullshit into her ear. Her immediate instinct is to push Kit’s head away, but then she realizes what she just said.

He’s only human. Huh. Right. 

Kit contorts her mouth to the left, shrugs her shoulders, and clicks her tongue in her cheek. Ivy pulls back to look Kit in the eye. There is an air of confidence about her she’s never noticed before. It’s as if she’s stopped fighting her own personality. Ivy’s tempted to respond with kindness, but as her common reflexes would have it, it doesn’t happen.

“Listen to yourself,” Ivy says. “Who do you think you are? The Dalai fucking Lama?”

Eleanor and Ailish turn their heads and frown.

“Mum. Oh my God.” Ivy grabs Eleanor’s arm and yanks her closer. “What were you trying to achieve here by making me see Dad now?”

Eleanor jerks her arm from Ivy’s grasp as if preparing to throw a shot put. She squints, clenches her jaw, and shakes her finger as if scolding a misbehaving kindergartener. “You are thirty years old, and you’re still running. It’s time you learned how to stop.”



kit

“What?” Ivy growls, putting her hands on her hips. She looks fifteen again, her face warped and twisted like the time Eleanor caught her trying to convince Kit to smoke.

Kit bites her thumbnail and glances at her mother. She’s ironing out the front of her tailored floral skirt with splayed fingers. Roger could walk down the hall to greet them at any second, and they want to bicker? Are they crazy? Is that what they want Roger’s first impression of them to be?

“I’m not holding your hand anymore,” Eleanor yaps. “Learn to live through the shit on your own. Now shoosh, for Christ’s sake, and introduce yourself to your father like a decent, compassionate human being.” Eleanor spins around and wobbles her arms as if trying to shake her anger away.

Kit can’t help but smile. What Eleanor said resembles a lot of what Ivy said to Kit the night she verbally abused her on the phone. Kit faces the skirting boards to shield the satisfaction she can feel spreading across her face.

Finally. A taste of your own medicine. 



ailish

She listens to the low murmur of male voices swim through the long musty-smelling corridor. She notices shifting shadows on the walls and beams of sunlight appearing and disappearing against the glass of a large painting above a small antique desk. Her stomach churns. This is it. 



eleanor

Twenty-five years ago Roger was as pristine as a surgical instrument. Every morning he would gather his papers, his books, and his students’ assignments and march off to work with one of the most satisfied facial expressions she can remember in her lifetime. It wasn’t a smile; it was an attitude that shone through his eyes like he knew the meaning of life and no one else had a clue. He would wear the same brown-and-white tie and cream-coloured shirt every day. He owned five of the same. He even washed and ironed them himself. She often wondered whether any of his students asked him if it was the same unwashed shirt he wore. She closes her eyes and tries to imagine what he might look like now.

Eleanor chuckles at the thought.

But then, along came Ailish. A stunningly petite freckled redhead with the vocabulary of a well-educated eighty-year-old to sweep her man off his feet. Eleanor couldn’t compare. So she just stopped trying. And focused on saving lives that mattered. Some that had hardly even begun.

Ailish squeezes Eleanor’s hand with a tiny gasp.

Eleanor opens her eyes.

And there stands Roger at the end of the corridor, in exactly the same shirt and tie.

He smiles, nods, and gestures for them to come through.

“Ladies ... it’s been years.”



kit

Kit is the last to follow Roger into the lounge room. Everyone takes a seat on different pieces of furniture. Eleanor and Roger on the two-seater fawn couch. Ailish in the armchair. Ivy on a kitchen chair, given to her by Samuel. Samuel sits on a kitchen chair too. But there’s nowhere for Kit to sit. Everyone stares at her. She scans the room looking for somewhere out of obvious view.

“I’ll fetch you a kitchen chair, dear,” Roger says, hardly moving a muscle in his face. He tuts at Samuel on his way out and glances at Kit again before disappearing behind the door.

Samuel mouths, “Sorry,” with a wink, and pours everyone a glass of water from a yellow-stained jug in the shape of a swan. Ailish stares at the jug with a half-smile on her face. Kit can see the jug’s reflection in her mother’s eyes and wonders if it might have some sort of sentimental value.

Roger returns with a plate of thickly sliced oranges and his elbow hooked into the back of a rickety wooden chair. He places the oranges on the table and the chair next to him, by the couch. He pats it for Kit to take a seat. Kit looks at the chair, not quite comprehending the fact that he is placing her right next to him.

Roger watches Kit with a strange grin as she quickly slides into the seat, flattening her skirt below her bottom.

They’re all still staring at her.

Roger too.

She focuses on Samuel’s hands as he pours, willing her knees not to tremble, wishing the staring. Would. Stop.

The purr of silence and pouring water whirl around her. Her cheeks flush. Her eyes flit toward Roger, who winks at the exact moment she allows herself to focus on his face. He has acne scars, just like in the dream she had. And something about his eyes is familiar. A solemnity that runs beneath their surface.

Samuel finishes pouring the water and hands everyone a glass. When he gives Roger his, he passes it to Kit. She looks at his sun-spotted hand, surprised at how steady it is after the stroke. Surprised at how calm she feels.

Ivy is staring at the floor. Eyes wide with indistinct anger. Sam, Ailish and Eleanor start to “chat.” Words. Words that disguise distrust. But one thing Kit has learned these past few weeks is that words do not heal; they’re merely a Band-Aid. And all of a sudden she doesn’t feel much need for them here.

This silence is real.

It’s her raw connection cable.

Roger clears his throat. Kit takes the glass with a thin-lipped smile. One of thanks, of understanding, she hopes it seems. Her stomach relaxes even more as she looks into her father’s eyes. They are gentle and kind. And wounded. He reminds her of Eydie. Broken. Wise. Kindred spirits clutching to split driftwood. A piece of which she hopes to clutch to one day.

“Thanks,” Kit whispers and takes a sip.

Roger pats her knee and holds his hand there for a second longer than one would naturally.

Kit looks at the faded ginger mohair rug under the coffee table. It’s hairy and hippy-wild and misplaced among the antique furniture and decor. Just like Roger.

Just like Mum once was. 

Roger hesitantly takes a slice of orange, bites into it, faces Kit, and smiles with the rind covering his teeth. Spit escapes the left corner of his mouth, but he doesn’t seem to care. His mute laugh moves his shoulders up and down. The wrinkles at the outer edges of his eyes and mouth are as deep as the lifetime of laughter Kit imagines he’s had without her.

Or sorrow. 

Kit giggles and sputters some water down her chin.

Roger tears the rind off the fruit, puts it in his pocket. As he quietly chews and swallows the orange, he strokes Kit’s cheek.

Ailish glances toward them, her eyes as hard and shiny as glass balls. But Roger’s hand is so soft and warm that Kit doesn’t take much notice of Ailish, and can’t help but hold it flat against her cheek and close her eyes, to lose herself, for a just one moment, in his fatherly touch. A touch so natural, yet so uncertain—forbidden.

Roger pulls his hand away, and Kit flicks open her eyes.

Ailish is in tears, standing above them, pointing a sharp finger at Roger.

“Y-you abused her!” Ailish barks.

And the room falls silent.



ailish: 21 years ago

Ailish and Beth sit on opposite ends of the couch, staring at the muted television, the football, waiting for Roger to return from the bathroom. The ice in Beth’s vodka crackles. The fan hums and rattles. Eydie sucks on Beth’s breast, gurgling. Sometimes, it seems, she’s choking on her own breath.

Poor child, Ailish thinks. I hope Roger finds a way to bring her up on his own. 

Crash! 

Ailish and Beth glance at each other, jump to their feet, and speed-walk to the bathroom.

“Kit?” Ailish calls. The door is closed. Roger is whispering. Kit is crying. Beth knocks, balancing Eydie on her bony hip. “Rodge? Hon?”

“Are you fucking kidding me, Beth? Open the damn door!” Ailish yells.

Beth hiccups, nods, jiggles the handle with ill effort. But it doesn’t open.

“Oh, for Christ’s sake,” Ailish hisses, then grabs a firm hold of the handle and pushes her hip heavily into the door. It swings open and ricochets off the wall. There are rose soaps scattered all over the floor.

Roger looks up at Ailish and Beth in shock, and quickly moves his hands away from Kit’s crotch.

Her knickers are wrapped around her knees.



kit

“Mum. What?” Kit can’t have heard that correctly. No way.

Ailish’s face is bright red. Ivy’s bottom lip is on the verge of trembling. Samuel lights a cigarette, straightfaced, coughs and splutters on his first drag. Eleanor frowns, reaching for Ailish’s hand to move her away from Roger’s chair.

“Pardon?” Roger shakes his head, shifts in his seat. He glances at Kit and reaches for her hand, in what seems an attempt of reassurance.

“Don’t you ...” Ailish lunges toward Roger, but Eleanor grabs her by the band of her skirt and pulls her backward. The heel of her sandal hooks the rug and she stumbles, but gains her balance again.

“Mum! Stop.” Kit stands and holds Ailish by the shoulders, looking at her fiercely as though trying to get through to a stubborn child. “He can’t have abused me. We’ve never even met. Remember?”



roger: 21 years ago

Roger looks down at Kit’s four-year-old hand tugging at his pant leg. Delicate. Petite. Beautiful.

“Excuse me. Can you show me where to pee-pee?” Kit chirps.

Ailish nods with a forgiving wink from the couch beside Beth. Beth smiles. Sips at her vodka tonic while Eydie sucks at her left breast, vomits a little, and then begins to wail.

Roger takes Kit by the hand and walks her toward the bathroom, leaving Ailish and Beth to sort themselves out.

Surely it will be fine. Maybe they’ll talk. End up becoming friends. 

Kit drags her free hand along the corridor wall humming “Three Blind Mice.” She smiles up at Roger and starts to skip alongside him. He reaches the bathroom door, opens it, and gestures for Kit to go in.

“Here you are, your sweet highness,” Roger says with a wink.

Just as he’s about to close the door to give her some privacy, Kit speaks. Her tiny voice gets lost in the bathroom’s acoustics.

“Sorry, dear? What did you say?”

Kit’s eyes widen in pre-empted panic. “My mummy always helps.”

Roger clears his throat. Peers down the corridor. Closes the bathroom door behind him.

He kneels down next to Kit and rubs her baby-smooth upper arms. He can feel goose pimples grow below his scarred fingertips. Years and years of paper cuts. His passion leaving a permanent imprint.

You are such a precious little thing. One day I’m going to teach you how to write. You will be my little genius. I promise. 

Roger smiles wide. He’s sure his crooked teeth are showing and that one day, when Kit’s old enough, she’s going to tease him about them in innocent jest.

“Okay. Tell me what I need to do.”

Kit giggles, wrinkles her nose, looks at him like he’s a complete idiot.

“Lift me up, silly.”

“Oh! I see. But don’t we need to pull down your knickers first?”

Kit grasps the hem of her skirt, twists it awkwardly until it’s tight around her legs.

She looks at the window, where a basket of rose-shaped soaps sit, and nods.



roger

Roger swallows a lump in his throat and lifts himself out of his seat, being careful to carry all the weight in his arms and legs. Just like Eleanor advised.

Ailish hangs her head, the colour in her face returning to normal. Tears stream down her cheeks in silence, her shoulders shake, and she lets her arms swing limp at her sides.

He glances at Ivy, who hasn’t yet made eye contact with him. He doubts she ever will. Eleanor is still looking at Ailish. Her frown embodies true concern.

Roger tentatively takes Ailish’s hands.

She lets him.

They hang heavy in his like large wet leaves.

He admires how much they have maintained their slenderness and moisture, their evidence. He remembers these hands the very first day they left an assignment on his desk. They oozed confidence, wit. Liberation. The epitome of love and generosity.

Of understanding.

But her hands always said things her mouth never did.

Just like his.



epilogue

Eydie flicks through Elle magazine by Beth’s bedside, turning the pages every five beeps, seeking comfort from the mechanic rhythm, the suck and whoosh breathing life back into her mother’s selfish body.

Twenty-four hours. She hasn’t slept a wink. And the only thing she’s eaten is the glue from her nails.

She takes a sip of coffee, her eighth one today, and feels her stomach constrict.

Beth grunts.

Eydie looks at Beth’s taped fingers. They twitch.

Without looking at her mother’s face, she puts her magazine down and stares at Beth’s ghost-white hand.

Her fingers stretch and then relax.

“Baby,” Beth croaks.

Eydie sniffs, rubs her nose, looks at the floor. She takes Beth’s cold hand in hers, and gives it a gentle, consoling squeeze.
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To my four parents



part one

love is the beginning



November 12th, 1978

~Daddy

 

While lying in Penny’s womb, Penny and I would tickle your feet. You didn’t like that. But to feel you through Penny’s skin was a sensation so fantastic, it made me realise the love I have for you is quite a tangible thing.



January 12th, 1979

~Daddy

 

At 1:15 a.m., at the Austin Hospital, in Melbourne, you were born, my love. I was the lucky one because I held you for most of the time. It was a thrill just to see you open your eyes and look at me. Then I’d show you to Penny and she would smile her smile that has so much love in it. It lingered in the air so thick, yet so light; sometimes I thought I could hear its wings, hear it find the way to our hearts like little Milky Ways exploding in galaxies unknown to us.

It is the most wonderful thing that has ever happened to me—to see you being born, knowing that no-one can replicate you, that you are you alone, and that Penny and I created you.

Two hours later I’m still beaming with happiness—Bonnie Joy Miller—you are ours alone, so beautiful, so delicate. I know that you already know me—I love you so much, I will always love you because you are simply and purely my child and nothing in this entire world can take that away from me or surpass the feeling of love it has engraved into my very skin, my bones, my being.

You are so tiny—2.55 kg. And only thirty-six weeks in gestation. You are my little girl, my daughter; the reason I do everything I do, and will do. So be it, sweetheart; I hope I live up to the ideals and ambitions of fatherhood that I hold for you.

I love you dearly.



September 4th, 1979

~Mummy

 

Bonnie—just a thought. This morning is cold and glum. You’re asleep, finally, after hours of wailing. The doctor said you have colic and I just have to wait for it to pass. I’m thinking of how fast you are growing, how quickly you’ve developed a character and how wonderful you make me feel when you smile. How can I stay angry, lonely or sad? You are just too precious. Being your mother is the most rewarding occupation. When I feel those tears coming on, I just look at your face, and it helps me keep them hidden until I go to bed at night.



October 10th, 1979

~Mummy

 

You’re ten months old now and today you started being a little daring by trying to pull yourself up on the record player. You giggled as if you knew you’d achieved something. Bonnie you are always on your tip toes—everyone says you’re going to be a ballet dancer. I wonder? You are doing so many things now¬—creeping, sitting, pulling yourself up, but you haven’t got one tooth yet. Every time I go cross-eyed, you giggle like there is nothing funnier in the world. I love how simple life is with you.



December 1st, 1979

~Mummy

 

Bonnie, if over the years you think that John and I argue a lot, I want you to know that I love him very much, without him there wouldn’t be a you. But sometimes things don’t work out the way we like. Our egos and prides get in the way and then love just becomes another weapon to hurt each other with. We both love you totally and nothing will ever change that and no matter what doubts you may have in your life you need never, not ever! doubt our love for you.

It’s nearly Christmas and I hope with all my heart your dad and I can make it a wonderful first Christmas for you. It’s a time for family, and we are a family now.

I’m so glad you came into our lives, Bonnie. Bearing a new life is really the most magnificent miracle in this world, and I’ll never forget the closeness I felt for you and your dad the moment you were born.



December 29th, 1979

~Mummy

 

This morning, for the first time, you slept till 8:15 which was a real relief for me, seeing as 6:30 is your usual waking time. You still haven’t got a tooth yet, but you’re completely mobile now, except for walking on your own. You dance, sing, and clap your hands, you even run to me when your dad chases you. You don’t like having a bath. I don’t think you mind the water, but as soon as I start to wash you, you become scared and want to get out of the tub. Your doctor said you would have learning difficulties and react in strange ways to some things. But I think she’s being ridiculous. You are just human. Like all of us. Being premature has nothing to do with anything.

For your first Christmas, you got a sing-songy telephone, a scooter, a lamp, a stuffed dog with a puppy, a couple of wooden chess boards (silly uncles), a Paddington Bear, a cup, bowl and saucer with Peter Rabbit on them, plastic stacking blocks and a music box.

You keep opening and closing the music box. And every time the tinkling begins and the ballerina starts to spin, you want to put her in your mouth. I had to take it away so you wouldn’t break her. I think you will love the music box so much when you learn that you don’t need to eat it. I’m sorry it made you cry when I took it away, but I know you will understand it was for the best.

I was hoping we would have a good first Christmas with you and we did, it was excellent. Our next one should be even better. 

I love you sweetheart.



January 3rd, 1980

~Mummy

 

I forgot to mention that we are going to give you this book when you’re older, but every time I write in it you want to chew it. I hate saying no to you but you want everything. It’s not enough that you have most things. I also need to encourage John to write in it more. It was his idea. He started it. I wish he would follow through. At least with something that could one day be such a treasure for you.



January 4th, 1980

~Mummy

 

Today you received an early birthday present from Grandma and Grandpa Miller. A truck and a beautiful old wrist watch from your great grandmother. I’ll keep it for you until you’re old enough to take care of it. Also, this morning you got a second tooth, now you have two upper front teeth, my little bunny rabbit.



January 12th, 1980

~Mummy

 

Bonnie, today was your first birthday and your dad and I love you more and more every day. You do such beautiful things and you’re always making us laugh because you’re such a character. You are the best little dancer I’ve ever seen, you really adore music. I baked a cake for your birthday and your dad and I decorated it together. You’re very special to both of us and we love you very much. Xoxoxoxoxoxoxoxoxoxoxoxoxoxo



May 10th, 1980

~Mummy

 

You’ve started to walk now and every day you go a little further with a bit more confidence. I can’t stop watching you, it’s just wonderful. John missed your first step. I know it gets hard for him sometimes. You are quite the handful. He’s the one who keeps telling me that all you need is love. I wish he believed his own advice.



January 12th, 1981

~Mummy

 

Today is your second birthday. When we ask you how old you are, you answer, “two” with a curt nod. You say a lot of words, but no sentences as yet, but it won’t be long, I’m sure. John and I got you a rocking horse for your birthday among other presents from your little crèche friends and your family.

But all you’re interested in right now is the jar of buttons I have on my dresser. I was reluctant to let you play with them, but thankfully you’ve gotten over putting everything in your mouth now. 

One day when John was sitting on the living room floor with you, you asked for them. He spread them all over the rug and you both sat there, cross-legged, for over an hour, playing with them and talking about who knows what. I kept walking past just to look at your face and you seemed so enthralled! When you both stood up, and I went in gather to them up and put them back in the jar, the buttons were sorted into colours. John is brilliant at teaching you things. And he has so much patience with you. I wish he’d managed to be that patient with me.

You are a happy and secure little thing, though John and I haven’t been living together since last June. But then, you have a lot of people who love you very much.



December 28th, 1981

~Mummy

 

These are some events of the recent past Bonnie:

On May 16th, you, me and Ted went overseas to Germany. You were excited about going on a plane, but I’m afraid it was a bit much for you (and us). The whole time you were sick with a throat infection and your crying made everybody on the plane shoot us dirty looks. 

We stayed in Munich for one day. There, you were very sick, but put up with our running around so well. The three of us decided to have a sleep in the afternoon after our long flight. Ted and I were so tired we left you to your own devices. You must have slept too, but when you woke up and we were still sleeping, you decided to wake Ted up by wetting on him—we couldn’t stop laughing!

We went to Hof the next day. There we stayed with Gertie and Fritz, Ted’s uncle and aunt. You became very close to them. You learned to use a toboggan in their fake backyard slope. You liked it a lot with Ted. I’m glad you like him. You also rode on a tricycle with us, which you loved too.

You really adored it there. You learned how to speak a little German and to understand a lot. What a shame you won’t remember all the great things you experienced there, but remember one thing, everyone got to know you and love you and you had a great time.

We arrived back home with everyone waiting for us on November 12th. You didn’t forget anyone. Daddy was there with Mary. Oh, and of course, Ted’s brother too. This whole time you’ve been talking so well. You surprised everyone.

Well, you’ve had your 3rd Christmas. This time you had a much better idea about what was going on. You saw Father Christmas at the mall and sat on his lap. He asked you what you wanted for Christmas and you said you wanted green lebküchen! 

You call the Christmas tree a “Father Christmas tree”. You were so overwhelmed with all the presents you were showered with. But you still prefer the wrapping and the bows and ribbons to what is actually inside them. One of the presents you received was decorated with feathers. You can’t stop stroking them. I’m not sure if it’s my imagination, but the look on your face when you do so is rather melancholic, as if you’re mourning the death of the bird it came from ... but I’m probably looking too much into it.

On the 24th we went to see Oma and Opa, Ted’s parents, in Springvale. You never want to leave there. In Germany, the big day is Christmas Eve, so the family gave you your presents then. On Sunday, you had a lunch with your father and Mary, and then another Christmas lunch at Grandma and Grandpa Miller’s in the afternoon. If only my parents were still alive to meet their beautiful grandchild.

Ted and I then picked you up to take you to Ted’s brother’s to play with his kids. You had a very busy Christmas day. You enjoyed every bit of the attention given to you. But it’s funny, sometimes you go really quiet. Not a bad quiet. You have an odd expression of contentment on your face. I like to think you are just leisurely reflecting on your day.

I wish I could keep note of all the funny things you do and say. One thing I love is that you kiss whatever part of the body you can reach. Anything from bums, toes to armpits!

Merry Christmas, my darling Bonnie. I love you more each day. There is so much you give to all that know you, especially me.



December 29th, 1981

~Mummy

 

I just thought I’d write down some of my thoughts about you and my life with you.

Bonnie, I’m overawed when I think of the short time you have been alive. Barely three years. Yet I can’t remember how life for me was before you, or how I ever lived before you came along.

I don’t know how things will be for you when you realise what Mummy and Daddy mean. Your father loves you as I do, but so does Ted. He’s not your real father, but he has done everything a father would. Especially love you. He gives you so much of it. It would be nice if one day you could call him Daddy instead of “my Ted.” But I suppose that’s my fault for introducing him as a friend in the beginning. I didn’t really have much choice as I didn’t know what I wanted then. But, one thing led to the other, and it just felt like the right thing to do. For you.

I will never forget what love with your father was like, you came from it and no one can regret that. We all love you so much. I know our decision not to live together might bring you hardships, but I hope my love for you may take away any doubts or confusion you might experience.

Bonnie, sometimes you make life hard for me. You throw lots of tantrums and you always want your own way. Especially when it comes to sweets. You also have such clumsy moments and you hurt yourself. Today, you went to the toilet alone and the seat fell down on your nose. You’ve got quite a lump, tomorrow it will probably be a bruise. Poor thing. I think it hurts me more than it does you. 

Most of the time though, my love, you’re a well-behaved angel. I can take you anywhere and feel assured that you won’t break things or make things difficult. You’re mostly very sociable and good-natured. Although everyone says you have Ted’s temper. Funny, they also say you have his nose! I don’t bother telling them that he is your stepdad. It would just end up being a long and irrelevant conversation.

No matter what happens, I hope we can be friends when you grow up. I’ll work very hard to make that happen because I always want you to feel secure in talking to me, trusting me and confiding in me.

I love you now and always!

Your Mum, Mama, Mummy, Ma, Penny.



January 7th, 1982

~Mummy

 

Today your Daddy and Mary have taken you for the afternoon. You were so happy to be going with them. When Mary is around you seem to have no need for me. You’ve become her shadow, and your poor mum is left on the sidelines. You change so much when you’re around her. You become so defiant! You won’t listen to me, talk to me or show me any affection. As far as you’re concerned, I don’t exist.

I suppose I should be grateful you have a half-sister. I’ve always thought about having another baby so you’d have someone to play with, but it scares me. I don’t think I could cope.

This is the beginning of a change to our relationship, I think. No matter how much I would like to be your best friend, we are still mother and daughter, and that in itself seems to be a barrier. I wonder if you, (meaning us) can ever break through that. I will always feel too protective of you because you are part of me, and you, through this, will probably feel restricted and a bit overwhelmed by it.

I hope that someday you will understand that a mother who loves her child could never be blasé about its existence. The umbilical cord is physically severed, but not emotionally. That is, at least, as far as the mother is concerned. I used to take my mother for granted so much. Completely inconsiderate of her feelings. Only after having you did I realise how my mother must have felt with all the inconsideration I displayed. Taking love for granted. Mothers are human, I’ve found. We have the same needs as children. We all want, and more importantly, need to be cared about. People aren’t disposable. We don’t get thrown out no matter how many scars are left on us through our experiences. Physical or emotional.

Bonnie, for myself the emotional pains are always the most tragic to overcome. Because of my love for you, I know it will be extremely difficult to see you go through various growing pains, but I know that on the whole, you alone must work through them. Make your own mistakes and hopefully learn from them.

Bonnie, you will always have my trust! I hope you never abuse it. As you grow you will learn that trust will either make your life happy or sad. And I think you’ll find that it’s the people you love the most who will ultimately betray it. I don’t understand why this is. You’d think it would be the opposite, wouldn’t you? I suppose when you care about someone, the fear of hurting them must make us do silly things. Sometimes I find comfort in that fact. It seems to be the only thing keeping my chin up right now—the fact that your daddy still cares.



December 26th, 1982

~Mummy

 

Well, we’ve had Christmas now. You’re not a baby anymore so you take in everything around you. I love to watch you so very much. I also love it when you say “I love you” a hundred times a day. I often wonder if you understand what it means. 

You call me “my Ted”, and Ted “Mummy” for fun. You’re using your humour quite often now. One day, you brought me in some of those yellow flowers from the weeds in our back yard, and you asked me to put them in a vase. I said to you that they don’t smell very nice, so you told me, “Don’t smell them then. Just put them in a vase to look at.” There’s no arguing with you. You know exactly what you want and your reason and logic extends mine and Ted’s by far.

Happy Christmas, Bonnie.



February 12th, 1984

~Mummy

 

It’s been too long since I’ve made any entries into this book so I’ll try to catch up a bit. You’ve been writing your name now for at least eighteen months. You are also making great efforts at reading. 

Your bedroom has been renovated now for about six months and you spend a lot of time in there pretending to be and do all sorts of things. You’ve taken to playing around with a broomstick as if you were a witch about to take off with it! You hold it between your legs, gallop on the spot like a horse, and say, “up-up-and-away!” Not sure if you can make up your mind whether you want the broom to be a horse or not. Maybe you’re just making it your own. A unicorn, perhaps?

Bonnie, you still love to dance, but now you are so much more dramatic in your movements and with such  good rhythm too. You know all the songs that they show on TV Hits. I’m so proud of you, although we do have a lot of arguments and we don’t often agree on things. I guess you’ve grown up so much, that it always takes my heart a while before it catches up to you.



February 13th, 1984

~Mummy

 

You had your first ballet lesson. You really enjoyed it. Ted and I sat and watched you. We didn’t stop smiling all the way through. The hour passed quickly and you didn’t want to stop. But then John came with Mary unexpectedly to pick you up and go for ice cream. I thought it was such a lovely surprise for you.

I’m sorry you had to see Ted lose his temper like that. Ted is just stressed with his fruit shop and he takes it out on everybody. It doesn’t mean he hates your daddy. I promise. It’s just that he had intended for us to spend the afternoon together. I didn’t know he wasn’t going back to the shop afterward.

Oh well. Men are funny creatures.



February 14th, 1984

~Mummy

 

A couple of weeks ago you started your first day of school. Only a few weeks after turning five years old. You have some new friends. Sara and Bianca. Sara has come here a few times to play with you. More and more I see how independent you are, as this morning. You walked so briskly and confidently into the school. I knew this marked the end of a wonderful time and the beginning of an even greater time for you. 

My only hopes for you are to be as happy as you have been and that you never experience things too painfully like I do. I love you so very very much my darling, as do the others who make up your family. You are, and always will be, first and last in my thoughts and in my heart. 

My biggest satisfaction is seeing you grow into a kind, gentle, intelligent, feeling, and compassionate person. Your beauty and talent, of course, are also wonderful bonuses. I hope one day you will understand the things I do and have done. When you love someone so much the instinct is to protect. I know I step over the line occasionally and for that I am truly sorry if it causes you pain or disillusion. We are all still learning. 



February 15th, 1984

~Mummy

 

You’re pretty lazy most of the time and that drives me berserk. You know how to read but you always refuse to. All you want most of the time is an ice cream or lollies and everything you do is related to those things in some way. You’ll do anything for a lolly. John has been less involved with you lately. He needs to work things out a lot better with Mary. 

You’ve been riding your bike a lot too. You were outside all day practising until you finally got it! 

You’ve been patient with us as well. Ted’s fruit shop takes up so much time some weeks, but you’ve always co-operated, and have never made it difficult for us. Those early mornings at the farmer’s market are tough, I know. The other morning was quite entertaining though. You found a ladybug on an apple and squealed in delight so loudly that everybody around us went silent and smiled at your satisfaction. We stopped what we were doing for a little while so you could watch it crawl along your finger. Your eyes lit up and you said, “Look Mummy! The bug lady likes me!” and everyone around us chuckled. It was such a beautiful snapshot of time, I wish I’d had a camera. 

I really should always have this book ready to write into because there is so much that we forget and if I wrote it all down those precious moments would be with us forever! 



part two

love is a weapon





I lift up my Mickey Mouse skirt and pull down on the flicky-thread of my undies. But it squishes between my legs when I sit on the torlet seat.

It smells like a baby accident and a hospital in here and my heart goes all bumpy in my chest. I can smell that stinky liquid stuff that my mummy uses to make clothes white, and it always makes her rub her head after, and I have to bring her some Tic Tacs.

I can’t tell any bodies I did this. I can’t! They will all laugh at me and I don’t like it when bodies laugh at me. When bodies laugh my belly goes all feeling not nice and tears comes out of my eyes. Mrs Haydon will come a-looking for me at any minute, wondering why I’m not back to get my school bag off my hook. The home-time bell just runged. I’m going to be in so much trouble. She’s going to be so madly. Her googly eyes will go all wide through her yucky froggy glasses, and her cheeks will go so red that the chocolate splashes on her face will become not there. But the worsted thing will be when she sees what I done! She’ll speak to me all funny. Like a witch. I bet she’s a witch. Like in that book my Ted reads me where all the witches just look like normal mummies and daddies but have got wigs and they turn kids into mices. I hate that witch voice. Lots of teachers use that voice after they meet my mummy. Like they have ideas of making me into a dessert or sumfing.

Maybe I should flush my undies into the loo, and get wet hand towels to clean myself up without any grownups help. But I can’t ’cause this stupid skirt is too short, and everyone will see my chishy. Mum showed my Ted her chishy. I sawed it too when I went to her bedroom in the middle of the night when I needed a glass of water and I couldn’t reach the tap. I didn’t go in. I don’t want any bodies to do sumfing like that to my chishy. I can clean my own chishy now. I’m not a kitten.

Now everyone is leaving. They’re running across the playground, making squeals, throwing balls against the torlet block wall. I can hear them voices. Those parents voices that sound like everything is rooly serious. My Ted speaks in that voice all the time. And when he does, my mummy does doll’s eyes, and mumbles something about how my daddy was more fun and that she wishted he would come back. I don’t think my Ted can hear when she says that. I wish my Ted and Daddy and Mary and Mummy and me could all just live together. I love all of them.

I can hear chains on the metal fence. It’s Thursday. And there’s no after-school care on Thursdays.

Oh nose, I’m going to get lockted in! 

My yucky undies drop to the floor and the torlet door becomes a disgusting brown mess. I could do a finger painting in it, though. Should I lick it? Maybe it tastes like chocolate fudge. I know that sometimes things don’t taste as badly like they smell. Sometimes my mummy cooks sumfing that’s rooly stinky, but when I eat it, it’s nice.

Should I yell for the caretaker to let me out? But how? How can I do that without him to saw this mess between my legs and all over the door?

My ears are hot. My heart goes bumpy. There are footsteps outside.

 Clip. Clop. Clip. Clop. Clip. Clop! 

They’re at my door. I hold my breath tight and my face hurts. I stand still. Trying not to move or make noises. I can’t speak. No way. I’d be founded out! But ... if I don’t speak, I’ll be lockted in here all the night. Who will bring my mummy her Tic Tacs if I’m lockted in here?

“Bonnie? Are you in there?” My breath comes in my neck rool quick. It’s Mrs Haydon. She sounds funny. She sighs and makes a strange coughing. I think she’s swallowing an orange pip by not-on-purpose.

Now I’m being founded out! I start to cry. I don’t like crying. When I cry my mummy cries longer than me. And then my Ted gets all grumpy and drives off. And then Mummy whispers on the phone for ages.

 I hold my hands in the air. The tears are falling over my face and making skin tickles.

“What’s wrong?” It’s Mrs Haydon again.

“Um,” I suck my crying by mistake in my mouth. “I … pooed …”

Something weird happens in my head and my mouth goes all like a fish at the disgusting air around me. If my mummy was been here, she would gived me a paper bag to breathe into—I sawed her do it before—it maked her calmed. It would go out and in and make a cool crunching sound. It's fun to watch it, chooally. Her face changes shape. It looks like if she didn’t get the air from inside the bag, she might just drop dead on the floor like a squished mouse that got squished in the laundry the other day.

“Oh, Bonnie, don’t worry.” That’s Mrs Haydon again. “Look, stay put, and I’ll go to the lost property box to find you a fresh pair of pants, okay?” Her voice goes all boomerangy. Maybe I’m in Doctor Who’s elevator, and if I just push the flush button I can make myself not here.

I won’t be maded embarrassed. No bodies has to be told—just me and Mrs Haydon’s secret. Maybe she’s a good witch. I think she’s putting a nice spell on me to make me feel safe. I take a deep sigh. Mrs Haydon leaves. I bend over like I’m going to spew but nothing comes out and it feels like Mr Stomach is doing some ballet in my tummy.

Mrs Haydon comes rushing back rool quick.

“Oh, Bonnie, darling, there’s a woman here to pick you up.”

Everything in the torlet goes on pause.

I look at the roof, wondering who it could be. Maybe it’s Mary. She’s never comed to pick me up before.

“I thought you said Mummy was walking you home today, Bonnie.” That’s Mrs Haydon again. She sounds worried.

“Is it Mary?” That’s me asking, not Mrs Haydon. I feel much better now. It must be her. I love Mary. She’s not as old as my mummy, but she’s not young like me either. I think she’s somewhere in the middle. It’s fun because sometimes she plays stuff that I like. But sometimes she gets weird and tries to act like a grownup in front of my daddy. I play on my own when that happens. She wears bright red lipstick a lot and has frizzy yellow hair. She is a bit fat and squishy and smells like musk sticks. I like her hugs.

I heard Mummy saying to Daddy one day that when people sawed her and Mary together in the street, that lesbians would try to pick them up. I’m glad Mummy likes Mary. But why did that made my Ted go all upset? And where were the bodies going to take them? Did they have a blue Ute like my Ted? Maybe I should get Mummy to tell me the story. My Ted’s always in a hurry, and he sometimes drives too fast. But sometimes it’s fun. I like to lie on my back in the back bit of the Ute and look at the clouds and think that I’m in an airplane without any roof.

“The lady says that Mummy got held up at the fruit shop. Does that sound right to you?” That’s Mrs Haydon again. She does a funny hiccup.

I think she hearded me nod.

“Okay, then. I’ll go look for some clean pants and then I’ll collect your things and take you to her, okay?” She waits a second for me to say sumfing. I can hear her turn on her foot and wait like the pause button makes bodies wait in the VCR.

“Okay,” I whisper, feeling Mr Stomach doing dances. I think Mary picking me up means that I don’t have to go home and watch my mummy pretend she hasn’t been crying all alone in the kitchen, while my Ted lockted himself in his study room pretending to be smart. 

Sometimes my Ted takes me to the fruit shop, and he buys me stuffed potatoes for dinner and Violet Crumble for dessert. But it gets boring sometimes. Mummy and my Ted look at me through the silent glass window of the office, with stupid smiles. I know they just want to make sure I don’t go make holes in the chopped up watermelon pieces. I did it a few times. My Ted yelleded rool loud.

Mrs Haydon comes back. I unlock the door, my legs going all shaking from the feelings. She has a pair of blue undies with robots on them. Boy knickers. Eew! She nods at the floor. I lift my feet out of the holes, making hard to not tumble over.

Mrs Haydon helps me get cleaned up. She washes my undies in the sink, making sure she doesn’t touch my stuff, then dries them under the electric hand machine and puts them into a plastic bag for me to take back home.

“Here you are, Bonnie. Good as gold.” She gives me the plastic bag, opens my school bag and moves her head to say invisible words. I think she wants me to put it inside the bag. But I don’t want to keep them. If I keep the undies, I have to tell Mummy what I done. But I can’t tell Mummy what I done because I have to be a grownup. I have to be able to take care of myself. Soon Mummy won’t be able to take care of me anymore. I sawed her once, come home, and speak funny, and then fall over and go to sleep. She was still there when I gotted up in the morning. There was wet stuff on the floor next to her bed and it smelled like fish fingers.

I just spewded up in my bag.

“Oh dear.” That’s Mrs Haydon again. She stands up and wipes her forehead with some paper towel. “You must have a stomach bug, my dear. Your accident couldn’t have been helped, I’m sure. Let’s get this cleaned up and you safely home to bed. Hmm? The lady outside will make sure you get home to bed? Won’t she?”

I nod. Maybe my mummy will sit with me now, instead of hiding in her room and writing in that book. Most of the time she just looks at that book and cries. But last night she wrote in it for ages and gave it some flowers.





Tape #01

 

Dr Wright: Mummy tells me that you miss Daddy. Do you want to talk about it?

Bonnie: [scribbles on paper with green crayon]

Dr Wright: She says you’re always asking for him and getting upset.

Bonnie: [nods]

Dr Wright: She also says you visit him a lot. Is that right?

Bonnie: [nods]

Dr Wright: You know that Mummy does everything she can for you to see him. She loves you very much. Would you like to tell me why you get so upset?

Bonnie: My daddy buys me lots of I-screams. 

Dr Wright: Does Mummy not allow you to eat ice cream?

Bonnie: [shakes head] It doesn’t make logic.

Dr Wright: What doesn’t make sense, Bonnie? 

Bonnie: It’s silly. No bodies scream when they eat I-screams. They should be called I-quiets.

Dr Wright: [laughs] Would you like to explain that further?

Bonnie: [blank stare, continues to draw in green]

Dr Wright: How come you don’t like any of the other colours, Bonnie?

Bonnie: Daddy said green is a colour of being safe.

Dr Wright: Do you believe that too?

Bonnie: [nods]

Dr Wright: Why do you think green means safe?

Bonnie: [shrugs]

Dr Wright: You have a logical reason for everything, Bonnie. I’d like to hear it.

Bonnie: No thanks.

Dr Wright: I’m a little bit confused. How come you don’t like eating the green jellybeans?

Bonnie: [stops scribbling, looks up and offers a blank stare]

Dr Wright: Have you had enough talking today, Bonnie?

Bonnie: [nods] I don’t eat the green ones because they taste like medicine.



February 16th, 1984

~Mummy

 

I sent Mary to pick you up from school today. The guilt is killing me, but I just didn’t know what else to do. I hope you forgive me for writing horrible things in this book, but you must know the truth. I don’t know how long I’ll wait until I give this book to you. Maybe when you start high school, maybe university, maybe I’ll wait until you have kids of your own. Whenever it is, I want you to know that I’m sorry. I miss your father, and Ted, though a good provider, is getting grumpier and grumpier. The shop isn’t doing very well and today he asked me to send you to live with your dad and Mary for a while until we get back on our feet! Can you believe this? I would never ever ever send you away! I hope you know that. You are the only thing in this world that I would gladly starve for.

I have to tell you, I cry a lot. I try not to. I’m not sure why I feel so unhappy. Maybe I miss John. Maybe I’m sad that I never did anything with my life, besides have you, that I can be proud of. I’m so glad you haven’t seen me cry. I can’t even begin to imagine how that would make you feel. I still haven’t decided whether I should have Ted collect you from your dad’s when he closes the shop, or just let you stay there overnight. I know you love Mary and you’ll probably have fun. But I fear, being the only other constant female influence in your life, that you’ll end up loving her more than me.

John still hasn’t written in this book since you were born. I keep offering it to him, but he keeps refusing. I’m not going to ask anymore. I’m tired of it. Honestly, I think he’s scared of all the feelings in here. But I do secretly hope he reads it all again. Maybe it will help us have a better relationship. I hate to admit it, but I would take him back in a heartbeat. Maybe I should just let you stay overnight and insist John bring you back tomorrow. Maybe the more we see each other, the more chance there is of rekindling what brought us together in the first place. 

Wait. The phone is ringing …

I just got a call from your dad. He said you have a terrible stomach bug and that he’ll bring you back tomorrow afternoon.  

Perhaps it’s fate. 

PS: I’ve started pressing some flowers for you. You were so fascinated by Grandma Miller’s collection that I thought we should start our own! So far I’ve got some jasmine, daisies, and buttercups pressed between the pages of this book. 





I didn’t go to school today so I get to play a shop with Mary all day while Daddy is at work. I don’t rooly understand what he does. But he always is talking about numbers in shapes and the sky, and always is leaving the house wearing the same boring old thing.

Anyway, how the shop game works is that I pull all the medicine bottles out of the bathroom cupboard, and I spread them all pretty on the kitchen counter. Every two minutes, Mary comes in and tells me that she’s not feeling good. So I ask her to splain me how she feels so I can sell her the right bottle. It’s not good to make mistakes with sick bodies because if you do they might be getting sicker.

Most of the time, I don’t really understand the words she says, but I think they’re called SimTims. But that just makes me want Tim Tams, so I just give her a packet of aspirin to take the pain away and ask her to go to the milk bar to buy me some. She’s good like that. She doesn’t get those silly lines in her face every time I ask for sweets. She just goes and gets them. It’s really simple. I think she should tell my mummy how simple it is.

After a while of playing, Mary gets bored and speaks on the phone. She always twirls the cord around her finger and gets her whole body wrapped up in it. It’s silly. Sometimes I don’t think she’s really a grownup. Maybe she’s just playing dress-ups.

Daddy walks in with a big smile on his face, and Mary skips up to him like a little girl and gives him a kiss on the cheek.

“Did you go to see your mother today?” That’s Daddy speaking to Mary, not me. She nods and does doll’s eyes and hangs her head to the side making a stupid groaning sound. She sounds like my Ted in the mornings.

“I still don’t understand why I should go, Dad. She can’t remember me.”

“It’s just good to keep touching base.”

I don’t know what sports has to do with what they are saying but it sounds serious. It always sounds serious with grownups.

“The doctor did say she might get her memory back at any time, remember? And by seeing you on a frequent basis can trigger flashbacks. Please just keep going to visit her.”

“But it’s been years! You’re not going to send me back to live with her are you?”

Daddy’s head goes all wobbly in his hands. He hasn’t come to say hello to me yet. That happens a lot when he speaks to Mary. Chooally, it happens to all bodies when they speak to Mary. I don’t understand why. Will I be that special when I get bigger?

“Sweetheart …”

Daddy looks over at me and smiles.

“Are you feeling any better?” That’s Daddy speaking to me now, not Mary. I nod and eat another Tim Tam. I don’t know why he bovvers to smile when the smile is really invisible sad words. Now Mary looks at me too and does doll’s eyes again. That makes my Mr Stomach feel like there are fuzzy clouds in it. I don’t think it was a nice thing to do to me. Sometimes I think grownups are stupid just pretending to be smart.

Mary punches Daddy in the shoulder, and he looks at her funny. Those looks send feelings all through the room. Like the air is going hard in our nostrils. Daddy moves his head towards me and Mary makes an annoying sound with her tongue. There they are again. Those invisible words. Why don’t they just say them out loud? It would be so much easier to understand.

Daddy walks out and Mary takes the Tim Tams away from me. I want to tell her not to, but my mouth is full of one, and Mummy tolded me it’s rude to open my mouth when there’s food in it.

Mary grabs a tea towel and wipes it across my mouth. It hurts and I say ow, but it doesn’t rooly sound like ow because I have a tea towel over my mouth.

“Stop being a baby.” That’s Mary speaking, not me.

“I’m not being a baby, you’re too violent.”

“Violent? Where did you learn a word like violent?”

“None of your beeswax. I go to school.”

Mary throws the tea towel on the counter and lifts me off the tall stool because I’m too short for the tall stool. I don’t like being short. If I was tall like Mummy and Daddy I could poke my chin on the top of Mary’s head. And then when she is pretending to be a grownup, I would be pointing my finger at her, and saying to her, “Don’t misbehave, young lady,” and make her go to her bedroom without any dessert.

Mary laughs and makes an annoying sound through her nose and she sounds like sumfing off the Animal Farm show on Channel 2. I don’t know why Daddy only watches Channel 2. I hearded him say to Mary that all the other channels are full of shit. Shit is a bad word. I askted Mary what shit means and she tolded me that it means poo. So that makes me think and I think that it doesn’t make logic for TV channels to be full of poo. Only torlets and undies can be full of poo. I didn’t say that to Mary because I didn’t want her to be in trouble with Daddy for telling me about a bad word.

“Go get cleaned up for dinner.” That’s Mary telling me to get cleaned up for dinner.

“But I’m not hungry.” That’s me not Mary.

“That’s because you ate half a packet of Tim Tams!”

“That’s because you gave them to me.”

“Well I thought you were only going to eat one.”

“But you didn’t tell me to only eat one.”

“Why do I need to tell you to only eat one? You know it’s almost dinner time.”

“When Mummy gives me sweets, she always tells me how much I can have.”

“But I’m not your mother.”

“But you’re a grownup and you should know better, young lady.” That was me talking, not Mary, and I used “young lady” a lot better than my Ted because Mary really is a young lady.

Mary puts her hands on her hips and her mouth goes all thin. She walks out of the room and calls for Daddy. She comes back in with him and they stand at the kitchen door staring at me with googly eyes and my Daddy has a funny smile on his face, but it’s another smile that doesn’t mean he’s happy, I think he’s got feelings of being annoyed, but I think he’s annoyed with Mary, not me. 

He’s changded clothes. He’s wearing a tracksuit now. Mary says sumfing to him all quiet and he mumbles sumfing back all angry man, but trying not to be angry man.

“Honey, how is your stomach after all those biscuits? Are you feeling okay? Do you want an antacid?”

I was feeling okay until he said that I should be eating one of those disgusting lollies, they taste like disgusting chalk and make me want to chuck.

Then he comes up to me and rubs my back all nice, but then I can hear my Mr Stomach do dancing again and I chuck up awwwl over his feet.



February 17th, 1984

~Mummy

 

John just called to say he’s on his way home with you. Apparently Mary fed you a box of Tim Tams. Silly girl. She may be smart enough to be accepted into medicine at a prestigious university, but she certainly needs to learn a bit of common sense. 

John also told me that you had a bit of a fight with her. Can I say I’m secretly satisfied with that outcome? I know it’s horribly selfish of me. But I’ve been so distant lately, and I often wonder how it’s affecting you. It can’t be easy seeing Ted and I argue about you all the time. I know that all he wants is the best for you. For us. But in my opinion, the best thing for a little girl is to be with her mother, regardless of her financial situation. 

Can I make a confession? I’m not sure I love Ted as much as I used to. I thought I did. But I think I only married him so that you could have a decent upbringing. Your father has enough of his own problems to deal with so I couldn’t possibly ask him to support you after everything that happened with his ex-girlfriend and daughter. I feel sorry for Mary, I really do. But I am just a bit jealous of her. Trying to accept that I wasn’t his first love was hard enough, but to find out he had another daughter who needed him was just horrible. I could never wish anybody to experience such a thing. But life is funny like that. One minute you have everything you want and need and love. The next, the whole world is turning upside down and you’re giving everything you love away. 

Oops! There’s the doorbell ... 





Tape #02

 

Dr Wright: What do you think of Mary?

Bonnie: She’s pretty.

Dr Wright: Do you like being around her?

Bonnie: [nods] Sometimes. [picks at wood on edge of table]

Dr Wright: Why only sometimes?

Bonnie: [stares blankly, opens mouth slightly, shrugs]

Dr Wright: It’s okay, you can talk to me.

Bonnie: [takes an exaggerated deep breath then breathes out with cheeks puffed up]

Dr Wright: [waits patiently]

Bonnie: Daddy does invisible words with her.

Dr Wright: Invisible words?

Bonnie: [nods]

Dr Wright: What are invisible words?

Bonnie: Mary is more special. Mary is a grownup.

Dr Wright: Do you think she’s more special than you?

Bonnie: [shrugs, nods]

Dr Wright: Bonnie, sometimes grownups don’t understand that their actions look like something different to what they really are. Daddy just speaks differently with Mary because she’s a bit bigger than you. It doesn’t mean he loves her more. All parents love their children equally. You understand?

Bonnie: [shrugs, nods, picks at edge of table]

Dr Wright: Do you want to play a game?

Bonnie: [looks at Dr Wright, nods, smiles]

Dr Wright: What would you like to do. It’s your choice.

Bonnie: Can we play the shop like I do with Mary? I like to give medicine.

Dr Wright: Do you want to be a doctor when you grow up?

Bonnie: No, I want to give medicine from a shop with a green cross.





Mummy opens the door and she’s holding the book and she has a pen between her teeth. She smiles at me and takes the pen out of her teeth and puts it behind her ear. Then she smiles at Daddy. But the smile is different than the one she gave to me.

Daddy rests his hand on my shoulder and pushes me forward a bit. I think that means I should be going inside. Again with the invisible words. I go in and watch from behind Mummy’s legs, but not touching.

The sun is getting tired because the light is going away, but it’s still shining some happy thoughts behind Daddy’s head. It’s pretty, and I want to visit the sun one day, like those men on TV did visit the moon. I think they should have beened to the sun. Then they wouldn’t be needing those big stupid suits to keep them warm.

Mummy winks and blows me a kiss and then speaks to Daddy all softly. She holds the book to her chest like she’s hugging it. Daddy touches it but it looks like Mummy is holding it more tight. She has that smile full of sad words, and she steps backwards a bit.

“You had your chance. I’m over it.” That was Mummy all low and whispery a bit angry woman sounding.

“I wasn’t ready before. But I’m ready now.”

“Why now? What’s changed?” Mummy leans her shoulder against the inside of the door and Daddy puts his hands in his pockets and looks at Mummy’s feet. He looks at her feet a lot. I think he always is thinking that she should buy some new shoes because she always is wearing the same ones.

“I’m not sure. Maybe the guilt of leaving you is catching up to me.” Daddy said that last bit rool quiet still looking at Mummy’s shoes. I don’t know what guilt means but it sounds pretty and a bit like gold.

They go on pause and Mummy sniffs and rubs her nose.

“Ted will be home soon.” That was Mummy, not Daddy.

“Can I have the book?”

“Not tonight.”

“Why not?”

“I haven’t finished with it. I was in the middle of an entry when you arrived.”

I don’t think she’s talking about the same entry as I know. But I don’t think doors can fit in that book. Unless they are magic doors. Maybe they are doors that gobble up bodies. Maybe there’s demons in it. Maybe it’s full of badly and that’s why Mummy cries at it.

“What if I come back tomorrow and collect it?”

Mummy moves her head. I can’t see if she’s saying yes or no in those grownup invisible words. Then she closes the door in Daddy’s face without saying goodbye. I think that’s rude.

Mummy turns around and looks to me. She gives me one of those smiles. The ones where she wants me to think she’s happy but she’s really not. She puts her pen and book on the coffee table and gets down on her knees to hug me. She’s warm and she smells like those swirlded black things that you can get at the milk bar. They come in red too. And there’s also a funny plant in the backyard that smells like the black swirlded stuff too. Sometimes I chew on it but then I spit it out because the taste goes away and it goes all like soggy grass.

I wish I could go into Alice in Wonderland. Then I could eat that cake because I like cake, but this cake could make me go big, and then I would pick up Mummy and Daddy and put them in a box like hamsters and keep them in my bedroom forever.

“Why does Daddy want the book?” That’s me asking, not Mummy.

Mummy breathes rool loud through her nostrils and it sounds like she’s sniffing in caramel fudge. She holds me outward and makes her lips do that pressing together thing.

“It’s not important, pumpkin.”

“It is important.” That’s me and I stamp my foot.

Mummy smiles like she thinks she knows more than me. Grownups do that a lot. They think they know more than me. They don’t know more than me, I know it.

Mummy makes a little piglet noise, “Why is it important?”

“It has to be! You’re always holding it, and writing in it, and ...”

I turn my head and look at the book on the table. I pobably shouldn’t say it. Maybe it will make her madly and she won’t let me have dessert tomorrow.

“And what sweetie?”

“I don’t know. I just think it’s an important book. If Daddy wants it like you do, it must be important. What’s in it? Is it full of sadness and that’s why he wants to take it away?”

Mummy laughs and it makes me feel stupid. But I’m not stupid. I know that there is something in that book that keeps making her cry. When she gives it to Daddy, I have to tell him not to ever give it back.



February 17th, 1984 cont.

~Mummy

 

… I gave you some chicken noodle soup. It made you sleepy right away and I’ve just put you to bed. I’m a little surprised at your fascination with this book. You’ve never showed interest in it before. Am I a bad mother for not noticing? If you keep seeing me with the book, I can’t even begin to imagine what other things you’ve seen. Oh my goodness. I’m so sorry! 

I could just tell you about it, but I know you. You’ll want me to read you the entries straight away. You’ll want details, you’ll ask questions I’m not ready to answer, and I’ll give you answers you won’t understand. So, sweet Bonnie, you’re going to have to wait. It’s going to have to remain between me and John for a few more years yet. 

I am really confused about why he’s asking for the book now, though. Just when I was ready to stop pushing him to write in it. I was all prepared, and now he’s thrown me for a sixer. I wish I could ask you if you’ve noticed anything different about him when you stay there. Has he met anyone else yet? Do you think he’s still in love with me? Do you think he’ll read all my entries before he starts writing his own? 

Do you think ... it might bring him back? 





I wake up in my own bed, and it’s still dark. The moon has that face on it again. Mummy keeps telling me there is a man on it, but I think that’s silly. If there was a man on it, his head wouldn’t be as big as the whole planet! I think they are mountains and lakes and rivers and trees and big holes from fire balls in space. Daddy tolded that to me.

I think he knows more than my mummy. Because my mummy doesn’t have a job. She stays in the house all day so I’m not alone when I comed home from school. My daddy goes out every day and comes back and talks about things I don’t understand. Daddy’s job is even better than my Ted’s. My Ted’s job is just full of fruit. Even I can remember the different colours of them all. As Mummy says, it’s not rocket science. I guess she’s smart with sumfings. She knows when bodies are smart and when bodies are just pretending to be smart. Daddy is smart. And I think Mummy knows that my Ted is just pretending to be smart. That’s why she always is doing doll’s eyes when he’s not looking and learning about money in his study room.

I can hear my Ted’s voice in the kitchen. Plates and stuff are making sounds that Mummy says will wake me up. I know that, because sometimes, when she lets me fall asleep in her lap on the couch, my Ted goes into the kitchen and moves stuff around. It’s always late and she does a shooshing and tells him that he’ll wake me up. But I’m already awake. I just have my eyes closed. I like listening to stuff that no-one knows I can hear. Because it’s when some of the grownup invisible words stop hiding.

Mummy does a mumble-mumble.

My Ted does a mumble a bit louder. 

Mummy does a longer mumble-mumble.

“No, I’ve had enough of this.” That was my Ted. Yelling rool loud.

Then my mummy goes “Shoosh, you’ll wake up Bonnie.”

Then my Ted goes, “It’s always about Bonnie and this ... this damn book! When are you going to stop farting about in that book and do some real paperwork? Help the business for God’s sake. Help us.” Then I hear a big boom! and I hear sumfings going clatter-bang. I don’t think my Ted understands my mummy sometimes. Because I’ve never seen her fart in the book. I think that was a silly thing to say, and if my daddy was here he would tell my Ted to get his facts straight before making a kyousations. I don’t know what a kyousations is, but I know that if Daddy said that to my Ted that he would stop making not nice music with the kitchen things.

“And what if I don’t want to help us?” That was Mummy talking. She yelled rool loud and she doesn’t do that much. My heart goes bumpy in my chest a bit because Mummy doesn’t sound like Mummy when she uses her angry voice.

Sumfing crashes and smashes and goes clangety-clang bang and Mummy does a squealing and starts to cry rool loud, almost as loud as her angry voice. My heart goes bumpy rool fast now and I jump rool fast out of bed and run to the kitchen. My mummy is kneeling on the floor crying with her arms over her head and my Ted kicks her side and she tumbles over and rolls up like a baby. Her body is shaking like mine felt like it was shaking in the loo when I pooed in my undies. 

My Ted looks up and wipes his hand over his mouth like he is getting rid of chocolate smudges from Tim Tams and says sumfing in a rool low voice and steps closer to me. He’s got the book in his hand. But my Ted is making me scared playing dress-ups like a monster and I run to my room and cry into my pillow and under my banket.

There must be monsters in the book that make my Ted to be mean. I’m surely of it. Tomorrow morning I’m going to be burying the book in the backyard.

The book has demons and has to go to the devil to get a smack.





Tape #03

 

Dr Wright: Ted brought you in today. Do you like it when Ted drives you here to see me?

Bonnie: [nods]

Dr Wright: Do you have as much fun with Ted as you do with Daddy?

Bonnie: [nods]

Dr Wright: Tell me about some fun stuff you do with Ted.

Bonnie: Why?

Dr Wright: Because I’m interested.

Bonnie: Why?

Dr Wright: I like it when you tell me stories. You’re a great storyteller. Did you know that?

Bonnie: [smiles, nods]

Dr Wright: Excellent. So can you tell me one of your brilliant stories?

Bonnie: [nods, twists hands between knees and stretches arms] Once upon a time, there was a man named my Ted. [looks at Dr Wright for approval]

Dr Wright: Good. Go on, Bonnie. I’m listening.

Bonnie: Well ... he likes to be playing with a coloured box that moves bits and pieces to put all the colours on one side.

Dr Wright: A Rubik’s cube?

Bonnie: [nods]

Dr Wright: Did he teach you how to use it?

Bonnie: Stop trupting, I haven’t finished the story!

Dr Wright: Sorry, go on.

Bonnie: [shifts in seat, pushes hair from forehead] Well, my Ted isn’t very smart because I tolded him to fix it so all the greens could be on the same side and he sat with me on the flying carpet, and I made us go up in the air, so there could be magic around us, so he could fix it for all the greens to be on the same side.

Dr Wright: Wow, Bonnie. So did Ted manage to get all the greens on the same side?

Bonnie: [shakes her head]

Dr Wright: Oh, that’s a shame. Did you ask your Mummy to have a go?

Bonnie: [shakes her head] No, but I did it.

Dr Wright: You did it?

Bonnie: [nods head and smiles widely, squashes hands between her knees] Why do you ask tricky questions like all the grownups?

Dr Wright: My question isn’t tricky, Bonnie. Why do you think it’s tricky?

Bonnie: You ask a question but you already got my answer. My Ted asks tricky questions. I think they’re silly. I think grownups are more silly than silly girls.

Dr Wright: [laughs] So, are you sure you got all the colours on one side?

Bonnie: Yes! I’m smart! I know much much much much more than my Ted.

Dr Wright: [smiles] Of course you’re smart, Bonnie, we all know how special you are, and how fast you are learning. You have been making great progress.

Bonnie: [nods and looks out the window]

Dr Wright: So when you showed Ted that you fixed it, what did he say? Was he surprised?

Bonnie: [nods and giggles] He said, [deepens voice] you are the mostest intelligent girl on this planet, young lady. [giggles and falls backward into couch]

Dr Wright: Wow, that’s fantastic. It must make you feel good when Ted says such nice things to you, huh?

Bonnie: [nods] But it doesn’t make logic.

Dr Wright: What doesn’t make sense, Bonnie?

Bonnie: I’m not a young lady, I’m just a girl.





It’s rool early in the morning I think. And the moon is still up, but it’s a bit light blue outside. That’s another reason why I don’t think the man on the moon makes logic. If he did make logic, he would be making himself go sleepy when the sun comed up. Because that would be the polite thing to do.

Mummy comes into my room and sits on the edge of my bed. She does that shooshing again, but a bit quieter, like she’s taking orders from herself.

“Sweetie, are you okay?”

I nod.

My banket makes a noise around my ears because I have it pulled right up to my nose.

“I’m sorry about before. Ted loses his temper sometimes, but it’s because he’s working hard to support us. You understand that, don’t you?” I nod again, but she’s got it all wrong. I know Daddy is the smart one, but I always thoughted my mummy was smarter than me. How can she not see that it’s the book that’s doing the badly?

“Have you got in-some-knee-ah?” That’s me asking mummy, not her asking me. Sometimes she gets this thing called in-some-knee-ah and it means she can’t sleep poperly. She makes me bring her Tic Tacs for that too, but I think they’re another kind of Tic Tac because they look a bit bigger.

I think the body who invented English wasn’t very smart. I don’t understand how the poblem is in the knee. My Daddy said that when we go to sleep, that our brains are having a nap. So that means it has sumfing to do with the head. It should be called in-some-head-ah. I think the ah is like the ow. That makes logic because when you don’t get much sleep the brain hurts. I know that because Mummy rubs her head like she does when she cleans.

Mummy shakes her head. That means no. In some other country it means yes. I learnted that in school.

“Can you keep a secret?”

I nod again. Sometimes I like secrets. Specially the ones when Daddy says he’s got a surprise and takes me to the zoo, or to the spinning pool, or to the Victoria Market for hot jam doughnuts. Grownups like secrets too. I think they like them more than kids sometimes.

“I’m taking something to your dad. It’s a surprise. Ted doesn’t have to go to the farmer’s market this morning, so he’s sleeping in. Can you do me a favour, sweetie?”

I nod and I hope I don’t have to be raking the leaves with the shaker stick again. The shaker stick is too heavy and the leaves run away from the mountains I make and I have to rake them with the shaker stick too many times.

“Can you be really quiet this morning so you don’t wake up Ted?”

“What about brekkie?”

“You know how to fix yourself some cereal, sweetie. Ted really needs the rest. He works too hard and he’s exhausted.”

I look out the window at the sunshine saying hello. It’s getting much lighter and some birds are going twit-twit-twit. I think it’s the sparrows. I wish I could hold a sparrow. They are cute. And sometimes I like to make up little stories about them. Like how they turn little kids into pretty songs and they live forever.

“Honey? Can you do that for me?” That’s mummy. She is still all whisperly but more loud whisperly.

Mummy rubs my knees through the banket. I nod again, and she smiles as if she’s not worried anymore. Then she tip toes away and blows me a kiss at the door. It squeaks a bit when she closes it. But she doesn’t close it all the way. She leaves a gap for the monsters to find a way out in the middle of the night. But the night is over. It was pobably just an in-a-cent mistake. My Ted says Mummy makes those types of mistakes a lot. But I don’t understand how a mistake can live inside a money coin.

I think Mummy is silly for asking me not to wake up my Ted. Grownups always ask questions when they chooally really want to give you an order. Mummy says it’s polite to ask. But I think asking is like lying sometimes. It’s just like a trick. And I think tricks like that are a bit mean. My Ted plays tricks on Mummy all the time. They’re a bit more serious than the trick Mummy just played on me, though. My Ted  asks her questions and then doesn’t even let Mummy answer. He answers them for her! Why does he even bovver asking if he is going to tell her how to answer him? That’s a mean trick. But now I’m thinking that it’s the books badly. It’s the book’s badly that makes my Ted go violent and ask tricky questions. When my daddy asks me questions, they’re not tricky. They are real. And if I answer them in a way he doesn’t like, most of the time it’s okay, and we do sumfing that we both like to be doing. I love my daddy. I know I don’t really know what love looks like, but I think it’s my feelings.

My daddy is nicer than my Ted. I think he’s smarter too. But my Ted is still nice, just not as nice as Daddy.





Tape #04

 

Dr Wright: Daddy tells me you’re fascinated with the stars. Do you think you’d like to become an astrophysicist like him one day?

Bonnie: [frowns] Pardon?

Dr Wright: An astrophysicist. That’s what your Daddy is. He tells me you enjoy looking at the sky at night. Is that true?

Bonnie: [nods] I like to be looking at the moon.

Dr Wright: Only the moon?

Bonnie: [shakes head]

Dr Wright: What else do you like to look at?

Bonnie: The man.

Dr Wright: Do you mean God?

Bonnie: [frowns] Pardon?

Dr Wright: Some people believe God made the earth and everything on it, including us. Is that who you mean by the man?

Bonnie: [shakes head] I mean the man that Mummy likes to be looking at.

Dr Wright: [frowns, swallows] Bonnie, can you tell me about the other man in Mummy’s life?

Bonnie: Mummy says he looks down on us from the moon, and keeps the moon safe from purple monsters.

Dr Wright: [sighs with relief, smiles] Ah, I see. You’re talking about the man on the moon! He’s an interesting fellow, isn’t he?

Bonnie: [shakes head] He’s not real. Mummy thinks he’s real, but she’s wrong.

Dr Wright: Oh? Why do you think that?

Bonnie: She’s being silly.

Dr Wright: Why?

Bonnie: I said, because he’s not real!

Dr Wright: Bonnie, there’s no need to shout. We’re just having a conversation.

Bonnie: I don’t want to have a conversation. I want to go home! [crosses arms and frowns]

Dr Wright: You can go home soon. We just need to finish up here first. Is that okay?

Bonnie: No! [throws crayons at Dr Wright’s face]

Dr Wright: Bonnie, you shouldn’t throw things at people. It’s not nice. Would you like me to throw things at you?

Bonnie: [huffs and shakes her head]

Dr Wright: Okay ... let’s continue ...



February 18th, 1984

~Daddy

 

I just read the first two entries in this book. My entries. I haven’t lived up to anything I promised you, my love. I wish there was more I could do for you. But Penny doesn’t want to intrude on my life. I guess that’s my fault. I pushed you both away when I had to take custody of Mary and life got too hard.  

I’ve matured a lot in five years, I believe. If only I was half the man I am now then, maybe I wouldn’t have panicked about my new responsibilities, and we could have become one big family. One day I’ll explain it all to you in detail, but simply put, Penny and I fought, a lot, and silly me thought it meant our marriage was over, and when my ex-girlfriend had that horrible accident, and I had to take care of Mary, I used it as an excuse to get out of the marriage. I regret it. I do. I now realise that those fights just meant we cared deeply for each other. What a fool I was. I hope one day you and your mother can forgive me. 

But this book is meant to bring you joy, so enough writing about the hardships. Penny asked me not to read her entries. And she agreed not to read mine either. We will honour that. For you. The last thing we want is for our feelings to get in the way of this precious gift. This is for you, Bonnie. You only. 

I’m sure Penny thinks this book was my idea. But really, it was hers. When you were about thirty-two weeks in gestation, she said to me, one hand on her belly, the other on my cheek, “If only there was a way to merge our hearts.” I never told her that was the reason I bought you this book. I wish I had. I can’t tell her now. It won’t have the same meaning. And I think it will just make her sad. It seems she has enough of that already. I can see it in the lines around her eyes. Oh, how often I hope she is doing well and doesn’t succumb to the tears. She is very sensitive, your mother. The smallest heartache triggers the waterworks. It used to make me angry. But now I understand that she can’t help it. She is who she is. No one can change that. And who would want to? 

Listen to me ramble on and on. It’s one quality that is great at my workplace when we get into exciting discussions about the temperamental universe, but I’m afraid rambling on about things that don’t make sense to you seems useless here. 

Has anyone ever told you that actions speak louder than words? It’s the best cliché in the book. And one that holds relevance in every possible life situation. Remarkable really that I believe such things, and then I write in a journal! 

But Penny is right. We should continue to write in it. At least during the early years. I think it will be a nice thing to remember us by. And I like to believe that it may just grant us immortality. Just like the stars I love and cherish as much as you, Bonnie. 

Penny and I have decided to drop this book off at each other’s houses every couple of days. It will be a nice excuse to see more of her. More of you. She caught me by surprise this morning when she came by. I didn’t think she was going to agree, but something must have happened at home last night for her to change her mind. She had a sparkle in her eye. One I haven’t seen in years. I would have liked it if that sparkle were for me, but I think it’s for you. It’s her pride for you. Without you, I fear she’d have no sense of purpose and do something she’d regret. 

But we can’t have everything in this life. This is another lesson you will one day become familiar with. And I dug my own grave it seems. I suppose I should stop explaining what all these phrases mean because when you read this book you will probably be as old as me! 

Just for the record, Penny was my only true love. There will never be another Penny for me. In fact, I don’t think I ever want one. Having her in my past is fulfilling enough. 

And you are a gift no man could ever buy. Two beautiful ladies, and two shining souls, through one set of radiant green eyes. 





I get out of bed and I look through the keyhole in Mummy’s bedroom door. I need to bury the book to save my mummy and my Ted from the demons. But my Ted is in there and he’s making pig noises. Mummy said not to wake him up. And I can’t see the book on her table with the little light on it. It’s normally sitting on there next to the silver bracelet with the bits hanging off it.

Maybe my Ted buried it. Maybe my Ted just knewed that the book was full of badly and that’s why he had it last night. Maybe he was taking it away. Maybe he was showing Mummy what the book will make him do if she keeps it. Maybe that’s why he touched her with his foot like they did in that Karate Kid show that is coming out on the giant screen soon. Daddy said he is going to take me to see that movie. But I don’t like kicking things. Only if it’s me doing kicks to songs.

I like TV Hits in the weekend mornings. Mummy moves the couch back and I make up dances to the videos. I rooly rooly like that man that sings the sweet dreams are made of weeds song. I asked Mummy if all bodies really are looking for sumfing, and she said that they are. And I askted what she was looking for, and she said that she was looking for love, but she already founded it, so she’s not looking anymore. I asked her to show it to me. But she said that love isn’t tangible. I don’t know what tangible means, but I would still like her to show me the love she found. But I stopped asking because it maded her upset and she started to cry again. I think she pretended not to cry because she kept smiling at me really weird when I was making up my sweet dreams steps.

Another reason why I don’t think my mummy is very smart is because she said that the man singing that sweet dreams song was a woman! That maded me giggle. I said, she’s not a woman! He has short hair, and he wears those same clothes that Daddy wears when he goes to his job, and that thing around his neck that his boss man pobably uses to show him where to go like they do with dogs. And my mummy just shookt her head and laughed at me. Silly Mummy. One day she will learn.

I want to watch TV Hits and eat brekkie. But Mummy tolded me not to wake up my Ted and it’s silly to watch TV Hits without any sound on. I go into the kitchen and Mummy has left me a bowl and a box of Fruit Loops and a spoon and a bottle of milk on the kitchen table. She is smart sometimes. She did that for me so that I wouldn’t have to get on a chair to get it out of the cupboard. She’s nice like that. My mummy is always nice. And sometimes I think being nice, is more important than being smart.

I sit at the table and fix my brekkie. Fruit Loops are cool. But at school some kids call me a fruit loop, and I don’t think they are saying it because I taste yummy. I’m not surely of what it means, but it makes me have feelings like my belly is all pineapple jelly so I don’t think they are being nice to me.

My Ted is up. I hope I didn’t make too much sounds with my thinking.

“Morning, sunshine. Look at you, all clever with the breakfast business.”

“It’s not a business. I didn’t have to give money.”

My Ted laughs and shakes his head.

“Where’s Penny? Not like her to be out this early on a no market day.”

“She’s goned to Daddy’s to give him a pessant.”

My Ted goes on pause and his face goes flushy. And then I remember that Mummy tolded me to keep it a secret! Now I’m a bit scared and I think I go on pause too. I dribble some milk on my pyjamas by a not-on-purpose. My Ted  puts his coffee cup down on the counter rooly loud and stomps back to the bedroom. I can hear all the drawings open and closing really hard. My Ted does some shouts and some rool bad words that my mummy told me to never say. Then he comes back out with his raincoat. I didn’t know it was raining. But my Ted ’s right. It is raining. Maybe he is smart.

“Grab your raincoat. We’re going to collect her.”

“Why?”

“Because she shouldn’t be there.”

“Why?”

“Because. You won’t understand. Now just get up and get your raincoat and gumboots.”

“I don’t know where they are.”

Ted makes funny breathing noises and wipes his mouth again. I don’t understand that. He hasn’t had brekkie yet. And anyway, my mummy always says that it’s polite to use a serviette. When I get out of my seat Mummy opens the front door. She’s smiling all nicely and unopens her umbrella and leans it against the door when she closes it.

“Oh, are you off somewhere, Ted?” That was Mummy speaking.

Ted looks like he’s on pause again, except his eyes are blinking lots. Mummy’s smile falls off.

“If you haven’t located that fucking book by the time I get back all hell is going to fucking break loose.”

“Ted! Not in front of Bonnie. You know how I feel—”

“I don’t give a flying fuck how you feel right now.”

I don’t know what flying fuck means but I’m surely it’s not a bird. My Ted  stomps out and shuts the door rool hard and makes plates and cups go tinkle-tinkle in the cupboards. Mummy starts to cry again and she goes all wobbly to the phone. When she moves her fingers in the holes it sounds like a sleepy kitten. Sometimes I like to move my fingers in the holes and listen to it be sleepy. I want a kitten. But my Ted tolded Mummy he was a lergic. I don’t know what a lergic is but it must be surely sumfing about being a man. My daddy said he’s a lergic too. But he has a cat. I will ask Mrs Haydon at school what a lergic is.

Mummy goes all whisperly and she wipes her eyes with her sleeves. Then she hangs up and says that Daddy is coming over. But only for a very quickly time.

“Why?” That’s me talking, not Mummy.

“He’s bringing back the book.”

“No! Tell him to bury the book in the ground!“

I stamp my feet rool hard on the floor, and Mummy puts her hand over her mouth rool fast. Now my chest is going all bumpy again. I don’t like it when my chest is all bumpy because it makes me feel like there is a bad monster setting up a cubby in there. Mummy pulls out a chair and sits in it and sighs. She does one of those smiles that aren’t happy.

“Sweetheart, that book is special. It’s for me, Daddy and for you.”

“But I don’t want it. It’s got demons in it and doors that gobble up bodies.”

Mummy puts her hand on my head and I can feel it really warm and it makes me feel a bit calmed.

“There’s nothing bad in the book. There is nothing to be afraid of.”

I look at Mummy. I think I’m using grownup invisible words because she speaks again without any sounds coming out of my mouth first.

“Please don’t feel sad, sweetie. There’s no reason to feel like that at all.”

“But my Ted thinks you fart in it, and that’s really rude, and it’s always putting tears on your face and I don’t like you to be all feelings, because then all your smiles aren’t happy ones anymore and I just want you to smile the happy ones and I want, I want, want ... the book to die.” 

My face is really wet and I feel like the air can’t find my window. Mummy is crying rool hard now, but this time I think it was my badly, not the book’s.

“Mummy, I’m sorry. I didn’t want to make you sad.” I let myself fall onto her lap and she grabs me and lifts me up and gives me a rooly rooly long and warmly cuddle.

“Honey, I’m not crying because I’m sad. I’m crying because I’m happy.”

I rest my head on Mummy’s shoulder and I think that when I’m a grownup there won’t going to be any secret books.





Tape #05

 

Bonnie: Why do grownups make simple things go all difficultly?

Dr Wright: What do you mean?

Bonnie: They smile when they’re sad and they cry when they are happy. It’s silly. 

Dr Wright: [smiles] When you grow up you’ll understand a bit better why we do that.

Bonnie: I don’t want to understand better. When I’m a grownup, I’m not going to do those things. I’m going to make the world simple.

Dr Wright: Really?

Bonnie: [nods] Uh-huh.

Dr Wright: How are you going to do that?

Bonnie: I’m not going to do silly grownup things. I’m just going to be normal. I’m not going to ask tricky questions and I’m not going to say invisible words and I’m not going to make up silly stories about the man and I’m going to be smart. Much smarter than you! [frowns and crosses her arms in a huff]

Dr Wright: Bonnie!

Bonnie: What?

Dr Wright: Why are you getting so upset at me? I haven’t done anything bad to you.

Bonnie: You always do badly! You make me sit here with the door closed. It’s not fair!

Dr Wright: Bonnie, would you prefer I open the door?

Bonnie: [looks out window, shakes head]

Dr Wright: Bonnie? Would you like to try some writing?

Bonnie: [shakes head]

Dr Wright: Not real writing. You can spell words with these wooden letters. Would that be fun?

Bonnie: [looks at box of letters, shrugs]

Dr Wright: Look. I’ll start. [empties letters onto table and spells own name: Doctor Wright.] Do you know what I’ve spelt?

Bonnie: Yes. I’m not stupid.

Dr Wright: Okay, would you like to read it to me?

Bonnie: It says Doctor Wright.

Dr Wright: Wow! That’s fantastic, Bonnie. Who’s been teaching you about silent letters?

Bonnie: Daddy. Because Daddy is smart.

Dr Wright: And so are you, Bonnie. That’s brilliant. Bravo. [claps hands]

Bonnie: [smiles and takes some letters out of the box. She spells: Silent letters are stupid.]





The doorbell rings and it’s Daddy. Mummy takes her hair out of the flicky-band and puts her fingers through it before she opens the door.

When she opens the door, they both go on pause. Except Daddy’s lip. It moves funny. Like someone is pulling it by a string. He’s holding the book. I still think it’s got badly things in it, but if it makes Daddy come visit, then maybe sometimes it might be okay. Maybe when those some times happen the demons are sleeping and the doors are lockted.

Daddy looks at me and blinks at me with one eye. Then he touches Mummy’s cheek and she pushes her face into his hand a bit more. Mummy goes outside and closes the front door. I can see their lips moving but I can’t hear them, not even whisperlies. But I can still see them through the window. My mummy isn’t smart like that, but Daddy is, but maybe he’s forgotten about that window because he isn’t living with us anymore.

I’m glad there is a window because I just sawed them touching lips. And when I touch my lips to Mummy’s lips it make me feel warm. It’s good she is touching Daddy’s lips because it’s not being summer today and he doesn’t have a raincoat.



February 19th, 1984

~Mummy

 

I will never forget yesterday morning. John kissed me when he brought this book back (just in the nick of time, too, before Ted came home to find out what I had done, so I guess he’s also a saviour). We didn’t say much. But I think it might be a new beginning. I don’t want to pressure him, so I won’t ask any questions. Let’s just see how it pans out. This will be the first time in my life that I will “go with the flow.” Bonnie, wish me luck. I need it! 

Bonnie, remember, no matter how old you are, you never stop learning. 

Ted and I had a big “conversation” last night. He wants me to focus on bringing the three of us closer together. He asked if he could start writing in the book too. I told him that it wouldn’t be right, seeing as John started it. I said that I thought it would be betraying him somehow. And it would. Don’t you think? Anyway, I promised Ted that I would stop writing in it. That I would give it to John. Ted seemed to find that solution acceptable. 

Now, I need to find a place to hide this book. 

John and I are meeting in the park tomorrow for me to give him the book. I’ll pick you up from school and we can walk there together. 

PS: We put the Talking Heads album on this morning and you made up a really innovative dance to Burning Down the House. You said that you thought the lyrics didn’t make sense. I asked you why, and you said that you can’t put out a fire with fire, and that a fire doesn’t make you wet so why would you need a raincoat? I tried to explain that the lyrics are like art and that they don’t have to make sense, but you wouldn’t have it. Then you lifted your shoulders to your ears, sighed, and said, “Well, at least I can dance to it.” Ted laughed. A real belly laugh. It was nice to see him laugh for a change. 

PPS: I hope John reads my entries. 





Tape #06

 

Bonnie: [jumps up and down on the couch like a trampoline]

Dr Wright: Bonnie, I know it’s fun, but you might break the couch.

Bonnie: I won’t break the couch!

Dr Wright: You might.

Bonnie: I’m too small. I’m not heavy.

Dr Wright: I know that, but when you jump up and down like that, you become heavier than you really are.

Bonnie: That doesn’t make logic.

Dr Wright: Why doesn’t it make sense, Bonnie?

Bonnie: I can’t be growing just because I’m jumping. You’re really silly. I’m not growing taller. It just looks like it.

Dr Wright: [shakes head and laughs]

Bonnie: [stops jumping] Why do grownups shake their heads a lot like they are saying no but not really saying no?

Dr Wright: Why do you think we shake our heads, Bonnie?

Bonnie: [shrugs] Maybe you are making surely the nits don’t get in. Maybe that’s why kids get nits a lot, because they’re always nodding at the grownup questions.

Dr Wright: [smiles] That’s a pretty good theory, Bonnie. Where did you hear that?

Bonnie: What?

Dr Wright: [laughs]

Bonnie: I wasn’t saying a joke.

Dr Wright: Bonnie?

Bonnie: What?

Dr Wright: You’re amazing.

Bonnie: [nods, smiles] I know.





It’s being summer again today and I’m playing on the swing set my Ted got me for my birthday. He said five was a very special age because five is when you start school. I started school. But I don’t feel special. I think it’s because I’m a fruit loop. Sara and Bianca are meanies and I don’t like them anymore. And there is a boy at school with red hair. His name is Albert and his face looks like a porcipontus. He has a yucky voice and when he calls me a fruit loop it sounds like a body put him in a morning blender with I-scream and milk. I think bodies should call him the fruit loop, not me.

And I’m not stupid. But some bodies think I’m stupid. I think Dr Right thinks I’m stupid too. She said that I was borned too early and that means that I don’t learn very fast. Maybe I don’t spell very good, but I can write and I can read and I can dance, and I know there’s rooly no moon man, and I can understand grownup invisible words. 

I think some words are spelled silly because they aren’t spelled like you say them. I told Dr Right, but she just said I have to learn the way they are spelled in the dickshonary. I know how they are spelled in the dickshonary. I just like my spelled words better.

When I’m growed up I will make a new dickshonary and all the words in it will be spelled the way we say them. One of the stupid spellings is when there are letters that you don’t say. Like lamb. It’s stupid to have the b there. And like know. That k is stupid too. The body that invented those stupid silent letters must have beened the one who invented grownup invisible words. Maybe there isn’t any histories of him because he didn’t want any bodies to see him. And that’s another thing I don’t understand. Why do all the boys get the stories? There should be herstories too. I’ve got lots of them and I’m a girl.

There’s a girl in my classroom that should have a herstory. She always hides behind the shelter shed at recess and says she’s to be invisible. When I go to speak to her she runs away. I wish she would speak to me. Because Sara and Bianca don’t like me anymore. I know that because they started to be calling me a fruit loop too.

That’s another stupid spelling. Fruit. Maybe that’s why my Ted isn’t very smart because he works with fruit. My mummy would tell me not to use the word stupid, and to use silly instead. But I like the word stupid. So I’ll just make it an invisible word and use it when I’m thinking only.

Mummy is coming outside with a biscuit tin. I don’t think she knows I’m on the swing. She looks into the sky with the biscuit tin cuddled under her chin. She says some words to the sky with her eyes closed but I can’t hear them. Then she puts the biscuit tin on the ground and goes into the garage and brings out the rooly heavy shaker stick, but the one that doesn’t have the gaps. She starts poking it into the dirt under the bush with the nice smelling white flowers all over it and makes a big hole. She puts a plastic super bag in the hole and pushes it down like she does with biscuit dough. Then she puts the biscuit tin in it. Maybe she wants to hide the biscuits from me because she says I eat too many sweets.

But it doesn’t matter, when I go visit Daddy, Mary will give me Tim Tams.

***

Mrs Haydon is making us wear these stupid smocks. Mine is too big and I hate the colour. It looks like poo in my undies. Mrs Haydon is making us do finger-painting on big pieces of paper clipped to a big wood thing. And the paint colours are boring. There is just yellow, blue, red and boring old white. I thought Mrs Haydon was smart because she’s a teacher, but how does she not know that if I put white paint on white paper, that no one is rooly going to see it?

I put my hand up to get more colours because that’s what we’re supposed to do when we have a question. But she doesn’t come over and my arm is getting sore and feels all wobbly like pineapple jelly. I can hear her talking in her witch voice to Bianca. Maybe she told Mrs Haydon that I’m a fruit loop and now Mrs Haydon doesn’t like me anymore either. So I get up and go to the cupboard with the paints in it myself and there isn’t any green in there either! 

“I want to make trees.” That was me, saying it rool loud so Mrs Haydon can hear and would stop hearing lies from Bianca and come over to me. Now she comes over, but she’s got grumpy lines on her head and says in her witchy voice that I can make trees if I want to.

“But trees are green, stupid. There’s no green!” That’s me yelling again. I don’t think I should be yelling at Mrs Haydon. My mummy tolded me that I should respect Mrs Haydon, and that means to speak nicely. Mrs Haydon’s eyes go all googly and shiny and she puts her hands on her hips and her lip does that thing like it did with Daddy’s like it’s being pulled by a string.

“Apologize for your foul use of language and your inappropriate tone, young lady, or I’ll take you straight up to the Principal’s office. Would you like to go to the Principal’s office?”

Teachers ask tricky questions too. They ask questions about things that they already know we don’t want. I don’t think that makes logic.

I put my head down and look at my shoes. “I’m sorry, Mrs Haydon.” I already knewed that I should only say stupid when I’m thinking, but I said it out loud. That was stupid.

“Now, if you have a little patience, my dear, I can show you how to make some green. Do you have a little patience?”

I nod. But I can’t tell if this is a Daddy type question or a my Ted type question. But it doesn’t matter. If Mrs Haydon can make me some green, then I can paint some trees.

We walk to my big wood thing and Mrs Haydon smiles like she’s about to be naughty. She dips the paint brush in the yellow, and rubs it onto the plastic lunch box lid. Then she dips the paint brush into the water and then into the blue and rubs that onto the yellow. She moves the paintbrush around in the paint and the paint turns green!

I can’t believe it! Maybe Mrs Haydon rooly is a witch, but a good witch pretending to be a bad witch, so that the bad witches don’t turn her into a mouse.

Daddy says that you learn something new every day. But I bet he’s never learnted how to make magic colours!

***

When Mummy meets me at the school gate she tells me we’re going to meet Daddy in the park and that gives me fizzy feelings in my Mr Stomach. I wonder if he will be getting me an I-scream. I want a rainbow one today. The ones that look like rainbows make me suck my cheeks in because some of the colours are sour like lemons. I don’t like lemons, but I like rainbow I-scream.

When we get there I give Daddy a big hug and he gives me a big hug back. Mummy is holding the book with the demons and I hope that the doors are still lockted so that Daddy doesn’t kick Mummy like my Ted did.

When Daddy and I stop hugging she gives it to him. They touch hands for a rooly long time behind Daddy’s back. I think they think that I don’t see it, but I can. I can’t but somehow I’m thinking I can. Maybe Mrs Haydon gave me some magic powers for the day because I painted the best thing in the class and she put it up on the classroom wall.

Maybe my mummy’s not-smartness travels to my daddy when they touch. Maybe that’s how bodies fall in love. I’ve hearded that word so many times on TV Hits, and all bodies in my family say that to each other. And Mummy had splained it to me one time, but I still don’t think I understand how it works.

That makes me remember, I should ask her to show me the love that she founded a long time ago. Maybe I can understand it better when I see it. I was going to ask Mrs Haydon, but I felted a bit shy after she did the magic colours. She made me orange and purple and pink too. Now I know why she gave us white! I didn’t want to ask too many more favours after that. Because Daddy said doing that is “over-stepping the mark.” He splained what it meanted. I didn’t see any mark on the ground when Mrs Haydon was doing the colour magic. But then I thought of Mrs Haydon telling me to have a little patience, and I thoughted I should listen because teachers know what’s good for kids more than kids.

The wind blows and it makes my arms feel funny. My arms go all dotted and my hairs like tiny feathers. Mummy and Daddy are all whisperly so no-one can hear their secrets.

“I didn’t read it. But it was torture.” That was Mummy, not Daddy.

Daddy smiles and touches Mummy’s cheek with a word like gentle. I learnted that word today when Mrs Haydon tolded me to press the paint brushes down gentle so that the line didn’t go so thick. Mrs Haydon is very smart.

I don’t think my Ted would be happy to see Daddy touch Mummy with the gentle word. Mummy tolded me that when two bodies go to a church to say their vows, that you’re not allowed to give love to another body else. But I don’t think I can say what I think until Mummy gives the love to me to hold.

Daddy makes funny eyes at Mummy like he’s asking an invisible question and Mummy nods, and then nods at me. 

“Would you like to come and stay with Mary and me tonight? I can drop you off to school on the way to work in the morning.” That was Daddy speaking.

Daddy does a blink with one eye to Mummy, and Mummy smiles a happy one.

“That sounds like a fun idea, doesn’t it, Bonnie?” That’s my mummy, not Daddy.

It looks like they are having invisible talking again, like Daddy did with Mary, but this time he doesn’t look annoyed.

Mummy whispers, “You can keep her for two nights if you like.”

He smiles a rooly rooly big one and I can see his teeth. “You sure?”

Mummy nods and points her chin to the book and lifts the eyebrows above her eyes.

Daddy smiles and shakes his head and nods and shakes his head. I don’t think he knows what he’s saying. Maybe he hasn’t learnted the invisible language as good as Mummy and my Ted yet.

“Sweetheart, would you like to go and play on the slide for a while? Daddy and I have to discuss something in private. We’ll just be right over here.” Mummy points to the long wood seat that fits bodies like a couch, and I nod to answer that question that is like a trick and walk over to the slide. But I don’t go on the slide because every time I go on the slide my bum goes all burny on the skin and it stings a lot.

I sit under the slide and play with the bark. The sun is hiding a bit now and I’m feeling a bit shaky, but not too shaky. I watch my mummy and my daddy smiling the happy way. That’s good. I think they are learning to do things poperly instead of the wrong way around now. Maybe Dr Right has been helping them to be learning too. 

But then my Daddy stands up rooly fast and runs behind the trees on the other side of the playground. My mummy is looking left and right and left again, like she is going to cross the road, but rooly rooly fast. My heart is going all bumpy because I think sumfing is wrong, but then I think they’re just playing hide and seek! So I get up and run towards Mummy because I want to play too, and I call out, “I know where he is! He’s behind the tree! Let’s go and find him together, Mummy!” And then my Ted says, “Find who, Bonnie? Who’s behind the tree?” And I look up and it’s my Ted, but his face is all faded because it’s trying to be summer again and the sun is poking in my eyes.

“Hi Ted!” That’s me saying hi in a rooly high voice and I feel like giggling because now the four of us can play together and it will be so fun like Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious. And then I say, “It’s—” but then Mummy laughs rooly rooly loud but it doesn’t sound like her popper laugh, and she says to my Ted rooly loud that I have an imaginary friend, and that makes me rooly angry because I’m not a crazy body, I’m smart, I go to school, I know that imaginary friends are just in books and I want to yell that Mummy is lying but then she looks at me rooly tough like I’ve never ever seen her look at me before, and my Ted huffs and puts his hands on his hips and squints into the sky and says, “How about we take the afternoon and go to the beach before the weather starts crapping out, hey?”

I don’t know what crapping out means, but I don’t think it means sumfing good. I want to say that I want to go home with Daddy who is waiting for me in the trees, so that I can get my rainbow I-scream, but sumfing makes me feel like Mummy would get madly if I did that.

“That’s a fabulous idea, Ted.” That was Mummy sounding all excited but she’s not rooly. She looks at the tree where Daddy is hiding and I wave to him and Mummy smacks my hand down and it hurts. I make an ow and Mummy does a shooshing. It looks like my Ted doesn’t see Daddy. My mummy does doll’s eyes and we follow my Ted to the car.

My mummy is being a bit silly. I think I understand the words Daddy and Mummy are doing all whisperly now. And that makes my Ted even sillier.

My Ted is a Mr Grumpy. But I don’t think he is a baddie like in the movies with the violence. I don’t want to give him hugs like I want to give to my mummy. But there might be another girl somewhere who does want to give him hugs. And I think my mummy should tell him to go and find another body to live with if she doesn’t like him anymore. I think my mummy is being a meanie like Sara and Bianca. And that makes me wish my Ted to get a zillion hugs.



February 21st, 1984

~Daddy

 

This is such unacceptable behaviour on our parts, Bonnie. That was a really close call at the park yesterday and I’m sorry you had to be witness to that. I’m sure it confused you to no end. And I wouldn’t put it past you if you completely comprehended what was going on. 

You are a very intelligent young lady. Which means that one day you will understand why we do the things we do. Our foolish actions may seem selfish to you now. But when you love someone, it feels like the rest of the world has no right to exist. I hope one day you are granted this gift—this wonderful gift of love. 

Bonnie, Penny and I have a plan. I’m not sure I will be seeing you very often anymore. But it’s only temporary. I’m sorry we are being so secretive, but it’s for your own good. If Penny and I let our feelings for each other get in the way of making our past wrongs into rights, then the result will be catastrophic for you, especially at such an influential age, my love. Please don’t be upset with me. Daddy loves you. 

Always. 



part three

love is tangible





Tape #07

 

Bonnie: Why is that wood stuff in the park ground called like the dog sound? It doesn’t make logic.

Dr Wright: Some things don’t make much sense, but it doesn’t mean they are incorrect.

Bonnie: [blank stare]

Dr Wright: You look upset today, Bonnie.

Bonnie: [crosses arms and huffs]

Dr Wright: Would you like to tell me what’s wrong?

Bonnie: [shakes head]

Dr Wright: Why not?

Bonnie: Because it’s none of your beeswax.

Dr Wright: Everything in this room stays between us. You know that, don’t you?

Bonnie: Words can’t stick between bodies. They go out of mouths and into the air and float around like songs.

Dr Wright: That’s very insightful, Bonnie.

Bonnie: [blank stare]

Dr Wright: I won’t tell anyone what you tell me. I promise. Is something happening at home that is bothering you?

Bonnie: [shakes head]

Dr Wright: Are you sure?

Bonnie: [frowns]

Dr Wright: We can sit here in silence until you’re ready to talk to me, Bonnie. But I’m not letting you go home until you tell me what’s going on.

Bonnie: [falls into couch and buries her head into cushions]

Dr Wright: Mummy showed me a really fantastic picture you made with macaroni at school. I’d like to hang one just like it on my wall. Would you make one for me?

Bonnie: [screams into cushion]

Dr Wright: Bonnie, if you don’t start behaving yourself, I’m going to have to let you go home without any jellybeans today.

Bonnie: [sits up, wipes eyes, looks out the window] Mummy won’t let me hold her love.





Mummy has stopped to cry when my Ted goes to the shop without her. I think that’s because she has stopped to write in the book. I knew the book was the badly!

But now I’m madly at Daddy because he only talks to me on the phone. He said that he’s sorry I can’t come over to play, but that he has to look after Mary. It doesn’t make logic. Mary knows how to pretend to be a grownup. She doesn’t need to play with Daddy. But I do. It’s not fair!

But I think it’s good that Mummy isn’t doing sillies with Daddy anymore. Because my Ted “deserves better”. That’s a thing what Mummy said when she sawed a TV show about the Youth in Asia. It was sumfing about how they should be able to choose when to die if they are really sick. There must be a lot of sick kids in that country if they are going to let them make themselves to die. I hope they go to heaven.

I think Mummy is becoming smart. Because she smiles a lot now and the smiles are happy and the way they’re supposed to be. And she hasn’t beened happy crying either. Daddy is right. You do learn sumfing new every day. Even grownups who pobably know almost everything already like Mrs Haydon and Dr Right.

My Ted brought me home sumfing called a custard apple. And I asked him to give the list of things to buy from the super for Mummy to make some more because they tasted rool yummy. My Ted laughed at me again. He said that custard apples are a plant and they grow to taste that yummy. But that doesn’t make logic. I sawed Mrs Haydon make toffee apples at the fete and the toffee was maded by her!

I think that the fruit is making my Ted a bit more not-smart.

It think that my Ted might be a fruit loop.



April 19th, 1984

~Mummy

 

John said that it shouldn’t be long now before he finds Mary a flat. She’s old enough to live on her own now, and it seems they have given up hope regarding Mary’s mother getting her memory back. John said that once Mary moves out that we can move back in with him! Won’t that be so great?! 

Ted still doesn’t know we’ve been meeting in the park to exchange the book. And he doesn’t know our plans either. I can’t break it to him yet. If I did he would probably throw us out on the street, and then what would we do? No, it’s best that it stays a secret until we can make this a reality. I know this is not a good example for you, and when you read this, please don’t think that this behaviour is acceptable. It’s not. But things are hard for me. I don’t have any skills. I’ve never had a job. I wouldn’t be able to afford to support you without Ted’s help. 

His business is going a lot better lately. So his mood has changed somewhat. Which is just wonderful for us and such good timing too. But it’s probably more to do with him believing I’ve given up on the book. He’s such a jealous man. I only write in it now when he’s at the shop and you’re at school. When I’m here all alone. When I’m finished, I hide it in an Arnott’s Assorted Biscuits tin and bury it in the backyard under the big jasmine bush. It’s safer that way. 

Everything is safer when you keep secrets. 

One day, you’ll learn that secrets are sometimes one’s only saviour. The only thing I deeply regret about this is how much it’s going to hurt Ted. He has been such a good father to you, and I’m such a horrible wife. I owe him so much. 

I wish I could make it quick and painless for him. Like ripping off a Band-Aid. If only life were that simple, Bonnie. I truly hope that when you grow up you fall in love and stay in love and that life remains as simple as it should be. Of course, there will always be complications, but if you truly love someone, I hope this book will be a constant reminder to never give up hope. If you are meant to be together, things will work out for the best in the end. 

Anyway, enough of this melancholia. 

Guess what it is this Sunday? Easter! Boy do I have a surprise for you. 





I think I had in-some-knee-ah because my Ted and my mummy said I get to go on an egg hunt this morning in the backyard! It’s Easter Sunday today and yesterday I got to paint eggs with my Ted and Mummy and Daddy and Mary. I think my Ted and Daddy are friends now and I think that’s rooly good. Now we can all be a rooly happy big family and I can have two daddies and a big sister too!

I showeded Mary how to make magic colours. She was all surprised, and she put her hand to her mouth and went “oh wow” rool loud and started doing some weird dance-jumping around the kitchen and saying silly things like abracadabra and wazzam-wazzoo Jackaroo.

I think she already knewed about the colour magic. I don’t understand why grownups pretend to be surprised about things around kids. I was going to tell her that I knewed she was pretending but she was having so much fun so I pretended to be excited about her being excited and then we was both rooly happy making magic colours and painting the eggs.

Daddy and Mary are coming over again this morning to do the egg hunt thing with me. I’m so excited, it’s going to be the best day in the whole wide world. I wanted Mummy to play too but she said she is going to be hiding the eggs so she can’t play. I said why not and she said because she will know where they are. I think my mummy is getting more smart because I didn’t think of that and I’m really smart.

I can hear noises in the bathroom now, so I think my mummy or my Ted is gotten up. Then my mummy goes all singy-songy with my name in the hall. 

“Bonnie, Connie, Von Wommie, bam, wam, can, Bonnie,” and she starts making drums on the walls and then she runs into my bedroom and jumps on my bed and goes all tickling me!

I’m giggling rool loud and she’s making roaring noises like a lion with courage which is silly because it’s Easter. She should be going brrk! brrk! like a chicken, and just then like she sawed my thinking thoughts she starts to go brrk! brrk! like a chicken and flicking her elbows out and in and it looks so funny, specially when she goes all gobbeldy with her head backwards and forwards. She looks so silly!

“Mummy you look so silly!”

“Good morning, Bonnie!” That was my mummy in a chicken voice that sounds like she has chopsticks up her nose. “Are you ready, brrrk!, to cluck around the garden of, brrrk!, glorious chocolate heaven?”

She’s making me laugh and I’m laughing rool loud.

“This is serious, brrrk!, business my child, you have some serious, brrrk!, hunting to do, brrrk!, my little chickie dee.” Mummy does her chook movements even bigger now and it looks like she is going to cluck her arms and head off. I’m laughing rool hard now and my breath is going funny and I’m making noises like Little Miss Piggy. Then Mummy goes all floppy and falls on my bed and makes a big sigh with her eyes closed. She has a big happy smile and she lies next to me and grabs me tight in her arms and kisses me all over my head and my eyes and my mouth and my nose and hair bits that go up and down when people talk.

“I love you so much, sweetheart.” That was my mummy, not me. I never called Mummy sweetheart before, but I do say I love you to her. And that makes me think of the question I was going to ask.

“Mummy, can you show me the love you found now?”

“I am showing you the love, sweetie.”

“Where is it?”

“It’s here.”

“Where?”

Mummy makes a big sigh and says, “The love is right here between us. You can’t hold it like a ball. It’s something you feel. Just like you feel now about me, and I feel about you.”

“But you said that you found love. How can you find sumfing you can’t hold in your hand?”

Mummy makes a funny noise through her nose. She does those funny noises a lot lately.

“Darling, you tell Daddy and Ted and me that you love us all the time. Are you holding love in your hand when you say that? No, you’re not. You’re feeling it, aren’t you?”

This makes me think and I go um and look up at the roof and I would be looking into the sky at the clouds if I was outside.

And then I understand what she is asking and I say, “No, I just say it to you because you say it to me.”

Mummy laughs and does more animal noises and shakes me with the gentle word a bit and hugs me a bit more tightly.

“Darling, you will understand it better when you get older. I promise.”

“But I want to understand now!” That’s me getting louder with my speaking. I know it’s rude to get loud with speaking but I can’t help it.

“Okay, Bonnie. Listen. How about we get you dressed and washed up, then we can do the egg hunt, and then we can talk about what love is as a whole family at the table when we eat lunch?”

I’m going to say no when Mummy breathes in rool quick and says, “Did you hear that?”

“What?” My ears go prick like a dog, I think.

“That’s the sound of Daddy and Mary. Quick, up you get, put on your dressing gown and go wash your face, and then we can start the egg hunt.”

“Okay.” That’s me getting up and putting my dressing gown on so I can go hunt for chocolate eggs with Daddy and Mary and my Ted in the garden.

This is going to be the best day in my whole entire life. And guess what? I sawed some rooly pretty butterflies in the garden yesterday and I decided I’m going to catch one in a jar and Daddy said that he’s going to teach me rool interesting things about them. It’s fun when Daddy teaches me things. I think he’s better than Dr Right and Mrs Haydon.

I think Daddy should be a teacher.





In the garden Mummy has put lots of little baskets with lots of little yellow chicks and pink bunnies, and I said to her that she was supposed to hide them not just put them around the garden, and she says that she did hide them you silly duffer, and that the baskets are there to put the eggs into when I find them and that makes me think and I think that it makes good logic.

Daddy and Mary and my Ted and me all look in different places in the garden and Mummy is calling out funny stuff that doesn’t make logic.

“Ted you’re warm! John you’re really cold! Mary you’re getting warmer! Bonnie you’re getting hot! Good girl!”

“I’m not hot. I’m just warm.” That was me yelling so Mummy can hear me over her loudness. And everybody laughs at the same time and that makes me cry because it gives me sticky feelings in my belly like pineapple jelly like when Sara and Bianca call me a fruit loop at school.

Mary comes over to me and pats my head like I’m a kitten and then gives me a hug. She smells like pretty flowers today and that makes me feel a bit more calmed.

“Don’t cry, Bonnie.” That’s Mary being nice all whisperly. “That’s just what you say when someone is getting closer to finding the treasure. It’s a good thing. It means that you are really close to finding some eggs. When someone is cold, it means they are far away. When someone is hot, it means they are really close. And you are really close!”

This makes me think and I think it doesn’t make logic. But I have learnted that English is silly and doesn’t make logic most of the time, so I think I just have to be learning to like all the unlogic stuff.

Mary wipes my tears away with her sleeve and I sniff and nod.

“Can you give me a smile?” That is a nice trick question. I like Mary sometimes.

I smile and nod and go to look inside the grasses behind the plum tree because that’s where I am and Mummy said I’m hot and that means I’m close to the treasure. And when I move some of the grasses to the side I can see some silvery blue purpled shinies! I reach in and I pick up three little chocolate eggs and I hold them above my head and I scream “Eureka!” because I learnted in school that some man in histories said this when he found sumfing rooly important and that in some other language, I forget which one, that the word means “I found it.”

And then after I say that really smart word all bodies in my backyard start to clap and yell hurrahs and I do a funny dance and Mary does it with me. Mary is funny sometimes. But then my Ted does a loud noise with his throat and everyone except me and Mary goes on pause. My Ted is holding the biscuit box my mummy did a pray to the sky with.

“Mummy put the biscuits there so I couldn’t eat them.” That’s me talking so that my Ted can understand why there’s biscuits buried in the garden.

But my Ted opens the biscuit box and pulls out the book! The badly book! I want to yell out no! and take it away and throw it over the fence to the horribly lady next door, but my voice is gone and I don’t know where to look for it. Ted’s face is all red and shiny and his breathing is all loud, and Mummy and Daddy move next to each other, and Daddy looks at Mummy’s shoes again and puts his arm around her shoulders. Mummy has both hands over her mouth and there’s tears falling down her face, and then she whispers my Ted’s name.

My Ted opens the book and it looks like he’s reading invisible words and then after a minute he chucks the book at my daddy and it hits him in the face. My mummy yells, “Ted! How dare you!” rool loud and it makes me put my hands to my ears. But Daddy is rooly quick and he catches the book and holds it to his chest and hugs Mummy into him a bit more tightly.

“When were you going to fucking tell me about this, this … this cold-hearted plan of yours, huh? You stupid fucking bitch. How long has this been fucking going on?” That was my Ted and he’s speaking rool loud and he’s saying rool bad words and the horribly lady over the fence yells out to shut the fuck up arseholes. I think that word means bottom, but I’m not surely.

“Ted, I,  I,  I—” That was Mummy and I think she has lost her voice too. It’s all the book’s badly, the book has to go in the fire and not get a raincoat!

Then my Ted does sumfing really violent. He stomps up to my mummy and punches her in the face! Then my Daddy punches my Ted and I can see blood coming out of his nose and there’s a lot of yelling and screaming and punching, and Mary isn’t doing anything, she’s just standing there holding my basket of eggs and my legs start going all rattling and my heart all bumpy in my chest rool hard, and then I can feel my voice comes back rool loud and I scream and scream and scream and run to Daddy and Mummy and my Ted and I yell for them to stop doing hurting that it’s not nice and to stop, please Daddy, Mummy, stop stop stop!!!

And then all bodies in the backyard go on pause except for the oxygen. My mummy is on the ground holding her hands over her eyes and crying rool lots and my daddy and my Ted are touching the red on their faces and Mary is making crying sounds but rool quietly like she wants to be invisible.

It’s all the book’s badly, but it’s my mummy’s badly too because she didn’t listen to me when I told her it has demons in it. And I don’t know why, it doesn’t make much logic, but I get this rooly badly feeling in my tummy and my chest and my head and my face goes all burning and I scream rool loud at my mummy, “I HATE YOU! I HATE YOU! I HATE YOU!”

And I run down the driveway rool fast and I can hear my mummy and my daddy and my Ted call my name but it sounds so far away inside my oxygen and my bumpy heart in my ears, and I run and run and run and I get to the road and I don’t stop and then I can hear a rooly loud horn like they blow at the beginning of the Melbourne Cup and and and then I hear a really big bang-clang and a loudly screeching and screaming so loud that I’ve never heard noises so big before and then everything goes magic colours and I can hear more screams and crying and big heavy feet around me.

Then the world goes a big black.





Bonnie ... I don’t think I can do this. I’m devastated. I’m sorry. I’m sorry that I didn’t let you hold love ...



April 28th, 1984

~Daddy

 

My precious Bonnie, 

The doctors said you didn’t feel any pain. I think the world gave it all to Penny and I. I am thankful for that. I am thankful that you were spared a horrific death. But one thing I am not thankful for is that you had to leave us with so many unanswered questions. 

Dr Wright gave us your session tapes. We can’t stop watching and listening to you. I think Penny is going to make herself sick with them, but I can’t bear to take them away from her. If I try to turn the VCR off she becomes hysterical. She hasn’t spoken for days. She’s tried so many times to write you a goodbye letter, but every time she picks up this book she breaks down. So I think it’s best if I write for the both of us. 

I promised Penny I’d give you all the answers you’ve been hoping for: 

1. It’s called ice cream because it’s made of ice and cream. But I do agree with your magnificent logic that they should be called I-quiets. It’s the only food I want to enjoy in complete silence too. 

2. Mary is not more special than you. I love you the same and sometimes oh so much more. 

3. Sometimes grownups don’t say what they’re thinking because they don’t want to hurt someone’s feelings. But you are right. We should all say what we are thinking. We should all say the truth. Invisible words are bad. The world would be a better place if we had the courage to get all our thoughts out in the open, and if you had the chance to grow up big, I think you would have made a perfect mother. 

4. Ted calls you a young lady because you are just as intelligent as any of us. If not, more so. 

5. Mummy liked to think the man on the moon was real because a thought like that sounds magical. She knew it wasn’t really real. Just like you knew that the Easter Bunny wasn’t real. But to pretend that they are real, makes life so much more fun. 

6. Sometimes grownups ask questions that don’t need answering because, to be frank, as you get older, you become more selfish and believe that you have the right to get your own way all the time. I suppose you are lucky to have left us when life still seemed bigger than yourself. 

7. Grownups shake their heads a lot because some things still surprise us. Even though we like to believe we know everything, we don’t. We are just children in grownup skin. 

8. Why do grownups make simple things so difficult? I don’t know. I’d really like to know the answer to that one myself. I wish you could have grown up to be a beautiful woman, and find the answer to that very important and intelligent question. We could all do with a bit of simplicity in this life. 

9. It is silly that the stuff on the ground in the park is called the same as the voice of a dog, isn’t it? I couldn’t agree with you more. There are always going to be things in life that people don’t like, or even understand. But if you don’t learn to accept them the way that they are, and this goes for people too, you will never feel true happiness. That’s something I have learned from you, Bonnie. Thank you. 

10. And lastly, now this is the most important one, are you listening? It turns out that you can hold love like a ball. You were right all along. But it’s not the shape of a ball, it’s the shape of a book. This book. And tomorrow, my love, I will put it in your hands, before we put you in the earth. The earth that gifted me with the most beautiful thing in the world. You, Bonnie my love. 

Only you. 
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For Spilios



part one



If You Were Me

At times I wish I’d speak my mind

My thoughts are vile and you are blind

But what if I could house these thoughts

With wood and glue a hut of sorts


 

Chorus:

I’d lock them in

You wouldn’t see

The things you’d say

If you were me

If you were me

If you were me


 

You’d never feel the sting of shame

Corrupted hope a need to blame

So let me hide away from light

Away from grace and out of sight


 

Chorus

I am not worth the effort, dear

Just solitude; no hate, no fear

This plastic smile is all I can give

Until the beat puts my heart back in


 

Chorus:

Don’t lock me in

I need to feel

I need to sing again

Let me be me

Let me be me

Let me be me


 

Listen to this song by clicking here.



preface

If music were wind, I would live in a hurricane. If it were a mother, I would sleep in her soothing womb. If I were music, I would simply be me, shrouding my existence in a monsoon. But I am not music, even though my name, Melody, suggests I could be. The closest I get to “being” music, is playing it, living it, embracing it as if it were the organ most vital to survival. I might say it was my heart. But no … I can’t give it a name, because it’s more like a sixth sense.

Music is the shadow of thought.

A muse for grief.

An unending moan.

A manic pandemonium that roams through rhyme and mimics my soul through mime. It masquerades selfish woes, masks my hollow lifestyle like warm, humming cellos. It’s a blend of folly and secretive gen, acoustic vignettes—motionless, yet moving.

Music is not meek; it’s neurotic, like me. An eternal vessel for pain that must be voiced and heard, but can’t reach its desired destination because it is trapped in the skin of a four-minute tune. Because of this time limit, I reject the constant sorrow I feel for abandoning my guitar in a corner of my bedroom. If only a song could last my lifetime, then I wouldn’t have to listen to that slice of silence, of domesticity, that makes me forget how much music means to me.

Now I’m a career woman—a mother, a wife, a “happy” homemaker—who lives a socially acceptable existence. Like a metronome. Tick. Tick. Tick. No dynamics, just monotonous responsibility. But between the octaves I play over and over in my mind every day, and the struggle to push my need to play guitar out of mind and get on with the life I chose to pursue, is the scent of reviving this need for music in my life; of understanding where this true love for music stems from and embracing the path I desire to follow. It’s time to dust off my lonely guitar and press my fingertips into its strings so hard that they mould around them. It’s time to live as if I were music, and if music were wind. It’s time to live in a hurricane.



one

I gaze at myself in the full-length mirror that doesn’t fit my head in. I suppose it’s better that way, though, because I’m unable to see the ugly faces I make in reaction to my morning splendour. I focus on the haze of dust brought to life behind me in a beam of sunlight—my body becoming a blurry foreground image. Dust. One of the endless woes of living in Athens, Greece, and the root of my guitar’s death.

“Alex?” I call for my husband, still gazing at myself, inspecting the wrinkles between my breasts that take forever to disappear now that age has left its mark on me. The hissing sound of gas seeps through the gap below the bedroom door. It means he’s making his morning Greek coffee—a ritual that has become as important to him as being a good parent to our four-year-old daughter, Tessa.

“What, Mel?”

Alex’s watered-down Greek accent is stifled by the filthy rugs we have yet to remove from the corridor for the approaching summer. His voice is smooth, deep, and gentle. Unlike mine, which will forever be polluted with a brutal Australian twang. Alex’s voice was the first thing I was drawn to when we met five years ago at my debut solo performance in this city. It was just me, my voice and my guitar, battling the fear of laying my soul out for scrutiny, below the hot stage lights and in front of the quiet, unresponsive Greek crowd.

“Can you come and help me do up all these buttons on my dress?” I call, looking up at the ceiling, the crumbling paint, and the damp stains, wondering if I should bother trying to get it repaired or whether the old lady upstairs will forget she left the bath tap running again.

“I can’t, I’m making coffee. I’ll fuck it if I leave. You come in here.” 

There’s that dreaded ‘f’ word again. Something that took me a long while to disregard. Alex, new to the English version, now uses it for every possible part of speech as if a nerd with a new gadget. I soon realized that swearing in a foreign language is like playing a game. The impact of the word is no greater than saying flower, or something to that effect. But when he swears in Greek, I hold my breath, waiting for the swing of his fist to finally cease toying with the idea of hitting me. Alex has never hit me. But I know he wants to sometimes. And I’m afraid that one day he will. I can see it in his face when it goes blank and pale. It means he’s holding back rage. I’ve spent my whole life trying to escape this kind of rage. Will I ever?

I hobble down the corridor feeling the scratchy carpet fibres stick through my stocking. For some reason I forgot to put on my other shoe in my eagerness for Alex to help do up my dress. I’m in a hurry. Don’t know why; I have plenty of time. Perhaps it’s become a habit since my transition from musician to career-oriented, manic mother.

“Oh. Nice. You don’t normally dress like this for work. What’s going on?” 

His soft fingers brush against my breast as he slowly buttons my dress with a smirk on his face. Is he silently mocking my enthusiasm to dress up? He hasn’t even heard the reason why. The routine is, I wear the same black tailored pants (I own five pairs), and a drab gender-neutral mono-coloured shirt. But today is the start of a new beginning. One I should be proud of, unafraid to tell Alex about. But I am afraid. And in all honesty, I’m more anxious about succeeding than of my husband getting upset when he finds I’ve kept a secret for the past year. Hence the outfit. If I succeed today, will music remain a thing of the past? 

I breathe in the sandalwood scent of Alex’s shirt collar and absentmindedly watch his coffee as it overflows and smothers the flame.

“Oh shit!” Alex reaches for the paper towel and tears off more than is necessary. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

“Sorry. I didn’t realize till it was too late,” I reply, not moving a single muscle to help him clean up the mess.

“You were staring right at it.”

“Was I?” I ask, through gritted teeth.

Alex frowns, huffs, leans his weight on one foot and shakes his head. I look at the floor, wide-eyed, and bite my thumbnail. Why can’t he simply clean up the mess and not make an issue out of every little thing that goes on in this household? It’s coffee. Not a burst sewage pipe. Besides, it was his responsibility. He should have been watching it. I’m so tired of being the brunt of domestic mishaps no matter how large or small. Since when should a woman be responsible for her husband’s incompetence?

My instinct is to argue, to tell my husband to stop blaming me for everything. Even though I’m not certain he is blaming me for anything at all. I feel rage too. All the time. The difference between my rage and Alex’s rage is that I don’t act on it. I bottle it up because it’s not worth getting angry over ridiculous things like overflowing coffee. So, I take a deep breath. I remain calm. I keep the peace, just like I learnt to do when I was a child.

“I must still be sleeping,” I continue, physically shaking off the unwanted wrath exploding within. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll make you another one. What time is it?” I take the coffee-covered paper towel from his hand and throw it in the bin. His hand rests on my lower back. He leans against the kitchen bench looking me up and down as if it’s the first time he’s seen me. He’s putting on an act now—trying to be the good guy.

“Seven thirty. Have I ever told you how much I love you?” he asks, pulling me toward him.

He kisses my top lip with his mouth slightly open. I feel nothing. I don’t even know if I love him anymore. I nuzzle my head into his neck, trying to convince myself that I do, that I haven’t given up the last five years of my life for nothing, that I stopped playing gigs because Alex means more to me than music ever will. But I’ve carried around a larger resentment since giving birth to Tessa. Alex organizes music events for a living, so why did he insist I stop playing? And why did I accept that wish? Why didn’t I fight for my dreams? I never wanted to become a Greek housewife. And I married Alex because I thought he was different, and I would never have to. Clearly he isn’t the man I thought he was.

If Alex were wind, would I like to live in a hurricane? No, I would not. If Alex were wind, I’d be forever trying to escape his debris.

“I need you to edit an email before you leave,” he says as I pull away from him and begin fixing him another coffee. Has he totally forgotten about discovering why I’m wearing this dress? He’s always been a bit self-centred, but I thought that would gradually disappear after the birth of our daughter. I was wrong. Men never change. They cling to habit like sap to a tree trunk.

“Your English is fine,” I say, giving him a reassuring sideways glance as I put water into the biriki to make more coffee.

“Doesn’t feel like it. Keep making the same mistakes. What was it you said? Prepositions?”

“Seriously, Alex. It’s no big deal,” I insist, burying a twinge of irritation with a fake smile.

“It must be the emails. British agents.” 

“Yeah. Must.” A little voice in my head keeps prodding me to ask for a gig. Before I had Tessa, he used to offer me a thirty-minute slot on the stage to play whatever I wanted. Our daughter is growing up now. She doesn’t need nursing twenty-four hours a day. And we can hire a babysitter if Alex wants to come and watch. I can juggle a full-time job and play music too. I can.

I touch Alex on his shoulder while he pours himself a bowl of Special K. I want to ask him to get me a gig so much that my neck constricts as if I’ve eaten a lemon. But I get distracted by flakes falling on the floor. He doesn’t bother to pick them up, and hides them with his bare foot. They crunch. Like dry autumn leaves on a lawn. He looks at me as if he got away with something. The urge to call him out on it plagues my tongue like moss. Don’t worry about it. Leave it alone.

“I love you, vlaka,” I squeeze the back of his neck even though I know he hates it. Vlaka means ‘stupid little person,’ but this time, as I say it, I think, What the hell happened to us? Alex turns and kisses me gently on the forehead after rolling his eyes at my neck squeeze and sniffs my skin like one would a glass of vintage red wine. He’s trying to be tender. Perhaps he’s trying to save our marriage. Does he feel like I do? Is he scared to admit that it’s really over?

“Where’s Tessa?” I ask.

“In her room, I think.”

“Before you go to your desk, can you get her dressed for preschool while I make your coffee?”

“Um, I … all right. Clothes?”

“They’re on the dresser. You’ll see ’em.” I almost lose balance on my one shoe. Ironic, really, as my literal lopsidedness mirrors my psychological state. A poignant reminder that all this emotional turmoil isn’t just in my head. Life itself is offering me signs. I should listen to them, instead of flicking them away like a fly interrupting my concentration.

Alex runs down the corridor knocking on all the walls, whisper-calling, “I’m coming for butterfly kisses! You better have them ready …”

I can hear Tessa giggling as a big bed-plonk reverberates through the apartment. He must have lifted her out of her sea of toys on the rug and thrown her up in the air. He doesn’t do it very often. Only when he thinks our relationship is back on track. I should scold myself for making him believe so. Last night, when we finished arguing about the fact that we don’t communicate properly anymore, I backtracked by insisting I was over-reacting and that everything was going to be all right. But it’s not going to be alright because I couldn’t muster the courage to be honest with the one person on earth who deserves the truth. Surely, if I had faith in this marriage, I would be able to tell him how I feel?

***

When Alex returns, he has a dressed Tessa on his shoulders. Her head misses the kitchen door frame by a centimetre as he walks in. Our daughter smiles at me with her incandescent green eyes, giggling as Alex sings and bounces her up and down to the tune of “Sugar Pie Honey Bunch.” Her brown curls bob like rubber springs. She holds onto Alex’s shaved head so tight that she almost pokes out one of his eyes. I take Alex’s coffee off the heat and pour it into his cup. I look up at Tessa, squinting my eyes and pursing my lips for a good-morning kiss. Alex bends his knees so that Tessa and I are eye-level and she plants a big sloppy one on my cheek.

“Morning, Mummy,” she says, still bobbing her head to the tune of the song.

“Morning, Blossom,” I reply, stroking her silky pink cheek with the back of my hand.

“So what’s the dress for?” Alex asks, taking Tessa by the waist and putting her on her feet.

“Er, yeah, let me put my other shoe on and I’ll explain.”

As I limp back down the corridor to get my shoe, I wonder how I can possibly bring up the idea of relocating to London in a way that makes it sound appealing. It wouldn’t be a bad step to take, would it? There is greater opportunity in England than there is here in Greece for musicians. Perhaps I should use this promotion as a means of fulfilling my dreams. Think of it as a stepping stone, instead of an obstacle.

“We going, Mummy?” Tessa is standing in the doorway with her school bag that’s covered in cartoon kittens.

“Soon, Blossom,” I say, straightening my dress with splayed sweaty fingers, summoning the nerve to tell Alex what I’m up to once and for all. “Go and play with Doggy on the balcony and I’ll come and get you.”

The bells on the back of Tessa’s sneakers jingle as she runs out to play with our black cocker spaniel. Her purple skirt is stuck inside her pink frilly knickers. Fury bubbles in my ears at Alex’s oblivion to his daughter’s appearance. I bring Alex his coffee, because he neglected to take it himself, and kiss him on the cheek with a 1950s-happy-couple phoniness you see in the movies, or in relationships like ours.

“Thanks,” he says, staring at the computer screen, gripping his mouse like it might soon develop a mind of its own. I can’t remember the last time he said “thank you” and looked me in the eye. How hard is it to look someone you’re supposed to love in the eye? What I want to say in return is, “Are your arms broken? You couldn’t take it to your office yourself?” But I don’t.

I close my eyes for a moment, facing the window, pretending to look out at the overcast sky—at the clouds that make living in a high-rise building seem like living low in a valley, in the mountains, in the mist, in a place where self-doubt and fear have been erased from the dictionary, and self-belief and hope are not only feelings, but material objects that you can hold in your hands and confidently say you possess.

I am my own person. I have the right to make my own decisions. I do not need my husband’s permission. What century am I living in? And I know I have always, and will always have Tessa’s interests at heart. Following my dreams is not going to jeopardize bringing up my daughter. If anything, it is going to make her respect me and look up to me for doing something I believe in.

“Alex,” I snap, shocked at the tone of my voice. I had not intended it to sound so aggressive. I clear my throat in my fist. Alex looks up as if I’m interrupting him. Ignore it. “I’m wearing this dress because I’ve got a very important presentation today—a presentation about a new English course. You know how I came up with the concept myself and have been working on it for the last year to produce the books? Well, the books have finally been printed and the first sample copies came in last week. So now I have to present the course and my bright ideas about how beneficial it will be for kids nowadays—which now I’m not quite sure of; they’re not as bright as I thought—to the Greek Board of Education to try to get the course accepted into next year’s curriculum. If it gets accepted into next year’s curriculum, I’ll know by next week and I’ll have made the company a whole lot of money that I’ll never see. But I could see some of it, possibly, because if it does get accepted into next year’s curriculum, they’ll want to make me chief editor of a collaborating publishing house—”

“Mel, that’s fucking fantastic!” Alex interrupts. He gets out of his seat and approaches me with open arms, but I take his hands and push them to his sides. He frowns, shakes his head in question.

“Alex, the publishing house is in London. We would have to relocate.”

I massage my left brow as if nursing a headache. Alex looks at me blankly. We stare at each other—his breath and my breath clash. His anger thickens the air around me like starch in water. His fists clench, but he keeps them by his side.

“London? Mel, I’ve just turned down a job in New York for you.” Alex crosses his arms, making himself taller by straightening his back and broadening his shoulders. He hovers above me. I will not let him intimidate me anymore. I will take no notice of this manipulation.

“Last night, you said you were happy here,” Alex continues. “My God, Mel. And you’ve known about this possibility for a year? And you’re just telling me now?”

“Well, I could have told you back then—”

“Yes. Why didn’t you?” he asks, his voice tight. “We’re responsible adults. We can both decide what’s best for our family, don’t you think? And since when are you so gung-ho about your job? I thought you didn’t like it.”

“I don’t. I’m not finished with what I want to say.”

Alex squints. “Go on.” He leans against the wall and flicks his chin up as if giving me permission to speak.

“I’m tired of this routine, Alex. I want to play gigs again. I want music back in it. No, you know what? I don’t just want music back in my life. I want it to be my life. I want my dream; the dream you somehow convinced me I didn’t need any more. So, if I get this promotion, and if you want to save our marriage, then we will relocate to London, where I will have the opportunity to follow my dream.”

“No, Melody. We won’t. You won’t follow any dream. Forget it—we’re not going anywhere.” Alex sits back behind his desk.

“Excuse me?” I screech.

“You heard me. Just hope that your presentation doesn’t go well, so that you don’t have to regret turning the promotion down.” Alex takes hold of his mouse again, clicks a couple of times, and pretends to read something.

“Alex. I …”

I want to tell him that I’ll just go without him. That I’ll take Tessa and flee without even discussing it, but I lose my nerve. Am I being irrational? Selfish? Is it so bad to want something for yourself? Is it selfish not to accept living a life you didn’t wish for?

“What?” Alex snaps. “Alex, what?” He glares at me. I shake my head. “Go, to your stupid presentation. I have work to do.” 

Tears fill my eyes. My bottom lip shudders a little in the hope that what I want to express might find the words to do so. But I don’t utter a word. I close my mouth, press my lips together and swallow my devastation. I have an important presentation to give. I must pull myself together. Tonight. I will continue this conversation tonight.



two

The sharp shrill of car horns and Tessa’s wails prick my head from every direction like acupuncture needles, doing nothing to help lessen my grip on the steering wheel while I inch along in slow, gruelling traffic. It’s so hot and congested that I feel as if I’m sitting in a box of melting forgotten chocolates. All we need now is an amateur string quartet to add some punch and a wince to this hyper-city soundtrack.

“It’s stuck!” Tessa cries, dragging out the words in a teary and unnerved whimper. Her chewing gum is embedded high up her left nostril. She leans herself forward and her head back so that I can see via the rear-view mirror.

“Oh Tessa,” I whine, furrowing my brow, trying to comprehend whether the jolt I just felt is from Tessa’s legs flailing about, or from a car hitting my rear bumper bar. I wouldn’t be surprised if it were the latter. My eyebrows remain together so long that the skin-crease tattoos itself between them. Another corporeal proof of exhaustion to add to my list.

I never asked for this career-driven life—to become another rodent in this stinking patriarchal and hypocritical nation, hanging from faulty strings of bureaucratic security. But this country is blessed with a persuasive charm that I still, to this day, cannot put my finger on. What drew me here? Was it really just my father’s Greek roots? Was the need to keep returning to a land that oozes with unidentifiable mystique a habit merely instilled by ritual family visits? Or did the alluring Sirens’ song succeed in tempting me here, in view of smashing me against their jagged cliffs? They didn’t succeed with Odysseus. Perhaps I’m their next prey, knowing very well that song would undoubtedly cause me to stray from my anticipated path.

I bite my tongue, swallowing the urge to yell at Tessa’s stupidity. But I will not get angry. Yes, you’re flustered and late. But you can’t undo what is done. Just calm her down. Calm yourself down. I take a deep breath and watch Tessa through the mirror, squinting with concern. She keeps trying to get the gum out, but seems to be pushing it up even farther in her eager effort to hook it with her pinky finger.

“Honey!” I snap, then immediately lower my volume at the shock of my frenzied voice. “Stop it. You’re going to make it worse. When we stop the car, I’ll help you get it out, okay? I can use my tweezers.”

She sniffs outward, as if trying to dislodge it, and nods. A bubble escapes from her gum-free nostril. How could I possibly scold her? She’s a child. Every child sticks things in holes, and are bound to make silly, experimental mistakes. I certainly did. Such as when I scratched my dad’s gold Gibson electric guitar with my mother’s box cutter. I was only four, sitting in the corner of a rehearsal studio, listening to my parents bash out their gothic guitar riffs, vocals, and synthesiser samples, in passionate determination, oblivious to the world around them. I decided to make memory cards out of a brown box I found abandoned in the corner, and I needed a table. So I found the next best thing—the back of Dad’s guitar. Boy, did I pay for that. Not from Dad, from Mum. For blunting her knife. She whacked me on my backside several times with a rolled-up amplifier cable in front of all the rehearsal studio staff. Of course, she regretted it once her bipolar-induced rage died down and we got home. The rest of the night I was pampered with pizza, chocolate and ice cream, accompanied with her mascara-tinted tears and desperate pleas for forgiveness.

“What on earth inspired you to shove it up your nose, Tessa?” I ask, scrutinizing the dormant vehicles in front of me and wondering how much longer we’re going to idle in this skanky heat.

“I was just smelling it, Mummy. But it’s an alien. It’s from Mars. It went inside to make babies!”

“What? What are you talking about?”

“Mummy, I want it out. It’s hurting me!”

“We’ll be there soon.” I swivel around in my seat so that I can look her directly in the eye, riding the clutch so that the car doesn’t stall as I inch forward with the traffic. “Look at me. How much does it hurt?”

“Lots?” she replies and shrugs her shoulders.

“How much lots? A lot-lots, or just a little-lots?”

Tessa hums a nasal “um” looking out the window. She rolls her eyes up in thought. “Medium-lots.”

“Okay then. Medium-lots isn’t too bad, right? Can you wait another ten minutes until we get you to preschool?” If it is only ten bloody minutes.

Tessa nods with a half-smile.

“Great,” I reply, with a kiss in the air. “Soon. We’ll be there soon.”

Now the car behind me does nudge my bumper as the traffic moves forward at a more reasonable pace. I accelerate in haste, making it to the next set of traffic lights just in time for them to turn red. I can’t be late for this presentation. I am the presentation.

I turn on the radio to distract myself from the anxiety bubbling in my throat like baking soda in vinegar. Rock FM—the only station I enjoy in this country. Patti Smith is on. What a legendary musician—an inspiration. A rock goddess, who in my opinion, puts every other female rock musician of her generation to shame. I would do anything to go to her concert tonight. Perhaps if I hadn’t been such a social recluse lately, I would have heard about it sooner than yesterday and arranged to go.

The lights turn green, and we get moving onto a wider road where I can step on the gas. Finally. I take a fleeting look into the rear-view mirror again to check that Tessa hasn’t continued to dig up her nose. She’s bopping her head up and down to the music and twiddling her fingers around as if playing guitar. I sometimes wonder whether she’s seen Alex do it, or whether she actually feels the rhythm and can’t control herself. Unlike Alex, who does it consciously in fun, I catch myself playing air-guitar as if it were a common reflex. 

To be honest, it can be quite embarrassing. My favourite colleague, Heather, once caught me at it by the coffee station in the office with my headphones on. I imagine it would have been a funny sight—a professional-looking thirty-year-old woman, who attempts to mask her post-baby stomach flab with bulky male shirts, strumming an invisible guitar with her tongue sticking out the side of her mouth. Yes, I stick my tongue out when I concentrate. A habit I have recently become self-conscious about since realizing I will soon have to concentrate in front of a large audience of strangers. I’ll have to conquer this stage fright once and for all today.

Deep breaths. Do what Heather said. Pretend you are practicing on your own in your bedroom. Windows and doors closed. Free from interruptions.

Being a victim of stage fright is not easy, to say the least, for a woman with a passion for music sewn into her seams. In my world, the stage is a magnet. One side pulls me in, the other pushes me away, generating an involuntary psychological push-and-shove with no resolution in sight. Despite stage fright paralyzing me like a dose of tetrodotoxin, the overall thrill of performing survives the poison, and I wake up on the other side, ready to get back up on the stage and start all over again. I don’t remember the angst; and the craving to perform again overpowers me like drug withdrawal. If Alex hadn’t asked me to stop playing gigs would I be craving this now? Would I have become this tyrant of an editor who sports herself as a determined corporate ladder-climber? What if I followed this course in life because the stage fright had ultimately taken over? What if I subconsciously found an excuse to escape the fear? Should I really be putting the blame on Alex? Perhaps this is my fault. Perhaps it wasn’t Alex’s doing at all.

***

Before I met Alex I earned enough money to feed myself and pay the bills through random solo gigging. And that’s not easy to do, especially in Greece where the mention of music generally sparks thoughts of bouzoukis and traditional dance in foustanela (male dress).

My first live gig in Athens was at a tiny venue that comfortably held eighty to a hundred people. That night there were a hundred and fifty ticket stubs collected at the door. And that’s not counting the acquaintances of the promoter, venue owners or the press that slip in for free simply by having their names put on the list at the door.

During sound check I tuned my guitar at least ten times, because despite what the little orange light suggested, my guitar never sounded in tune. It was as if my anxiety was interfering with the frequency. The sound engineer’s blood-shot eyes bore through my back, while a short petite man with a gray Mohawk fiddled with the stage lights—he seemed to like red. I hated red. Red lights make the frets on my guitar almost invisible. I kept trying to overcome my pride and tell him I was scared I would hit the wrong chords, but he spoke first. “Red lights are great, aren’t they? They hide wrinkles.” If I hadn’t been so nervous, and perhaps could have injected myself with a shot of teenage aggression, I would have punched him in the nose for that comment. I clenched my teeth behind a polite smile and took a moment to compose myself while sitting on the edge of the stage with my eyes shut.

The light man winked and stepped outside onto the wet pavement. The foggy sound of the busy street crept through the large, heavy soundproofed metal door as he opened it. The deep thud of the door closing behind him remained with me for the rest of the night. A reminder that I was trapped inside myself—a victim of my own torture.

When the venue was full, I stepped onto the stage holding my breath. My footsteps vibrated through my body, as laughter turned to talking, talking turned to mumbling and mumbling turned to breathing. The first song on my set was a capella. I didn’t introduce myself, or welcome the audience to the show. Looking down at my chunky black army boots, I let out a hot steady note that thrust the crowd into throbbing silence. Each hair on my bare arms rose one by one as the notes escaped me. But was the silence a sign of dislike or awe? Panic brittled my bones, and my limbs shook with immutable doubt. So much so that I feared the audience could see and were silently laughing at me. 

I tamed my nerves little by little, doing invisible breathing exercises in between songs. But I continued my set with more original tunes without much reaction—bar the obligatory applause. They watched with steel eyes. Convinced they were just waiting me out to see the headlining band, disappointment pricked my skin like poison ivy. I thought, I’m never doing this again. I just can’t take it.

But then I had an idea. I replaced my last song with a cover. I had learnt it not long ago for a friend’s party. I played “Wonderwall” by Oasis; despite believing it to be too commercial for my reputation, it had to be done. I had to do something to loosen up the crowd. As soon as the words, “Today, is gonna be the day …” came out of my mouth, they recognized the song, and started cheering and singing along. Relief flushed through me like a sedative. The dissipating tension in the air cooled me down like sprinkler mist on a warm spring day. It was over. Finally over. And on a good note.

Performing to a live audience has always, and will always, create an explosion of dread and dignity within me like a balloon expanding in my stomach. I despise the feeling, but something about it—the release of steaming hot fear while playing the last song of every set— makes me want to do it all over again with the absence of such fear. Of course, this never happens. And I continue to go through the same torture again and again.

After the gig, I stood outside the venue in the rain with my guitar, waiting for a taxi to hail. I was praying one would appear out of nowhere and save me before the rain got any heavier, but a man with a shaved head and a long black leather coat appeared with an umbrella instead. He looked different than the typical Greek male, who commonly sported skin-tight jeans, open white shirts, and slick gelled hair. I was immediately intrigued. 

“Hi, Melody, you were great tonight. I’m Alex,” he said, holding out his hand, “head of Cat Events.”

“Hi, thanks. Nice to meet you. Did you come to see The Drovers?” I asked, wondering whether he was just trying to make friendly conversation.

A vague Greek accent laced his warm, humble laugh. His voice purred—a soft, deep, slow, mouth-watering purr from a big, fast wild cat, with the pitter-patter of drizzle in the background.

“Well, not really,” Alex replied. “I came to make sure the whole event ran smoothly.” Then I remembered the huge blue and black banner that read “Cat Events” behind me on the stage. You idiot!

“Oh, shit. I’m sorry!”

“Not a problem,” Alex chortled. “It’s refreshing to see a musician who’s not concerned with kissing up. It shows you’re sincere. I’m impressed.”

“Oh. Well, in that case, thanks.” As the left side of my lip stuck on my teeth, a crooked smile emerged. I dislodged it with my tongue, strangely captivated by the reflection of headlights passing over his dark blue-grey eyes. He put his hand on my upper back and guided me toward the entrance of the venue, which was under cover, and closed his umbrella.

“Listen,” he said in a more serious tone. “I was thinking we could get together and talk about your music. I really like your stuff. I think we could make something of you here.” 

“Oh, wow, really? That’d be great.” I turned my guitar case upright and rested it on my foot to move it around with ease. Is this really happening? Am I seriously going to make an honourable musician of myself in the least likely country? I pictured myself on a bigger stage. Fearless. Crowd roaring. Cameramen shooting the show from every angle. A huge line-up of professional musicians behind me, backing up my guitar and vocals with instrumental genius. I saw myself as Tori Amos with a guitar.

“How about we meet tomorrow for a coffee? Say about three p.m.?” asked Alex, wiping a few raindrops from his cheek.

“Okay. Where?” I was now as curious about Alex as the idea of pursuing my dream.

“See you at Thissio Station, three tomorrow.” Alex held out his hand for me to shake again. But this time he pulled in closer and gave me a peck on the left cheek and then another on the right. He smelled like Chinese noodles. It gave me goose bumps. It gave me hope. I’d finally met a man who didn’t drown himself in his mama’s cooking.

“Er, okay, wonderful, great,” I stammered. “See you then. And again, great to meet you.” 

I was about to step back out onto the street to find a taxi, but Alex offered me his gig runner to take me home. I accepted the offer, already feeling a little like a star.

***

The next day, we drank coffee in Thissio until the shop closed. He offered to be my manager. I accepted and we began exchanging emails. He requested promotional shots; I sent him promotional shots. He requested a written biography; I sent him a written biography. He requested a demo CD; I said I’d bring it the next time we met. I asked him if he knew of any worthwhile gigs to go to on Saturday night. He said I should come to one that he’d organized, and that he would take me to a great little jazz bar afterward. So I went. But the night didn’t turn out as I’d expected.

“So, what kind of music are you into?” I asked, letting this newfound confidence take reign as I perched myself on a bar stool and crossed my legs in my slinky knee-length black skirt. My long psychedelic beads collided, caressing my hardly-there and well-covered breasts. “You know, the stuff that moves you. The stuff you listen to at home,” I continued after a few seconds of silence, wondering if I had asked a stupid question. The soft warm Frangelico glided down my throat, my voice sliding through my red lips like water over tanned, oiled skin. Alex’s body heat travelled from his thighs to mine as he stood leaning his elbows against the bar, slowly sipping his Vat 69. He squinted, and pouted his lips in thought toward the rows and rows of alcohol bottles behind the bartender—a very old, classy man who had worked there for thirty years and obsessively wiped the bar dry.

“The Kinks, Dead Kennedys, Elvis Costello. You?” Alex answered, turning to face me on the “you”. He slid his body a little closer. My stomach tightened in anticipation. All I wanted to do was wrap my legs around his waist and savour his touch, the poignant tenderness I imagined he hid below his black leather tough-guy exterior.

“PJ Harvey, Nick Cave, Joni Mitchell,” I replied, smiling so hard my lips stung.

“Nice.” Alex nodded, took another sip of his drink, and turned to face the bar again.

“Get into a bit of trip hop now and then too. Nightmares on Wax. Stuff like that,” I added, trying to get him to look at me again. His cool manner was so well executed I wondered whether it was even a manner at all. Perhaps that was just him. Naturally at ease. Sure of himself. And not afraid to flaunt it. Perfect, I thought. This is the kind if man I want in my life. A man untainted with insecurity.

“Trip hop, hey? Unusual,” replied Alex, contorting his mouth into an intrigued frown.

“Why?” I put my drink down and reached for some nuts. “Why is that unusual?” As I put the nuts in my mouth, one escaped and dropped into my crotch. I pretended I hadn’t noticed and slowly opened my legs to let it drop to the floor. Alex pretended not to notice, but I caught him take a fleeting look.

“Well, Greek girls don’t usually mix tastes like that,” said Alex, putting down his drink. He looked me right in the eye this time, as if trying to read my thoughts.

“Well, I’m Australian, so that’s irrelevant, right?” Quirky innocence invaded the tone in my voice. I didn’t want to be quirky and innocent. I wanted to be strange and mysterious. I tried to wipe the grin off my face, to appear more in control of my feelings. But it was too late.

“Right,” Alex replied, a semitone lower than usual, moving his face so close to mine I could feel his breath on my lips. I could taste his whiskey, smell his aftershave. My mouth grew moist as I imagined our tongues touching. 

“I’m glad you’re not Greek,” he sighed. “I want … not Greek. I want … white skin … green eyes … long … black … hair.” With each pause he inched closer to my lips. I couldn’t move. As if my skin had been turned to stone. All I could hear was the gentle roar in his breath. As he reached the closest point before touching my lips he whispered, “Can I taste your lipstick?”

In the taxi home that night, the first song I heard on the radio was “I Want You” by Elvis Costello. And as it turned out, it was Alex’s all-time-favourite song.
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At Hilton Hotel. Biting nails. Reciting presentation in head with the notes of guitar scales. Standing by lecture hall door, fingers twisted behind back, toes clenched in black baby doll slip-ons. Changed shoes in the car. Watching freshly dry-cleaned suits, worn by impassive breathing corpses, walk by. Black pencil skirts and dusty patent leather high-heeled shoes on Stepford Wife splendour. Clop. Clop. Clopping. Past me like old slides. Bus boys with crisp white shirts and ugly yellow ties. Upper-class ladies in frilly blouses who eat with their mouths closed at all times, and wait for the thirty-second mouthful before swallowing, and pat their lips with expensive linen napkins. 

A piece of nail gets lodged between my central incisors. I try to pry it out, exposing my teeth like a growling dog, but failing because I have no nails left to pry it out with. Middle-aged man in navy blue tailored trousers and pink shirt with collar opened three buttons down, grins at me in a ridiculing manner. His gold chain glistens amidst his thick dark chest hair as he passes below a chandelier. Rich bastard. Trying to follow trends. I bring my arms down to my sides and close my mouth, pushing the nail through my teeth with my tongue. Grimacing within, I smile back with my lips pressed together so tight I imagine them turning white. 

I’m nauseous. Not because of presentation nerves, but because pink shirts make me want to vomit, for two reasons. One: they remind me of the time I was ten and put my white clothes in with the red bed sheets and mum pulled the heads off all my Barbie dolls as punishment. They also remind of when Alex got attacked by Greek rock venue mafia and was left bleeding with a few knife gashes to his chest. White shirt stained with blood. Nothing serious. But what if it had been? I tried to scrub out the blood from his shirt by hand in the white porcelain bathroom sink. I’ll never forget that feeling of infirmity spread from my feet, through my body, to the tip of my tongue. I turned around and threw up in the toilet bowl. Then continued to scrub, and sung a stupid TV cheese jingle to distract myself from the overwhelming fear of what might happen next time.

It’s time. I walk into the lecture hall and stand behind the podium. A bead of sweat tickles between my breasts. I want to scratch it. I grit my teeth trying to wane off the temptation, the air becoming a whirlwind of angst around my head. I cough into the microphone. Feedback. Feet shuffle. Voices murmur. Silence. A stray chuckle escapes from someone who was probably so preoccupied talking to the person next to them that they hadn’t noticed I’d walked in.

Eyes focus on me as if I am an optometrist’s letter chart. With shaking legs and a blank mind, I open my mouth to introduce myself, but words do not flee. Thank goodness for modern technology. I fiddle around with the projection screen with my back to the audience while I get my bearings, muttering silently to myself to focus on Heather’s advice.

I begin my presentation. The audience pays considerate attention. They nod when I imagine they should. Laugh when I hope they would. Respond to questions when I think they could. And I’m relieved. I’m making it through this. Try to smile a little, would ya? But then the unthinkable happens. In the middle of my last slide, the button holding my dress secure around my bust bursts. I watch it fly in slow motion toward the eye of the Board of Education representative sitting closest to me in the front row. He’s wearing a deep chocolate brown suit, and cream shirt. Full head of black hair, no tie, collar button undone, nicely built, but not so much that you really notice the muscle. One look at his perfectly angular, charming face, and I completely forget where I am. I stop mid-sentence. He looks right at me and lifts an eyebrow in an encouraging manner. Is he rooting for me? Then it happens. The button gets him in his right eye. 

I turn toward the screen, and focus on the first bullet point. What does it say? What am I meant to be saying about this? My hands shake and I seek out my trouser pockets. You’re wearing a dress, you idiot! I pretend to be smoothing my dress down on my thighs then fold my hands behind my back. I close the presentation like a robot. White noise fills my ears. I can’t hear myself think or speak, or even comprehend what I’m saying. But the audience applauds. It must be okay. Now they’re standing. Getting up to leave. The BOE rep stands too. He holds out his hand. I shake it. He pushes my button into my clammy palm. I smile. Am I smiling? Or do you just think you’re smiling? Smile Goddamn it!

“Mighty presentation, dear,” says button boy in a British accent so smooth I can feel it on my tongue like crème caramel. “I’ll make sure you get what you deserve.” He winks. Say thank you! But before I utter a word he makes his way toward the exit. I watch his perfectly round and solid backside strut along the stained lilac carpet. He pauses at the door. Spins round on one foot. Catches me staring. I think I blush. My skin tingles like I’ve just opened an oven door to pull out a batch of macaroons, the only thing I ever learnt how to bake. I smile and nod, crossing my arms below my breasts, then immediately letting them loose just in case the gesture makes me seem nervous. He returns the gesture and brings his hand, shaped like a telephone, to his ear. I nod.

You nod? Oh my God. What the hell do you think you’re doing?

When he disappears out of sight, I realize I am clenching my dress button in a tight fist. I loosen my grip, my fingers spreading like a blooming flower in fast forward. And with my button is a phone number, written on a tiny slither of newspaper, in handwriting so neat, one would think he’d prepared it earlier.

***

After the presentation I do some grocery shopping before going back to the office. I had planned on ordering take-out tonight, but I fear I’ve been neglecting Tessa. I may be busy and tired, but I do have a responsibility to feed her properly—so I bought pasta and canned tomatoes. Don’t beat yourself up over it. At least it’s not souvlaki again.

As I enter the artificially lit reception of UTD Publications, I sense a looming cross-examination on my way to my desk. My conscience is going to grill me until I start uttering my thoughts aloud again—another embarrassing habit I’ve acquired recently.

My heart beats with the fearful expectation I felt as a child when I had been disobedient—well, disobedient in my mother’s opinion. You just fantasized about a man other than Alex. What the flip has got into you? Not once during our entire marriage has this happened to me. And to make matters worse, I can’t bring myself to discard button boy’s phone number. He might have given it to me to contact him for business. This is a logical and safe explanation. One I can rely on to tame my guilt. But of course, if that were the case, surely he would have given me his business card. So stop kidding yourself!

On the surface, this English Language Teaching world represents itself as the friendliest and most accessible in its field, yet drips with the pressure I imagine an interrogation room full of FBI agents would. Each department is separated. Not by glass, but by thick soundproofed walls, and for a strange tenuous reason, our boss expects us to avoid communicating with each other face-to-face. You would think that face-to-face communication between marketing and editorial would be vital for book sales, but in my boss’s view, it distracts and causes superfluous chatter amongst us. So, email it is and remains to be, even though walking into the next room to discuss urgent issues would be easier and free us of impatience. 

The editorial department is the largest room in this building that looks like a miniature White House. Bright and classy on the outside; dark and twisted within. It’s painted dark grey from floor to ceiling, and consists of six pairs of desks, separated with two-meter high partitions covered in wood grain-patterned adhesive. I approach my desk and switch on my computer, dropping my handbag smack-dab in the middle of my scattered and incomprehensible presentation notes from the previous few days. Purple Post-its bombard my partition. Some have lost their stick and slipped through the crack between the partition and the back of my desk and fallen onto the floor. I stare at my bag’s wrinkly, flaking, blue-vinyl exterior. It looks how I feel. Old. Poorly constructed. Depressed. Cheap.

I take a deep breath initiating yet another day of tedium, getting a good whiff of the sickening amalgamation of perfume and cleaning fluid. Will any heads surface to ask me how my presentation went at least? Does anyone give a shit? I look around the room, still standing. I put my hands on my hips and screw up my mouth to the left side of my face. Waiting. For. Some. Movement. You’d think my colleagues could fathom breaking their focus to ask me how my morning was. But no. Their disregard for my presence pisses me off like an unlocatable itch.

“Jesus Christ,” I snap under my breath, as I sit in front of my computer. I hear quiet heads turn as the wheels of my seat roll me below the desk. One of the new editorial assistants giggles and clears her throat—probably nervous about causing a disruption. If I had the nerve, I’d speak up. Tell them what a bunch of inconsiderate fucks they are. But I suppose that would be “unprofessional” of me.

Heather walks in to fetch an empty coffee mug from her desk and spots me. She pauses and signals me to the coffee station with a flick of her head. Her straight shoulder-length, forty-year-old white-grey hair swings with grace. I grab my plastic container of onion soup out of my bag to heat in the microwave. My stomach is rumbling like a dog’s low growl. Not from hunger. From nerves / guilt / anger.

“So? How did it go?” Heather asks in her bouncy London accent. She puts a teaspoon of decaffeinated Nescafé into her shiny black mug; her small, almond-shaped crystal blue eyes, thinly lined with silver-grey shadow, pop against her smooth alabaster skin as she stares at me, eyebrows raised, waiting for an answer.

I tell her about the presentation, and although quite reluctant to mention button boy, I do, knowing very well that if there is someone I can trust around here, it is Heather. When I finish talking, she empties her fresh mug of coffee into the sink.

“Whaddaya doing that for?” I ask, looking at the mug, then her face, then her mug again with my jaw agape.

Heather mouths the letters “PM” and starts making another coffee. PM stands for Project Manager. We have two, and they basically run the editorial department.

Sure enough in struts Dianne, one of the PMs, standing tall, shoulders spread, mousy brown hair styled as if hair sprayed in position since 1982. The three of us flash each other polite smiles as Dianne presses the elevator’s up button. She must be on her way to see the boss. Has she forgotten about my presentation too? Why are my actions so invisible? The day I never step foot in this wretched joint again couldn’t come sooner. 

Standing there with her hands behind her back, Dianne swings backward and forward on the balls of her feet. She grins as though replaying a pleasant moment in her head. The elevator door pings open. My soup trickles into my hand and onto my dress.

“Damn it!” I exclaim, putting the container of soup in the sink and reaching for a sponge.

Dianne lets the elevator close without stepping in. “What type of container is it in?” she asks.

“Oh, I don’t know,” I say, scrubbing the stain from the only decent dress I own. Blue dye comes off on the sponge. “I bought it from my local supermarket.” I throw the sponge in the sink with a heavy sigh and wipe my forehead with the back of my wet hand, eyes closed in frustration. Heather rips off a paper towel and hands it to me. I press it firmly on the wet patch to soak up the fluid.

“Well, it’s perfectly understandable that your soup leaked into your bag with a container like that,” Dianne replies, lifting her nose as though blessed with unique wisdom. She turns around to face us with swift enthusiasm, holding her Filofax in the air. She beams as revelation shines upon her face. “You should buy Tupperware. It’s one hundred percent reliable, and they come in many shapes and sizes. You can even choose colours to match the décor of your kitchen!” 

What is this? Are we in some sort of 1950s TV commercial?

“Er—” I try to stall my response. The last thing I want right now is to get into a conversation about plastic boxes. But my hesitation does no good.

“I absolutely adore Tupperware,” Dianne continues, looking toward the ceiling with her head tilted. I imagine a cartoon thought bubble of her cradling a Tupperware container, like a baby, appearing above her head. “I have every shape and size for every purpose. I even put little labels on them so I don’t have to spend time searching through the fridge or cupboards. They seal very w—Oh! And don’t you just love the sound they make when you open the lid? Maybe it’s just me, but it’s very satisfying. Pshhhh. You really know that the container has done its job and kept your food fresh. Maybe you should invest in some good quality containers in order to avoid any such spillages in the future. Oh sorry, Melody, listen to me carry on like a hen being chased around a barn.”

I don’t know how long I stand there with my jaw open like a funfair clown, but Heather has to close it for me. Snap—shut like a compact mirror. I have never seen Dianne get excited over anything in the entire time I have worked here. The most words we’ve ever exchanged before now was during my interview three years ago. And even then the big boss did more of the talking, while she ogled him as if he were a member of the Royal Family. I’m amazed she didn’t drown in her own drool. 

“Oh, and Melody, as soon as I’m done upstairs, meet me in my office and we’ll talk about your presentation.” Wow. Finally. I force a nod of gratitude.

“And we loved the songs you wrote for the pre-junior course,” she adds, holding the newly arrived elevator door open with her foot, “and it looks like we’ll ask you to write them for the next level in the series too. Would you be interested?” Next level? Does that mean I’m not being promoted?

“Sure,” I respond in a manner that shows more appreciation than I actually feel.

“Great. We’ll speak again later this afternoon.” Oozing with pretentiousness, Dianne nods goodbye and steps into the elevator.

Heather looks over her shoulder and then whispers with her hand to my ear, “You think she’s having it off with the boss?”

“Don’t be silly,” I say, shaking my head. “She’s just in awe of the man’s superiority. Anyway, I can’t really imagine her being the type.”

“What type of person do you have to be in order to have a fling?” Heather retorts as she pours some milk into her second mug of coffee, now probably on the verge of being cold.

“Oh, I don’t know. Not so—”

“Proper? Well, I wouldn’t think of you as the type either, but you sure have the hots for button boy,” interrupts Heather, raising the pitch of her last word with a little wink.

“I do not.” I cup my face in my hands. Shame glazes my skin like hot steam in a sauna.

“Yes, you do. You should have seen the look on your face when you were talking about him.” Heather takes a sip of her coffee, winces, and pours it down the drain again. She shakes her head, scrunching up her nose. “Don’t worry, I don’t think you’d do anything of the sort, but there’s nothing wrong with a little fantasy, right? I mean, honestly, our husbands must do it all the time.” Heather laughs, snorting a little.

“You think so?”

“Yeah. O’course.”

“I can’t imagine Alex even thinking about it. He doesn’t seem—”

“The type?” Heather interrupts again. “Well, none of us do, really, do we?”

I can’t help but wonder if I am the type. Not just to fantasize about someone else, but to actually cheat on my husband. The idea of a stranger’s hands touching me used to seem as appealing as walking through a man-sized spider web. But now?

“Heather, we’d better get back to our desks before you start to make a third cup of coffee.”

“Yeah, I suppose. Oh … Melody?”

“Yep?” I chirp, already halfway out the door.

“Are you okay?”

“What do you mean?”

“You look, er … blue.”

“Nah, I’m fine,” I say flicking my hand in the air and shaking my head.

“You sure? ’Cause your neck seems a different shade than your face.”

“What?” I run to the washroom and look in the mirror. The colour of my dress has sweated off onto my skin. I grab some paper towel and try to scrub it off without much luck. Now I feel like a frump. An imbecile. A woman who has given up on her appearance. No purpose to make myself look, or even feel beautiful. Am I in danger of making a wrong turn? What if black is really white and white is really black? What if I am two shades of grey?

I return to my desk. Heather winks at me as I sit down. I think of button boy as I scan through icons on my desktop. They seem to change position every time I turn on my computer. I envision us on a first date. Button boy touching my cheek from across the dinner table—me blushing and shifting my eyes toward the food on my plate—button boy moving in closer to lightly kiss my upper lip. I get tingles in my toes at the thought. But then I replace button boy’s face with Alex’s. And the tingles turn to warmth. To the thought of his soft hand on my cheek—the touch I used to crave like water in desert heat. 

The last thing I want is to have an affair. 

All I want is to feel desired.
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Argument with Alex. Chewing gum up Tessa’s nose. Traffic jam. Stressful presentation. Flying dress button. Button boy fantasies. Held up at work. Late picking Tessa up from preschool. Bickered with preschool teacher—again. And now I’m faced with a broken elevator and eight flights of stairs to climb with bags of groceries.

I stare at the flashing red light by the elevator door. My glands thump and sync with the rhythm of the flash like a turn signal and windshield wiper creating their own symphony. My handbag drops from my shoulder to the plastic shopping bags I’m clutching onto with burning red-raw fingers. I clench my jaw, holding in the desperate scream pounding in my ears to let it out.

“Mummy, what’s wrong?” Tessa asks sucking on a chunk of hair.

“It’s stuck,” I say, not looking down at her, tracing the frame of the elevator door with my eyes in a desperate attempt to find a way to make it work.

“Call Papa.”

“Hmm?”

“Call Papa. He can come down and help us carry the sopping.” Tessa looks up at me and imitates my frown. I smile at her. She smiles back at me. I rest the bags on the ground and release my grip. My fingers ache and sting as I separate them from the sharp, stretched handles. She takes her school bag off her shoulders and puts it on the ground too. I can’t help but laugh a little as she stretches her fingers as if she were the one carrying the shopping bags.

“Good idea,” I nod, bending down to pull my mobile phone from my handbag. I dial home. It rings. And rings. And rings. Surely he’s not out? “No answer,” I say with a sigh and a shrug, clutching onto the phone so hard that I unfasten the battery cover by accident. I push back tears threatening to erupt like rainwater from a cracked drain pipe. 

Tessa puts her school bag back on her shoulders. “Oh, well,” she shrugs. “I’ll help you carry the sopping.” She picks up two bags full of serviettes, tea towels, kitchen roll and toilet paper and starts to walk up the stairs. I watch her in awe. At her casual acceptance. When did I become so tense? Why can’t I handle frustration like that? How long do we go through life before the monotonous reality of our day starts to infringe on our psychological well-being? When does it all start to matter? And why? Why does it matter?

Tessa turns around and frowns at me. “Well, come on, Mummy. Spit spot!” she says nodding in determination with a taut mouth and wide eyes. Her Mary Poppins imitation sparks such a warm thrill within me that I burst into laughter. And with the laughter come tears of joy. They wet my cheeks like drizzle in a heat wave. If it weren’t for Tessa, I wouldn’t see the cracks in our walls as lodging for fairies and “plaster-people”; nor would I understand that the damp in our ceiling is “hydrating” their home. Another thing I wouldn’t understand is that the constant frown displayed on Alex’s face on his busy and stressful work days is just “Mr. Grumpy” coming out to parade in the “Let’s Be Angry Festival” for fun. 

Tessa shakes her head and sighs. I bend down and pick up the bags again, wincing a little at the cramps in my fingers and ache in my feet. But I follow Tessa up eight flights of stairs singing “Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious” so loud that one of our neighbours yells for us to “shut the fuck up” in Greek. Tessa giggles, knowing very well what the words mean, and continues to sing once we pass the autocrat’s floor.

We reach our door. The second-to-last story. We put the bags down. I’m panting, but Tessa is still humming the Mary Poppins tune. I insert my key into the keyhole expecting the door to be locked. But it’s not. Alex is home. I can’t believe he ignored my call! Tessa looks at me as if she has a complete understanding of what is going through my head. She stops singing and looks at the wall. I take a deep breath and close my eyes, trying to control my temper—again. I reach for the door handle, my fingers brittle with rheumatoid-like tension. I grasp it. Lever it down. The click of it opening travels through my arm like an electrical current, seizing my heart with disappointment. He ignored me. The door swings open and Alex is at the end of the corridor, about to come greet us. I glare at him. His eyes glaze over with triumph. He knew it was out of order. How am I supposed to take this? As some conniving attempt to punish me for wanting something out of my life? Or to simply piss me off out of spite? Can’t he see he does that enough without trying?

“Papa!” Tessa squeals, running inside, leaving me at the front door with the shopping bags. If only I knew where she got “Papa” from, I might be able to convince her to use “Daddy” instead. I feel like I’m in a scene from Little House on the Prairie, and I wince in conjugal torment every time she says it. I suppose it’s better than malaka (wanker), though—a word I’m convinced Alex taught her how to say, but insists he didn’t. 

I look down the corridor at Tessa in Alex’s arms, shopping bags surrounding my feet. My arms hang limp at my sides like banana skins. He lifts Tessa up. She wraps her legs around his waist and squashes his cheeks in her hands. She giggles as Alex’s face warps like Play-Dough, exposing his teeth and gums. Alex moves his head side to side and kisses Tessa’s palms. They smile at each other like the smile was just born into existence. The connection between Alex and Tessa is as rare and intriguing as a unique religion to a spiritually lost soul in search of something new to believe in. I’m jealous of it. I’m jealous that my daughter can turn Alex into the man I used to love and ache for, while I continue to sculpt him into a man I wish to hate with my irrational nit-picky behaviour, so that I can excuse myself for needing something other than him—than Tessa—than my family.

I kneel down to pick up a couple of bags to take into the kitchen, but as soon as my knees touch the ground, tears threaten to bleed through the walls of my mouth like a warning: Don’t become like your mother. Do not let your daughter become a target of your frustration.

“Guess what? I was smelling my chewing gum this morning, Papa, and it, and it crawled up my nose. It was funny, Papa! It was really funny!” Tessa gasps for breaths between words as if her brain is working too fast for her lips to keep up. I stand, swallowing self-disgust, and take the shopping into the kitchen. I look at the floor as I walk past them, avoiding eye contact with Alex.

“Wow!” Alex exclaims, as I put the shopping bags on the kitchen table. “Did the gum tell you why it wanted to crawl up your nose?” he asks. I peek through the door and Alex has put Tessa on her feet and is kneeling down on his knees to speak to her face-to-face, stroking her hair. I pull out the can of tomatoes and packet of pasta. I leave them on the bench by the stove.

“Yep, yep! It said, it said it was on a business trip, Papa!” I walk back to ask one of them to give me a hand putting away the groceries. But Tessa’s eyes are half-squinted. She does this when she thinks she is saying something really intelligent, and I wouldn’t dream of interrupting her now. 

I lean against the door frame, with my arms crossed, to watch and listen. Alex looks up at me. We smile at each other and catch a glimpse of something unsaid, but written in our eyes—something that reminds me of the early days, when small simple looks and smiles came from somewhere a lot deeper than our faces. I look at the floor, wondering what just happened, what it meant. A mutual glint of pride, perhaps? A brief moment where our daughter caused us to forget we are supposed to be angry with each other? Or was it real? Was it a taste of what we still have, and what we need to savour?

Alex focuses his attention back to Tessa. “A business trip?” he asks in a cartoon voice. “That’s a funny place to have a business trip!” Alex says, squeezing Tessa’s nose.

“No, it’s not, Papa. It was from Mars, looking for a place to make babies.” The end of her statement trails off a little, I think as she realizes the impossibility of what she is saying. As soon as it comes out of her mouth she puts her hands behind her back, tilts her head to the side, and looks at the floor with an impish smirk on her face. Where does she come up with these things?

“Babies?” Alex asks in his proper voice. “Babies from Mars, on a business trip, up your nose? Why?” Alex’s voice is laced with amused confusion.

Tessa perks up again. Facing her nose toward the ceiling and pointing up her nostril, she calls out, “Because it’s warm in there.” I shake my head and go back into the kitchen, hoping Alex will follow and help me put everything away.

I can hear Alex’s knees crack. “Come on, Tessa. Let’s go and play with Doggy,” he says. 

And he leaves me. 

Alone.

Once again. 

To be the wife. 

In the kitchen. 

Where I belong.

***

I’m preparing pasta sauce when Tessa and Alex come skipping into the kitchen for some chocolate milk. Alex opens the fridge and lifts Tessa up to reach it for herself.

“Not before dinner,” I snap.

“Why?” Tessa asks, looking to Alex for support. He winks at her and pats her on the head. I glare at him.

“Because you won’t eat it.”

“I will.”

“You won’t.”

“I will!” Tessa screams stamping her feet in tempest fury. Her face goes red, and saliva splutters from her mouth.

Alex rolls his eyes at me and pulls the carton of chocolate milk out of the fridge anyway.

“What are you doing?” I’m cutting basil leaves. I grip the knife tighter. My nails turn white. That hidden scream isn’t going to stay tame for much longer.

“Just giving her a little bit,” Alex says, taking a glass out of the cupboard from above my head. His arm brushes against my shoulder. I have a sudden urge to elbow him in his side. I don’t.

“How can you undermine me like that?” I ask, in a solid, low, civil tone, staring at the basil. I imagine picking up the chopping board and flinging it into Alex’s face.

“What’s ‘undermine’ mean?” he asks with a smirk.

I ignore the question and hand the half glass of chocolate milk to Tessa. She takes it and gulps it all down in one go.

“Finished, then?” I ask, holding out my hand to take the glass.

“Can I have a bit more?”

I shake my head. Tessa looks to Alex for support. I glare at Alex as he smirks back at me. Tessa turns her pleading eyes on me, but I dare not look at her for fear I’ll give in. I narrow my glare on Alex. He finally shakes his head no. I reach for the glass, but she pulls it away.

“I want some more!” she yells, so high-pitched my ears buzz. 

Alex rubs his hands over his face and makes a move to leave the kitchen. I grab his arm to stop him. “Don’t you leave me to clean up your mess,” I scowl.

“You can’t have anymore, now give me the glass.” I growl through gritted teeth. Tessa doesn’t move. She just stares at me. I grab her arm and try to pry the glass from her hand. In a heavy struggle the glass somehow goes flying across the room and smashes against the wall.

“Oh for Christ’s sake, Tessa, why can’t you just do as you’re told?” I scream. It’s so loud, cavernous, and irate that my head vibrates and face stings. Tessa’s bottom lip trembles as she involuntarily sucks in a tear mid-sob from her top lip.

“What did you do that for?” Alex sneers. “Melody, what’s wrong with you?”

My first thought is to give Tessa a big cuddle and apologize. I’m angry at Alex, not Tessa. But I can’t seem to move from the kitchen bench which I’m clutching behind my back in fear of breaking down into a blubbering mess. I’m dizzy and brimming with a rage that is still yet to escape since childhood. From all those years of keeping the peace around my mother. I don’t think I’ve ever had the chance to let it loose. I have twenty years of pent up anger, and nothing to let it out on. I release my grip and look at my hands. They’re red, dry and dented. Much like my heart.

“Nothing,” I sigh with my eyes closed. “Nothing’s wrong with me. Tessa, honey, go put your pyjamas on and brush your teeth.” I smile at her apologetically. She doesn’t move, tears streaming down her cheeks. “I bought you some of that purple sparkly toothpaste you wanted. I left it on your pillow.” Tessa wipes her eyes in an instant and exclaims, “Cool!” and runs to her bedroom repeating it over and over.

Putting the chopped basil into the pot, I ask Alex to help Tessa get ready for bed, trying to ignore, or at least draw attention away from my outburst. He doesn’t answer. 

“At least help her with her pyjamas,” I say, looking into the simmering sauce. “She always puts the zoo ones on inside out, for some odd reason.” But just as I feel calm teasing the edges of my psyche, the nag in me rears its grievous head and pushes calm aside. “It’s already Tessa’s bedtime,” I snap. “And she’s up late because of you anyway. This could’ve all been avoided if you’d picked her up from preschool like I asked. I told you I had a busy day ahead of me, and all I asked from you was one day. Just one day to pick Tessa up from preschool. Just. ONE. Day. But no. You were so hung up about our conversation this morning that you just had to leave everything up to me again. Out of spite. Right?” I throw the wooden spoon into the pot and a bit of sauce splashes onto my hand. It burns. Stings. But not as much as my impatience with Alex. All he does is stare. Arms folded in the doorway. Corner of his mouth hooked up in “he couldn’t give a shit-ness”.

“Can’t you do anything around here? I’m practically doing everything in my sleep. I’m. Tired,” I hiss.

“I’m sorry, Mel, but you deserved it,” Alex replies in a complacent tone.

“I what? How many times have you done things to hurt me? Huh? How many?”

“Should I have made a list?”

“That’s not my point. My point is that I still sweep all your crap under the carpet and get on with things like a responsible adult. But what do you do? You play stupid manipulating games like a pubescent teenager. How dare you make me climb eight flights of stairs today with all those groceries. If I had done that to you I would never have heard the end of it.”

“Sweep under the carpet? What’s that mean?” Alex scoffs.

“Oh, for Christ’s sake, Alex.”

Alex snickers, then huffs “fuck you,” and turns to exit the kitchen. But an unexpected wave of physical strength stimulates me like a shot of adrenaline and I hook my arm through Alex’s and swing him around to face me.

“Why do you always swear at me? You always say that you won’t do that anymore and the next day you do it again. No matter how many conversations we have about anything, they make absolutely no difference. What’s the bloody point? What’s your fucking problem?” I growl under my breath in the hope that Tessa won’t be able to hear.

“You’re my problem.” He snatches his arm away.

“Yeah. That I know. You always say that. What I want to know is, what’s your problem with me?”

“Everything.”

“Argh! What are you? A broken record? Can’t you act like an adult, just this once? We have problems. We. Need. To. Stop. This.”

“And. You. Need. To. Fuck. Off.”

***

After I put Tessa to bed I sit at the end of our three-seater couch clutching my knees to my chest. Through the open balcony door I can hear a man yelling at some driver for double-parking and blocking his car. I lean my head on the armrest. Still in my blue dress. Sticky. Stinky. Too lazy to take a shower. I stare at the TV, which is off. I look at my reflection in the screen. Quite warped in a pretty, yet indistinct kind of way. Like an eighteenth-century portrait of my soul on canvas, in a grey hue as if painted in darkness. Like the darkness I live in my head. If only I could remain in that reflection, as a painting, on a canvas—motionless, flushed with gothic candor, a lost spirit, a drifter, in a place where I will never be judged; a place where I can be hung in a gallery and be praised for my unconventional individuality. 

I close my eyes and the image fades and moulds together like I had been staring at the sun. I’m just drifting off to sleep when I feel the other end of the couch move. I open my eyes. It’s Alex. I watch him as he takes my feet and rubs them.

“I’m sorry,” he whispers. 

I don’t move. But I do smile at him despite feeling too sad to do so.

“Mel,” Alex says, lying down next to me and kissing my neck. “Let’s get Tessa dressed.”

“Pardon?” I ask, sitting up. Not quite sure if I heard right. “She just went to bed.”

“Well, get her out of bed. We have tickets for Patti Smith.”



five

Patti begins a Jimi Hendrix cover on clarinet. It murmurs a tragic mellow vibrato through Lykabettus Theatre like a wilting willow pleading to be left in solitude to wither and fade. Chatter hushes like ebbing rain as the guitarist’s jazz scales move the clarinet’s tune through waves. Rhythm guitar suspends the melody and the crowd roars. Patti puts the clarinet down, approaches the microphone and sings in her deep, gruff, aching voice, 




If you can just 

get your

mind together …


 

The slow four/four beat of the guitar and Patti’s voice thumps through the ground, through my legs, body, arms, tightening my throat. Synchronic drums, bass, and distorted guitar unite with the rhythm on the beat, creating an eruption of sundry emotion within me that startles the cold tears falling down my cheeks. I wipe them away with my smooth silk, silver shawl; I smile self-consciously at Alex. He’s balancing Tessa on his shoulders so she can see above the crowd of bobbing heads. He winks and wipes a stray tear dangling from my jaw. I quiver from his touch, in shock at the tenderness, the warmth I feel through such a small gesture. Has he realized what I’m craving? Does he understand?

“You okay?” Alex screams into my ear, gripping onto Tessa’s legs as he leans over. We are standing right next to a speaker twice the size of us, so I just smile, shake my head, and indicate that I have some dust in my eye by pretending to get it out. I give him a peck on the cheek, face the stage again and nod my head to the beat reverberating through the floor.

I didn’t want Alex to see the tears. He says I cry too much. He also believes I use my tears to get what I want. But it’s not so. He overheard my mother one day, whispering in my ear when she thought Alex wasn’t listening: “There’s nothing wrong with a few tears to give a little push in the right direction.” The fact that Alex believes I’m capable of such a thing, alone, makes me want to cry. But if I was ever put on stage, or in front of a camera, and instructed to cry, it’d be like asking me to grow a penis. I can’t stop my feelings but I can’t fabricate them either.

Alex, on the other hand, doesn’t cry. I’ve never seen him cry. I’m sure there’s some psychological explanation for it, other than being an orphan and having to stay strong through the countless foster parents he’s lived with in his lifetime, like our (long gone) marriage counselor proclaimed. Somewhere below his skin is Lake Eyre—only once every thirty-odd years does that dry salt lake in central Australia flood. 

There may not be tears to show my husband’s emotions, but I’ve seen how the melancholy turns his insuperable face pale with grief every time we talk about his deceased ex-wife, Angelica; a stunning, tall, olive-skinned Latina. My looks don’t compare to hers one bit. I sometimes wonder whether Alex still loves her. After all, her loss was not his choice.

Patti’s long gray hair hangs loose and scraggly over her eyes. She emanates an aura so potent that you have to look twice to realize she’s dressed in an unflattering flannel shirt and jeans. I want to be her, drenched in visible inner-beauty. 

As I look up at the stage I wonder if I ever knew her in a previous life. The atmosphere in this theatre and Patti’s presence feel so familiar and accessible to me I could catch it in a jar, put it on my mantle like ashes in an urn, and take sips from it every now and then as if it were an elixir for life.

I gulp down the last of Alex’s whiskey from his white plastic cup, crush it in my hand and squash it into his back jean pocket. I close my eyes; soaking up the melodious warmth travelling through my chest as one particular lyric Patti sings catches my attention. I open my eyes, watch her gifted thick lips move against her gaunt face; her jagged raw beauty weeping with roaring passion. She sings something about there being a wind over our land and that we live not to die but to be reborn. And right at this moment, relief flushes through me like holy water cleansing me of sin. Maybe not all is lost if I don’t pursue my dream? Perhaps I’ll have the chance to do so in my next life? Should I be patient, appreciate what I already have—take advantage of the good that already exists in my life?

If only I could remember this relief in the midst of a bout of my daily “what ifs”. I signal to Alex to pass Tessa onto my shoulders for a while so that we can share a bit of dancing frenzy. I have a sudden urge to really just have some fun and to share it with my daughter. It would be better if she were a little older, but I suppose by the time she’s old enough to appreciate having a bit of fun at a rock concert, she wouldn’t want to be appreciating it with me—so I take the chance now.

But it doesn’t last long enough. Tessa forgets whose shoulders she is on and swings her limbs around like a rag doll in a washing machine. I wince in silence as she accidentally whacks me in the face with her orange patent leather shoe. I tried really hard to get her to wear the black pair, but she’d insisted. I pass her back to Alex and we exchange head shakes. His meaning, “What’s wrong?” Mine, meaning “Can’t do it.”

***

When we return home from the concert, Tessa is asleep, hanging over Alex’s shoulder, her arms dangling down his back like thick rope. Our elevator is still out of order. We climb the eight flights of marble stairs listening to our breath and footsteps echo through the building. Exhausted, Alex puts Tessa to bed, and we both collapse on the couch in front of the TV. Alex has an absent smile on his face—one of those smiles we aren’t often aware of, but that bloom like flowers triggered by sudden sunshine.

“Must have been nice going to a gig where you didn’t have to run around networking,” I say. Alex twitches his head in my direction as if I have disrupted his sleep.

“Sorry?” he asks, eyebrows raised, resting his elbow on the left arm rest, and chin on his hand. “Oh, yeah. It was cool.” 

A few moments of silence pass as I watch the blue TV light flash on his still smiling face. I wonder what he’s thinking. I could ask. But I just sit there, a little drunk, staring at the wrinkles around his mouth; wondering if I’m capable of feeling anything other than this repellent emptiness; wondering whether the emptiness is normal, if I should see a therapist, if I should tell Alex that he has crow’s feet and I don’t, and that his stubble is flecked with gray; whether I should ask if he has got everything out of life he desired.

“Did you have a good time, babe?” Alex asks, seeming to realize I was trying to start a conversation. How long has it been now? Since we had a decent conversation? I can’t remember. I can’t remember.

“Um … yeah!” I chirp, false enthusiasm squirting from my mouth like poison. I don’t know how to describe the time I had. Was it a good time? Moments of it were torture—a reminder of what I don’t have. Other moments were sanctified with sheer joy—a reminder of how much music resuscitates my failing pulse. But most of it felt like trying to cross the ocean on a bridge made of fraying string—Will I? Won’t I? Can I? Should I?

Alex rubs his eyes and mumbles, “Bed?” Looking at me with blind eyes, he slaps his hands on his knees in cue to stand.

“Er, not sure if I’m ready yet. I think I’ll read a bit. Go if you want. Won’t be long. I just need to get the buzz out of my head before I sleep.”

Alex smiles with horizontal tight lips. “Okay. Try not to wake me. I’m fucking tired.” Try not to wake you? I presumed he sympathized with me during the concert after the compassion he showed. I guess I presumed wrong. What was that? That moment when he wiped away my tear and I felt a hint of care? 

Once Alex goes to bed, I close the corridor door so as not to wake him with my rattle. I shuffle into my office to grab a book to read, but switch on my computer instead. Perhaps I’ll send a couple of emails back home to Australia. Tell my family my news—whatever that is. But to my surprise and relief my best and lifelong friend, Serena, is online.




MelodyHill(Billy?)

Heya! You busy?




Serena_Servais

G’day stranger! What u doin up?




MelodyHill(Billy?)

Went to see Patti Smith!




Serena_Servais

Really? Fab!




MelodyHill(Billy?)

Yeah was pretty fab! You at work?




Serena_Servais

Nope. Day off. Sittin with my mini laptop in the morning sun drinkin latte, eatin eggs Benedict in Fitzroy. On my own. Lovin it. All peaches and cream, lovey! How’s you?




MelodyHill(Billy?)

I’m ok. Feelin bit low.




Serena_Servais

???




MelodyHill(Billy?)

You know me

been to gig

now feelin miserable

story of my life




Serena_Servais

Sorry, egg yolk just went down my chin. On dress. Egg foam on latte. Reckon I could patent new egg latte? … C’mon Mel! Just speak to him. Alex wonderful man. Alex angel. Alex luv u, u luv Alex. What’s problem? We both know he’ll give u gig if u ask! Alex do anything u ask!




MelodyHill(Billy?)

I just feel so alone … 




Serena_Servais

You’re not alone Mel. You have beaut family. You have me too!




MelodyHill(Billy?)

But that’s problem. He’s really all I have. Not that I don’t appreciate having him, but it’s hard sometimes. I can’t talk to him about some things like I need to. Greek men have weird ways. Can’t talk without fear of maybe having fight if blurt out thoughts wrong. He always misunderstands my intentions. You live on other side of world. My parents live on island with weird ferry timetable. I miss you. I miss Australia. Can I join you for Eggs Benedict? Order me latte, full fat! I’ll jump on plane now! ☺




Serena_Servais

LOL




MelodyHill(Billy?)

I wish.




Serena_Servais

Don’t forget Tessa!




MelodyHill(Billy?)

Are you kidding? COURSE NOT! Tessa sometimes only saviour. Can escape in her world. But not same. Nope. Can’t tell her I feel sad. I’ll just make her cry and psychologically damage her like my mum did me.




Serena_Servais

LOL You’ll be alright when u wake up in morning. U always are.




MelodyHill(Billy?)

Yeah. Know. But can’t live like this. Need not to have these feelings. Need not to go through neediness. I wonder if my mum ever felt like this?




Serena_Servais

Like what?




MelodyHill(Billy?)

A yearning to play music.




Serena_Servais

Doubt it. She played gigs whenever she liked, didn’t she? Why would she yearn?




MelodyHill(Billy?)

I dunno. Depression?




Serena_Servais

She was sick, Mel. You’re not sick.




MelodyHill(Billy?)

I’m not? LOL




Serena_Servais

No! Hon, let’s chat again tomorrow. I’m sorry, have to go. Please! You’ll be ok! Just think of Tessa. U told me yourself she’s only 1 who makes u smile when depressed. Luv u. xoxox

***

I turn off my computer, singing Joni Mitchell’s “River” underneath my self-hating invisible sobs. Oh I wish I had a river I could skate away on … I reach below my desk and pick up one of Tessa’s teddy bears that she’s left behind. It smells like her—Athens grime and Johnson & Johnson Baby Shampoo. Its fur is hard and stiff in places where Tessa has drooled on it in her sleep. I rub my cheek against its belly, remembering the first day Tessa and Teddy lay in the same cot together. That was the day Alex asked me to give up playing gigs. I was so high on being a mother that I didn’t even care. I didn’t even question it, fight it, or even try to understand it. Did he take me to see Patti Smith to avoid continuing our discussion? Could he possibly be so cunning? 

I tiptoe into Tessa’s room, to look at her, to try and remember the feeling that washed all my dreams away without a care in the world. Maybe I can find it again. To convince myself that motherhood is music. It used to be. When did that feeling cease? And why do I feel so guilty about it?

Tessa is curled up at the bottom of her bed—duvet and pillows and dolls and teddies all fallen onto the floor. I pick up the duvet and cover her petite body, being careful not to wake her. But all I want to do is take her in my arms and sing her a lullaby. All night. I want to sing to her for so long that she will wake up the next day and understand, deep down in her heart why I need more, because she’ll have realized that she needs it too.

It doesn’t seem so long ago that I gave birth to Tessa. I can still feel my legs in those stirrups—the sweaty doctor sucking the entire universe through my spasming black hole. Muscles being pulled from my spine, my thighs to my pelvis. What began as an insignificant seed, violently pushed itself like a fist through tearing fabric. The only thought preventing me from slipping into oblivion was that, for this miracle of life, there was light, not darkness, to launch her into this rutted world. Because in those days I was never two shades of grey. In those days I thought I would be a brilliant mother. Full of light. And happiness. Now I worry I’m going to neglect her like my mother neglected me.

***

I wake up a few hours later in a sweat.

I dreamt I was on my childhood front lawn in a cabaret dress with the snotty-nosed girl, Marlene, from across the road pointing her finger at me, looking very cross. Her nose was running as she sniffed, “My mum says that Winterberry Holly won’t bloom in an Australian climate … My mum says that your dad doesn’t know how to prune the rose bushes properly … My mum says that you have a bogan accent … My mum says your freckles look like someone threw dirt in your face and the wind suddenly changed.” Then her voice grew deeper, and she turned into my mother. “I’m very disappointed in you, Melody. No more gigs for two months.”

I lie back down. On my back. I monitor the adjusting darkness in the room and wish my days weren’t full of so much nothingness. Days that resemble an ice cube in a glass of hot water. Days I psychologically slip in and out of in seconds because nothing of importance happens. I exist. I eat. I work. I sleep. And then I don’t.

Do people realize the damage routine does to our psyche? Routine is a monotonous exhaustion; an annihilation of the desire to differ. It humiliates the soul, kills passion. It’s a disease. I like to call it Routinitus. I’ve forgotten how to fight it, too. So lately I’ve been focusing my attention elsewhere. On mornings and nights. The times of day I can make it through without yearning pulling my mind every which way.

During the few short moments I lie in bed before I open my eyes at dawn, I soak up the silence—its precious freedom. I’m the only one who subsists in this cocoon of linen, soft on my body, from toe to chin, defending the intricacies of the flesh and spirit within; in a field of cotton, protected from the sun, the sea, the wind. There’s no time to think, just to feel—near nothingness imprints peace onto my skin. Those few short moments of pleasant loneliness save me from sin. They save me from voicing my selfish woes, when I have everything anyone could need. They are my security blanket.

During the few short moments I lie in bed before I sleep at night, I like to introduce myself to the dreams that await me; to dreams I never recall when I awake; to dreams that take me so far from reality that clicking heels together will never return me home. I push my weightless body so distant into obscurity that I’m afraid to question where I am. But the fear isn’t fear I experience on earth. It is a silent, hidden fear, which summons self-belief. For creed is credible in dreams. And we don’t need to make choices. They’re already made. Sanctity prays for me instead of me for it.

But no matter how hard I try to hold onto these pleasant moments throughout the day, time races by, in slow motion. A truth I cannot outrun. I am tricked by moments. I once told my mother, “Live the moment.” Advice offered to salvage her venture toward happiness. But then she retold it to me, as if wise in her old age, forgetting that it was me she’d heard it from. Forgetting it was I she once claimed gave her all the happiness she needed.

If time could stand still, if the moments are truly all that matter, then why can’t we stop the clock when our children are born, when happiness is sewn into our seams? I can’t live life just appreciating moments. I can’t let time pass me by without anything to show for it. I don’t want to reach that point in life when dreams become small and meaningless and unattainable, when small needs become embellished, and ardent passions no longer inspire a fleeting thought. I don’t want to live my life and then realize I have nothing and can never attempt to get what I want again.

Alex starts to snore like a lawnmower’s engine. I need to pull us out of this rut. Alex and I need to figure out what is going on between us—or finish it, so we can move on with our lives. We cannot keep going like this. But how do you heal something that isn’t open to being healed? And how do you find the strength to keep trying to change something when your changes keep getting thrown back in your face?

Why can’t relationships be like a job? Work is work. Work is simple. When you have to get something done at work, you schedule a deadline and then you meet it. Object achieved. No ums and ahs, wondering how, when, why. You just do it.

I roll over and slip my arm around Alex’s waist. I put my hand down the front of his boxers, in the hope that a little sexual contact might bring us closer together. But without moving an inch, Alex says, “Just because I took you to see Patti Smith, doesn’t mean I forgive you.” 

Forgive me? For what? I pull my hand away, without a word. As I roll onto my back, the wrinkling sound of the duvet reverberates through the room. I close my eyes and focus on the bed linen caressing my body. But tonight it doesn’t feel very soft.



six

As I open my mouth to yawn, my lips disengage like Velcro. The bedroom window is ajar. Our avocado-green cotton curtains flutter in a brief warm zephyr. I cock my head. I listen. If I were a cat, my ears would twitch as I interpret the time through the rhythm of traffic sounds below—a few swift travelling sighs, but no horns, or beeping garbage trucks yet.

It’s quiet for a Saturday morning, so it must be early. My hand reaches for the mobile phone on the bedside table like an uncoordinated sea lion’s flipper. It’s only 7:30 and Alex has already gotten out of bed. I sometimes wonder whether he avoids waking me on purpose—to be alone. I’ve tried myself, but failed.

Saturdays for Alex are just as busy as every other day, if not more so—especially if he has an event planned for the evening. But as far as I can remember, he should be free tonight. Maybe Heather can look after Tessa so we can finish that conversation. Perhaps if we have the opportunity to vociferously disgrace each other like two squabbling Tasmanian Devils, we’ll end up having a civilized chat. Right or wrong, it always works that way.

I prop pillows up behind me and lever my cumbersome and languid body backward against the head board. Pushing my knotted hair out of my face and rubbing sharp sleep from my eyes, I wonder what Tessa is up to. It’s supposed to be my day off today from work and from care giving. Alex promised he’d entertain Tessa on his own so that I could have at least one day every other week with no responsibilities calling for my immediate attention. We did, however, organize this six days ago. I wouldn’t be surprised if he has forgotten, because all I can hear is Alex’s muffled aggressive Greek shouting and his thick heavy footsteps pacing back and forth.

“I’ve ridden all around Exarchia and I can’t see even one fucking poster for The Incredible String Band … Where? Where have you stuck them? … Don’t you fucking lie to me, you— What? That’s bullshit!”

“Papa—”

“Not now sweetie, go play with your dolls.”

Tessa’s complying feet trot back to her bedroom. She mumbles something I can’t make out and then something ricochets off her wall.

I get up and put on my white terrycloth robe. It smells like mould; week-old damp cloth. I thought Alex said he’d washed them. Or perhaps he just washed his.

I shuffle into my flip flops and make my way to the kitchen. But instead of heading straight for the percolator to make a coffee, I’m confronted with a Coco Pop tip. Along with Tessa’s half-eaten Coco Pop, muesli and strawberry yoghurt concoction is a scattered mixture of cereal all over the table and floor. Again. He left Tessa to fend for herself—again.

I grab the brush and pan from under the sink. My head throbs from front to back like a pendulum as I bend over—a blatant reminder that my stress is not going to dwindle merely because it is the weekend. Weekend stress is like your airline losing your luggage on the way to a secluded holiday resort. When you arrive, you still want to enjoy yourself, to relax, but you can’t. Want to take a swim? Well, sorry, you’ll have to swim in your skanky underwear.

Once I clean up the mess, and prepare coffee, I walk by Tessa’s bedroom to make sure she isn’t sulking. Of course she’s not sulking, she is cutting off her favourite doll’s hair.

I contemplate trying to stop her, fearing a possible scissor hazard mostly, but then decide against it when I realize she’s cutting away from herself like I taught her. An odd grin contorts her face as if she’s been possessed by Chucky. Is she enjoying it? It’s either that, or she’s using it as a voodoo doll to exonerate her frustration toward Alex for dismissing her. Hmm. Like grandmother, like mother, like daughter.

I grab the morning paper Alex left on the small mahogany table in the hall and make my way into the lounge where Alex is texting on his phone, facing toward the balcony.

“Morning,” I gurgle, rattling the paper about, trying to turn it inside out at the Holiday Packages section.

Alex raises his brow and hand in reply without making eye contact. Every time Alex ignores me I experience a brief moment of asphyxiation, as if I’ve poked my head into a room of smoke. Despite this, I say to myself, Don’t let it bother you. It’s your day. And you’re not going to let anyone ruin it for you. Sit back. Relax. Read a book. Treat yourself to a proper coffee from down the street. Take the dog for a walk in the park. Collect some pinecones. Make some decorations with Tessa. Remove your mind from this rotten routine.

I sit on the couch, crossing my legs like a child on the floor at kindergarten, imaginary earplugs in place, and tongue in position to inadvertently slip out of the side of my mouth when I see something interesting while scanning the Holiday Packages section—a habit I haven’t been able to kick since my mother’s newfound career as a travel agent. I like to snoop. To see the prices of the packages she scores commission from. It gives me an idea of what kind of money she’s making. And how much I’m not. How did everything turn out so good for her? Whatever happened to karma?

Alex puts his phone in the back pocket of his tailored black pants, spreads his legs apart like a bouncer, and crosses his arms in front of the Ramones logo on his T-shirt.

“Clothes on the line. Pasta on the stove. Do something about it. You know I hate things lying around when I’ve got business to do,” he says in a tone so cold I can hardly recognize his voice. He turns his back to me and gazes out of the window. He pulls his phone from his pocket—again—and begins to type. Click, click, click on the keypad like boiled candy against teeth. Who is he constantly messaging?

I glare at the back of his head. If my eyes could emit an electric current I’m sure I’d render him unconscious. My nostrils flare as I clench down on the back of my jaw. 

“Let me drink my coffee,” I reply in an indifferent tone despite how I feel. “And then I’ll do it.” If I have to control my temper any longer I’m gonna need to smash a window. Maybe I am going to turn out like my mother, after all. Maybe I’ll lose it, just like she did, like the day she hit herself over the head several times with a frying pan to make herself pass out—to escape reality—to “sleep through the shit.”

“Hurry up and drink it then. I can’t work with this mess around me. You know that.”

I clear my throat. I want to ask how he can live with Coco Pops scattered liked confetti around the kitchen but not with the clothes hanging on the line where he can’t even see them. But I won’t. Rise above, Melody, rise above. “Er, sorry, but could you just put yourself in my shoes for a minute and try to realize that I need some time to chill out? Tessa is calmly playing on her own, the dog isn’t whining and whacking the glass doors with her filthy paws, and it’s Saturday—the day you promised I could have to myself. Remember?”

Alex exhales slowly from his nose, lips pressed together, and stomps out of the room and into the kitchen. I can hear him scrape the chairs on the floor as he pushes them under the table. He crashes crockery in the sink. The pantry squeaks as he swings it open and it slams shut with an elastic flick. He throws the pasta into the trash, then the pot in the sink. Something breaks. He yells, “Fuck!” I hang my head in my hands and wonder when the hell he is going to snap out of this. What is going on? Is this some sort of mid-life crisis?

“Mummy, Mummy!” Tessa wails as she runs into the lounge with tears streaming down her cheeks. “She’s ugly! Look, Francis is ugly!”

“Oh honey.” I look at the doll. It looks like David Bowie on a bad hair day. “Let me help Daddy clean up a bit and then we’ll go and have a look for a new doll.” I take her left hand and massage her palm with my thumb. “Okay?” 

Seemingly satisfied with this answer, she skips back to her room, to probably mutilate Francis even more.

“What does she need a new doll for?” Alex yells above his racket from the kitchen. “She has plenty.” 

I get up and walk to the kitchen doorway, chanting in my head to stay calm. There must be something going on with Alex that he isn’t telling me. Can this temperamental behaviour seriously stem from what happened yesterday morning? All I was doing was voicing what I want out of life. How is that a crime?

“She was giving it a makeover and now she doesn’t like the way it looks,” I say, picking at a fingernail, as if I’m having a casual conversation with Heather at a café.

“Don’t. Buy. Her. A new doll. She should to learn to take care of her stuff. If you buy her a new one, she’ll never value anything,” Alex growls as he shakes a breakfast bowl in my face. 

I lean backward and frown, looking for the gentle twinkle that is usually in his eyes no matter what mood he is in. But I can’t see anything except my fishbowl reflection in their watery sheen. They’re like double-glazed windows. You can see through them, but you can’t hear what’s happening on the other side.

“Sorry,” he whispers, stepping back a little. He looks at the bowl in his hand, as if he has no idea how it got there, before putting it in the cupboard.

I move toward the sink to help him with the dishes, but he raises his hand like a policeman directing traffic.

“I’ll do it. You have your, er, ‘day off’.”

I pull out a chair and sit at the kitchen table. I crush a runaway Coco Pop with my right index finger, and then lick it off. Alex is right about the doll. I know he’s right. But I also remember how I felt when I destroyed my Barbie dolls as a kid—when I turned them into punk goddesses, with a pair of blunt nail scissors, green food dye, and a purple glitter pen. 

“Alex, I did the same thing as a child. I know how it feels to regret experimenting with my toys and then realizing I liked them better the way they were. I’m sorry, but I’m not going to argue about it.” I put my hands in the pockets of my robe, not knowing what to do with them on the table top.

“Fine. Do whatever you like. But if you’re gonna buy bullshit, use your own money,” he says, putting on the rubber dishwashing gloves.

“And why wouldn’t I? And why is that even an issue?” I retort, craning my neck. 

Alex doesn’t respond.

“Alex. We need to talk about yesterday morning.” 

Alex tsks and shrugs. I glare at his back as he fills the kitchen sink with suds. 

“Fine,” I say. “Have it your way.” I get up and walk down the corridor to get dressed.

“Take your keys,” Alex calls, “I might not be here when you get back.” 

I pause, balancing myself with one hand against the corridor wall, staring at an oil stain on the carpet. “Where are you going?” 

“Out.”

“Where out?”

“Just out.”



seven

In a department store called Jumbo, the aroma of plastic purity reminds me of all the toys my parents could never afford to buy me as a child; when I would look over at the girl next to me in class, holding a “Li’l Miss Make-up” for show-and-tell, and I’d be there with the matchstick man my father helped me glue together over the weekend.

The scent of brand new calms me like a quaff of vodka as Tessa and I stroll down the aisle of stuffed toys. I drag my fingers over a row of toddler-sized zebras like a schoolboy bouncing his hand along a stranger’s picket fence. The fluffy material used nowadays seems a lot softer than when I was a kid. My teddy bear felt like a heavy woollen sweater. But these feel like they’re made from kitten fur.

“Mummy, I want that doll,” Tessa says, standing on her tiptoes when we reach the shelf displaying a vast array of porcelain dolls. She points to the biggest, most frilly, and through my eyes, the most breakable doll on the shelf. My body stiffens when I see the price: 89 Euros! Saliva spawns behind my molars like water through a squirt gun. Do I let myself make decisions based on my mood now? If I wasn’t angry at Alex would I be averse to such a large purchase, or would I buy it with the enthusiasm Tessa craves?

“Honey, you, er, don’t want that doll,” I say, holding a closed fist to my lips as if about to cough.

“Yes, I doo-o-o!” Tessa replies jiggling about on the spot like wobbling jelly on speed.

“Of course you don’t.” I manage a tight-lipped smile and flick my head in some sort of attempt at a shake.

“I do!” Tessa puts her hands on her hips and looks at me as if she is saying, Don’t be ridiculous, Mummy. How would you know what I want and don’t want?

“I’ll tell you why you don’t want it. ’Cause our Doggy is going to like this doll too, and because it is too big to fit in your toy drawer, we’ll have to keep it on the shelf. You know what that means don’t you?”

“No.” Tessa shakes her head, hands still on hips, and narrows her eyes like she’s performing in a pantomime and addressing someone in the back row of the audience. An acute urge to put my foot down without any further discussion and say, “Too bad, take a small doll or no doll at all,” sends needle-and-pin-like adrenaline through my limbs. I swallow and massage the bridge of my nose. Please don’t make this day harder than it already is.

I kneel down to Tessa’s eye level. “It means that Doggy will eat her. You don’t want this poor doll to die, do you?” The image of my mother pulling the head off Lissy, my one and only life-sized baby doll, when I was five, flashes before me like a shorting lamppost in heavy rain.

“No,” Tessa whispers, pouting her lips in thought.

“Okay, then. If you don’t want this beautiful doll to die, you’re going to have to leave her in the shop and choose another doll that will fit in your toy drawer, okay?”

Tessa frowns, then smiles like she has just caught onto the fact that I’m talking nonsense. She responds with another no and this time she sounds more sure of herself.

“No?” I ask, almost touching my chin to my chest and raising my brow.

“I’m not a silly duffer anymore, Mummy. I’m four. I’m big. Dolls can’t die! That’s silly.” She snorts as if it’s the most ridiculous thing she’s ever heard. “If Doggy eats her, we can just come here again and get another one!”

I visualize Alex shaking his head and finger in my face. I told you so.

“Well, noooo. You can’t just get a new one, honey,” I say, trying to sound rational and in control. “Today is a special day. If this doll breaks, I will decide when you can get a new one … if you will get a new one. Deal?” Did I just agree to buy the doll?

Tessa scrunches up her nose, looks at the ceiling for a few seconds, puts her dainty right hand out to shake, and nods, “Deal.”

***

When we arrive home, Tessa runs around the entire apartment looking for Alex to show off her new doll. But he’s gone.

“Where’s Papa?” she asks, with a hint of desperation in her voice.

“I think he’s got some errands to run in town,” I say, hoping it’s a fact. I throw my handbag on the couch as if it reeks of garlic breath. “He’ll be back later.” I push paranoid thoughts to the side of my mind like Tessa pushes her vegetables to the side of her plate—at a psychologically tolerable distance from immediate view. Tessa replies with a little sigh and a forced pout. 

“It’s okay, Mummy,” she nods. “I can go and play on my own.” 

I watch her, jaw agape, skip down the corridor and close her bedroom door a little too hard. The door handle falls off. It lands on the carpet with a thud. Great. Another thing to fix.

Rejection hits me like an unexpected fall. I flop onto the couch—listen to the distant dragging of Tessa’s toy drawer—stare at an old cigarette burn in the armrest, reminding myself that Alex isn’t really as selfish as he seems sometimes. I should cut him some slack. He quit smoking when I asked him to. He stopped inviting his cocaine-snorting best mate over to the house. He even promised to stop coming home drunk after his events. And he kept his word without a single complaint.

Silence endows the room with a lonesome hum and the echo of emptiness amplifies the quieter it gets. I need to make some noise; enough to bulldoze an exit into this dead-end alley, giving free reign to a new and undiscovered highway; to hear the bang of success fill a stadium like a thunderous bass drum beating the rhythm of risk. 

What if I am offered the position in London? Would success really resonate as loud as I imagine it would? Can relocating to London really give me the opportunity to pursue everything I want? 

It doesn’t feel like it anymore. What if my outburst of forged confidence yesterday morning really is the cause of Alex’s  ehavior today? And why won’t he talk about it? Why can’t we come to some sort of compromise?

As I walk past our bedroom to make myself a sandwich, I catch a glimpse of my black guitar case in the corner, collecting dust like wooden floorboards in a deserted weatherboard hut; abandoned like an old filing cabinet, storing years of written documentation I feel I ought to keep but will never need to refer to again. How could I have left it sitting there, untouched, for the last four years?

If I pick it up now, will regret reach a boiling point? Or will the vibrating strings stab me like an adrenaline shot in the heart, reviving the passion that once pumped blood through my veins? Will one pluck me from life as I know it, with no option to turn back? 

There is a line that separates reality from reality lost, and when I’m alone, I can see the line as clear and straight and taut as the strings on my guitar. Do I take this opportunity to step over it? Or will that first step plunge me into some other desperate version of my life that I’ll eventually want to escape? What if nothing will ever please me?

I walk into the bedroom and stare at my guitar case, propped up vertically against the wall. I run my forefinger along the top—the ridged black vinyl surface. A thick layer of dust renders my fingertip dark gray. I grab a pair of underwear from my drawer, dust the case off, and lay it flat on the bed. I unfasten the three chrome latches. They pop open, one by one. I lift the lid. I can see the reflection of my arm in its shiny jet-black body. Its stunning mother-of-pearl inlay still makes me giddy.

I used to admire my second-hand Maton acoustic as if it were a rare antique chair—contemplating its remarkable existence and all the generations of people who might have used it. And knowing that no matter how many times people might walk past the window it is displayed in, appreciating its beauty and its universal and durable function, it will one day be purchased again, find a new home, and will happily sacrifice its lull to forego another few more generations of use.

But this time I look at my guitar, and I’m afraid that if I don’t pick it up soon, I will never pick it up again. I fear that I’ll become a rare antique chair—but one that has been inaccurately valued and misguidedly put in the trash. But I’m also afraid to pick it up, because that will be the moment I rebuild my body around my soul—the moment when I know, there will be no turning back, and my life will never be the same. The beginning of a new beginning, or the beginning of the end?

I stare at it for a few moments longer, wishing I could get a handle on these feelings. If I were an outsider looking in, I’d probably want to slap myself in the face. Tell myself to Get a grip, that I’m being whiny, irrational, weak. “All words and no action.” My mother was right.

I’m about to admit defeat and fling the guitar case shut—to close the lid on a world I once knew and try to forget it even existed, but when I hear Tessa singing, “Sugar pie, honey bunch …” I stop. It’s our family song. Alex and I used to sing it to each other when Tessa was in my womb. I haven’t joined in since …

I lift the guitar out of its case as if heavy handling might cause it to crumble. I bring it close to my face and breathe in the warm wholesome scent of Brazilian rosewood. I sit on my bed and press my fingers to the strings forming a C chord—the first note of “Sugar Pie Honey Bunch”, and strum with my right thumb. Somehow the rest of the chords swim to my fingertips like fish to food. 

Tessa runs into the bedroom with a huge smile on her face and starts jumping up and down and singing along. But her sweet bird-like voice summons such melancholy that a deep heavy moan comes out of my mouth instead of song. It starts in my chest, like I’ve just been winded, moves to my stomach, to my head, then throbs behind my face. I want to scream out the hurt, but when I open my mouth—nothing—like a silent film with a distressing script.

Tessa’s singing trails off into short unknowing sobs. “Mummy?” she whispers, barely moving her lips. A small bubble of saliva escapes from the corner of her mouth. She blinks a few times as a frown taints her thick soft eyebrows. I put the guitar down and take a deep breath, clutching at my ribcage, trying to swallow the rotten air that spreads regret and misery through my body. Depression. Is it hereditary? I’d rather have dementia, at least then I would quickly forget this is happening. I thought I’d gotten through this as a teen. I thought I’d kicked it for good. 

I do not want to experience how my mother felt. I do not want to breathe her pain. I do not want to live in a world full of irrational ups and downs that stem from barren seeds—from defective rationale. I need reasons for my feelings. I can’t spend my life clutching at imaginary strings to get me through these debilitating mood swings, to sooth a pain with no source. I can’t. There has to be a way out of this grave.

I curl up into a foetal position on the bed and pull a pillow over my face. I cry into it, sniffing in the scent of Alex’s aftershave. I quiver as I try to breathe steadily through the ache. 

Tessa rests her soft cold cheek on my shoulder blade, curling up with me, in silence, as if she understands. But how could she? How could she possibly understand?

Shame on you! Shame on you for letting your emotions run rampant in front of Tessa! How could I put her through the same torment I went through watching my mother break down all those times? I can’t let her feel the pain I felt. 

When I was a kid, I could sit and watch my mother yell and scream for hours, keep my mouth shut and my heart closed. But when she cried, it hurt me more than all those sharp slaps to my face. It hurt me more to see her in pain—the type of pain nobody could see—the type of pain nobody could understand except me.

I hated my mother for everything. I hated the fact that she even existed. But as I grew up—as I get older still—the memory of her expressing that invisible pain is what makes me die inside—little by little, day by day, an inch of me dies for every tear she shed—for every moment her pain crossed over to me like a cursed family heirloom.

I never wanted to subject Tessa to this. But I just did.

I roll over on my side and look Tessa in the eyes. Her eyes search mine. For answers? For comfort? For a way she doesn’t yet know to express how she feels? I wipe away my tears and run my fingers through her hair. She smiles as if forgiving me. 

“Blossom, I’m going to have a shower,” I gurgle, trying to control my fluctuating voice. I get up, get undressed, grab a towel out of the wardrobe and wrap it around myself, hoping I haven’t flagged the beginning of Tessa’s emotional demise.

“Do you want me to fix you some yoghurt, fruit and honey and pop a movie on?” I ask, in overstated mirth.

Tessa nods enthusiastically, but slows it down as though unsure if that kind of mood is allowed.

“Okay, up you get!” I chirp, and clap my hands. “Let’s go and choose one together. I’ll pop it on, and you can watch it while I make your yoghurt and have a shower, so you don’t have to wait around, okay?” I turn to walk toward the lounge room, but Tessa tugs on my towel.

“Mummy?”

“Hmm?” I look down and realize she has tears in her eyes. I sit on the floor, cross my legs, and cup her face in my hands. “What’s up, sugar pie? There’s no need to be sad. Mummy’s fine.” 

“I … I wuv you, Mummy,” she says and falls into my lap, wrapping her arms around my waist.

“I love you too, sweetheart,” I whisper. “More than you know.” More than you’ll ever understand.

***

When Alex comes home later in the afternoon, Tessa and I are asleep, curled up together on the couch. The first thing I see when I open my eyes are Alex’s feet in his heavy-duty black boots. Still. As if posing for a photograph. Or contemplating which way to turn. I don’t look up when he moves closer. I don’t even follow his feet when they exit my line of sight.

He sits next to us and strokes my hair. His breath is heavy. The elevator must still be broken. He deserves it … No. He doesn’t deserve it. That’s … that’s just spiteful. Tessa squirms, but doesn’t wake up.

Alex whispers, “You played guitar.”

I nod. My hair crunches against my ear. 

“Did I leave it on the bed?” I croak, still not making eye contact.

Alex takes my chin, moves my head around and looks into my eyes.

“What?” I mouth, twitching my head from his grasp. He bends down and kisses an escaping tear from my cheek. I want to smack his head away. Make his nose bleed. I want to tell him he’s a selfish asshole and to leave me alone, that he can’t just give me a kiss and expect everything to be all right again. Or, if he can’t do that, to explain what the hell is going on in his life to cause his behaviour to fluctuate so much. I want to know why he seems to hate me. I want to know why I hate him. And how I can make it stop. I want know what happened to our happy marriage.

“We have to talk,” I whisper, trying to sit up without waking Tessa. “We have to—”

Alex puts his fingers to my lips, nods his head, and kisses me between my eyes. He smells sweaty. His stubble scrapes my nose. I want to stick my tongue into his mouth. Fuck my anger away. Treat him like a one-night stand. Then throw a couple-hundred Euros on his bedside table and walk out without saying goodbye. Then I want to have a long hot shower. Scrub away the dirt, the pain, the frustration—my irrational despair. Then call him and ask him out on a date. To start again. Without a past.

“We’ll talk. But later. For now, I’ve got cake.” Alex holds a plastic bag up in the air. “You want?” 

Right here. Right now. Another moment I have to bite my tongue. Tomorrow is Alex’s birthday. The tenth of May. Now it’s time for me to behave.

Tessa sits up. “Yes please, Papa!” She looks as fresh as ever. How do kids manage that?

“Hey, pumpkin, you have a nice sleep?” Alex asks.

“Yep! I made Mummy better, Papa. I made her watch a movie with me,” Tessa says, swaying her head side-to-side in satisfaction.

“Yes, you did, pumpkin. Thank you. Mummy’s much better now.” Alex strokes Tessa’s cheek and flashes me an inquisitive glance fringed with disapproval. My gut sinks at the thought of Tessa seeing that ridiculous display of emotion earlier. Don’t worry, Alex. I disapprove too. I’m working on it.

The phone rings.

“You want me to get it?” Alex asks.

“No, I’ll get it,” I say, pushing my hair behind my ears. Alex leads Tessa into the kitchen to slice the cake, while I head for the phone. I feel a little dizzy, and trip over a raised corner of the red-and-black striped rug. I regain my balance by catching my fall against the bookshelf. I pick up the phone.

“So where are we going to celebrate?” my mother, Betty, asks before I’ve pressed the receiver to my ear.

“How about, ‘Hello, Melody, it’s Mum,’ first?” I reply with a scoff. My head starting to throb.

“Hello, Melody, it’s Mum first. So where are we going to celebrate? Should we go out to that great Oriental restaurant you took me to last time I was in Athens? James and I can catch the last ferry over and then perhaps stay the night. Just make sure your spare room isn’t full of dog hair like the last time. I didn’t stop sneezing for over a week.”

“Mum. It’s Alex’s turn to celebrate. We aren’t celebrating together. Remember? We’re going to celebrate alone.”

“Alone? You have to invite us. It’s my birthday too.”

“We had an agreement, Mum.”

“Yes, but that was on the condition that we all celebrated together.”

“We never agreed to anything like that. Anyway, if that were the condition, then what was the point in agreeing to alternate celebrating years?”

“The point was that the other person shouldn’t expect a gift or the birthday wishes. I thought I made that clear.”

“I still don’t understand how that’s a reason to make such an agreement, Mum. It’s easy for me to give you a gift and wish you happy birthday. That I do, regardless of whose turn it is. The point was to be able to choose how you want to celebrate it without feeling obligated to involve the other party.”

“Yes, but when it’s my turn, I always invite you.”

“Yeah, but that’s your choice.”

“Melody, of course I’d invite you. You’re my family.”

“Yes, I know I’m your family, but Alex has family too, you know.”

“No he doesn’t. He’s a bloody orphan.”

I grit my teeth, praying I don’t spurt out something I might regret and set her off on a verbal rampage.

“Me and Tessa are his family, Mum.” My lips pop from pressing them together too hard.

“So why can’t you tell him to invite James and me?”

“Because it’s against the agreement!”

“How can you be so ungrateful?”

“Ungrateful? For what? Alex only celebrates his birthday every two years. You should be grateful. Alex gives up his birthday every other year for you to celebrate with me. And I don’t even want to most of the time. But Alex makes me do it. For you.” Shit. Melody, stop!

“Oh, you ungrateful, selfish little bitch. How dare you? Wish Alex a happy birthday. And clean the spare room for next weekend. We’re staying over.” 

And with that she hangs up. I put the phone down, lean against the wall and close my eyes. My limbs melt into the floor.

Selfish little bitch. 

Selfish little bitch. 

Selfish little bitch …

***

A potent tangy chocolate orange scent wafts by my nose. 

“Cake?”

Startled by Tessa’s voice, I flick my eyes open. She’s holding a slice of cake in front of my face with a purple party napkin. She sits down next to me on the rug and crosses her legs.

“Cool. Picnic.” She breaks a chunk of cake off the slice and holds it to my mouth. “Here. I’ll feed you.” She giggles, wriggling with joy, the chocolate orange goo squishing between her tiny pink fingertips. I smile, and open my mouth. Tessa feeds me the cake and scrapes her fingers on my bottom teeth to make sure it all goes in.

The cake is soft like hot fudge on my tongue. The walls of my mouth grow moist. I take a deep breath as I chew, the flavour soothing me like eucalyptus to a congested nose.

Simple pleasures. You keep forgetting the simple pleasures. And that life is so much better than it used to be.
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Three pieces of cake later, I am numbed into submission. With every piece, my thoughts became clearer and clearer, as if I was participating in a new wave three-step program to sanity.

Cake one: Do something about this marriage. You didn’t fall in love with Alex without reason. Find out what it is again. I know that right now you love Alex like a limp, burnt and grey slither of cigarette ash. So what? With the right attitude, there is someone inside you, who might be able to take the ash, use it to give your relationship a polish, and make it shine like antique silver cutlery. So tell Alex to pitch in with sprucing up the silver of your marriage or it’s over.

Cake two: Ask him to get you a gig. Serena is right. Stop clutching onto regret like it’s a security blanket. Because, that’s what this marriage has become, hasn’t it, Melody? A security blanket? And as long as you clutch onto it, you give yourself the excuse to behave like a mental patient and wallow in unjustified sorrow. Stop it. No more.

Cake three: Talk to him about the promotion and don’t let him walk all over you. Discuss it like responsible adults, and make Alex realize that it’s not the promotion that’s the problem, but rather the fact that you didn’t say anything about it for a whole year, and now he’s angry because you just expect him to jump. But don’t forget to emphasize the fact that you jump when he says “jump.” So of course you expect him to jump. It could very well save you. Insist that he stop intimidating you with his temper and he help you crawl out of this miserable rut—support your needs—then yes—your marriage may very well be saved.

***

Alex suggests we go out to dinner tonight. If not to celebrate his birthday, then to do something nice together, as a family, before we talk. Excellent. I get to live like Alex—sit, get served, eat, get waited on, drink, watch the mess magically disappear from the table—even if it is just for a couple of hours, it’s a blessing I do not take for granted. So yes, I’d love to go out to eat, even if it is a means to manipulate me.

We arrive at our favourite restaurant, which is around the corner from our apartment. It’s a jazzed-up version of a traditional Greek tavern, surrounded in bottle-green plastic grapevines and decorated with miniature, moulded, melted, morphed cutlery in wooden frames, which seems to be an art form the Greeks have recently discovered and think is trendy. But I remember, twenty-odd years ago, when people were hanging bent cutlery mobiles in their back yards—and they’d chime in the breeze. I’d sing harmonies to them. My mother said I sounded like a stoned hippy bluffing a Buddhist chant.

Bill, our faithful waiter, seats the three of us by the window looking into the beer garden. I feel at ease here—a place where the waiters don’t judge our parenting abilities if Tessa decides to spit out her food and throw a tantrum. This, on many occasions, has happened if her food isn’t 99% sugar.

Bill walks by with a tray of someone else’s meal—meatballs in rich tomato sauce and red wine. I breathe it in as if standing all alone in a field of tomatoes. The aroma reminds me of the night I introduced Alex to my parents. My mother cooked, a rare occurrence. But when she does, you’d think she’s been a chef all her life. Another item on her long list of skills she boasts about.

James, my father, turned into a schoolboy discussing common favourite 1970s psychedelic rock bands with Alex. It was the first time in years I’d seen him move his hands so much. They are usually squashed between his crossed legs in silent languor masked by a lacking yet compelling smile.

My mother could hardly get a word in all night. Tight-lipped, she watched my father and Alex chatter away as if she didn’t even exist. She slipped in a few comments about the music she’d been working on now and again. But my father’s eyes glazed over as if blocking her voice out entirely when Alex humoured her for a few moments before continuing their conversation. Then she glanced over at me, as if I could somehow steer the conversation towards her again. But I didn’t even try. I was silently thrilled. I’d finally found a man that didn’t let her steal the limelight. I was proud to be with him. When did that fade?

“New mee-alls,” sings Alex in faltering English, looking at the menu and moving his eyebrows up and down as if a mystery were unfolding. “You see anything interesting?”

I smile as if rehearsing a scene for a movie—a frame of mind I often adopt in situations where I need to be sociable, happy, on good behaviour—when life needs to be a 2D picture; a view of what only rises to the surface of the polluted pond. 

Tessa looks up at me as if preparing to laugh, to join in on the joke, without really understanding why.

“Should I order the ‘Lamp In Lemon Sauce’?” I reply in an aristocratic British accent, as if reading from a script. 

“Yeah, that’ll be loight,” replies Alex in his best attempt at my Australian twang. 

I exhale a one-way scoff as Alex shakes up and down with forced silent laughter. He must have prepared the response when he saw it on the menu. He tickles Tessa’s neck and she brings her shoulder to her ear as she chuckles. 

I appreciate him trying to smooth out the tension, and I know that he had a fun afternoon taking care of Tessa, while I sat in the bathtub surrounded by scented candles, listening to Joni Mitchell.

Does he really think it’s that easy? Does he really think clowning around is going to make everything all right?

“What about the ‘Beef with Wine and Beetroot Compost’,” Alex asks. His mischievous stare burns through my forehead like sun rays shining through a magnifying glass.

“Er … not the ‘Rubbit With Onions’?” I ask, not at all amused by the mistake. How can I be? I edit when I eat, sleep, clean, drive, anywhere my eyes pass by text of any kind. I can’t even read the ingredients on a juice box without finding mistakes. I see mistakes on street signs, on junk mail, even on TV commercials. I’m over it. They’re not funny anymore. All it does is remind me of how disorganized and incompetent the majority of the Greek corporate population is. For instance, if you want to hire an architect to design your dream home, don’t expect the house to remain upright through its first heavy storm unless you’ve learnt how to do the architect’s job and guided him through the process yourself.

Alex breathes inward through his teeth as if a football has hit him in the groin and his face twists like someone stuck a straw too far up his nostril. I raise my eyebrows, thinking I might laugh, but no … the sensation doesn’t move beyond the slight clench in my throat. 

“Find any other good ones?”

“Nope,” I pop. “Only a crappy grammatical error.”

Alex grins from behind his menu like a bald middle-aged pixie. All I can see are his puffy cheeks and how much deeper the wrinkles around his eyes look. Tessa gazes at him in awe—her eyes glowing like marbles in sunbeams. Alex is her king. And he knows it. I sometimes wonder whether he uses it to his advantage.

“Mummy, what’s crappy grammatical err-ah mean?” Tessa kicks the leg of the table in two/two rhythm, making the cutlery rattle and wet rings form around the bases of our glasses.

“Tessa, please sit still. We’re in public. We need to behave a little better than we do at home, okay?” I say, rubbing and squeezing her knee.

The old lady, in black widow’s attire, sitting at the table next to us offers a kind, shaky smile.

“Why?” Tessa asks as if this is the first time she’s heard me say such a thing. The kicking comes to a halt as she crosses her arms so high on her chest they are almost touching her chin.

I roll my eyes, unfold my napkin, lay it on my lap, and straighten the crooked cutlery around my plate with flared nostrils and a huff. I feel like I’m miming a whinnying horse.

“We’ve spoken about this before, remember?” I say.

The old lady opens her napkin and lays it in her lap too. She winks at Tessa and gestures for her to do the same thing. Tessa smiles and copies her. 

“Anyway, grammatical error just means mistake,” I add, “with words.”

“And crappy?” Tessa asks still staring at the old lady who has now diverted her attention toward the other people at her table.

“Um, it means bad.” I take Tessa’s chin and turn her head to face me. “But, please don’t use it. It’s a bad word.”

“It’s a crappy word.” An audacious grin emerges from ear to ear as Tessa slaps her hands on her knees, just like Alex often does.

“Yes, but please don’t use it. It’s not nice. I shouldn’t have used it.” I hold out my hand. “Come on, give me a little smack and say, ‘naughty Mummy’.” 

Before tapping me lightly on my fingers, she looks to Alex for what seems to be approval. He nods, she giggles. My stomach sinks. I look into my lap—my face burns from the pressure of … jealousy? You’re winning her away from me.

Bill approaches our table to take our order.

“Sorry, Bill, could you giv’us another coupla minutes?”

“Of course, Mrs. Me-low-dy,” replies Bill with a courteous torso nod and a step backward. 

We asked him to call us by our first names when we started to regularly dine here, but I guess he thinks it’s disrespectful, and so compromised.

As Bill turns to leave, Alex interjects, “Den chriazete,” nodding upward and raising his eyebrows toward the ceiling—a typical, abrupt and insipid Greek gesture for no. “Ferte mas ta synithizmena.”

Bill glances at me in question. I snap my menu closed and nod in defeated affirmation.

“What’s the problem?” I whisper when Bill leaves. “I don’t feel like eating the usual stuff we order. I wanted something from the specials board.”

A melee of Alex’s past offenses flood my mind. I’m on the brink of reeling them off like verbal inventory, but then realize I’m overreacting. Again.

“Sorry! I didn’t realize. You didn’t seem bothered. Just thought I’d save Bill the trouble. I’ll go change the order. What did you want?”

I don’t know. I don’t particularly like what’s on the specials board now that I think about it. “Don’t worry,” I sigh, flicking my hand in front of me. “Next time.”

“You sure?” Alex asks.

“Yeah. Don’t worry about it.”

I reach for my glass of water, but Alex takes my hand mid-air. It’s warm, gentle, reverent. He lowers our joined hands to the table and holds my stare. An ambivalent sadness imbues his gaze. Melancholy, nostalgia—disappointment? Everything. Hope.

“We’ll make this work,” Alex whispers, certifying the compromise with a blink. The corner of his mouth twitches as if he were about to smile, but changed his mind.

“I need to go pee-pee,” Tessa says, pushing her skirt between her legs.

“I’ll take her.” Alex lets go of my hand and jumps out of his seat.

“No, it’s okay. I’ll go.”

“Don’t be stupid. Sit. Relax.” Alex is already out of his seat and helping Tessa out of hers. As they walk to the washroom hand in hand, Tessa jumps up and down, tugging and bouncing his arm around like a skipping rope.

As they disappear from view, I begin to map out my speech in my head. Tonight we’ll talk. I’ll talk. Tonight I will say what I should have said a long long time ago.
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“Sweet dreams say the jelly beans, it’s time to sleep, that means,” sings Tessa wriggling her feet beneath her duvet.

“Nighty-night says the little mite, then switches off the light.” I tuck Tessa in, hooking her new doll under her arm. The purple nightlight illuminates the left side of her face as if impregnating her with knowledge. A lorry rumbles below. Binweed, the homeless fairy Tessa claims to have found refuge inside her bed frame, was sure to feel the vibrations.

“Lights off at freckle o’clock, okay?” I tap my wrist. Tessa nods and kisses her doll on its head as I walk out of her room. I leave the door open a crack.

Alex suggests we retire early to watch a movie in bed. Another thing we haven’t done in a while, which I love to do. He’s making an effort. So why are you wishing he wasn’t? So you can stay angry with him for neglecting you and break free from this dire world of domesticity? Maybe you should just let him be nice? You might actually remember why you fell in love with him in the first place.

In bed, Alex lies flat on his back and presses play on the remote control. Deep bass and fast-paced electronic intro music fills the room like a mortal roaring gust of wind. Great. Action Adventure. Ugh. I cuddle up to Alex on my side, and nuzzle my head into his neck. Why do you keep using Tessa’s shampoo? You have no hair. I lift my head to kiss his cheek out of habit. The grey shade of stubble contrasts against his pale, olive-tinged skin—the result of spending half his life in dark, soundproofed, underground rock venues, and the other half in front of his laptop.

Through a medium-thick coat of curly greying chest hair, I focus on a film of dust settling on our jet black cotton sheets. In an instant, I imagine creepy-crawlies making a snug home under my skin and shudder at the thought. I hate black sheets. You can see everything. When I get into bed I feel like I’m wrapping myself up in a used vacuum cleaner bag. But they were the only clean set this week, so they had to do.

“Can I turn the light off?” I ask. If I can’t see the dust, maybe I can relax and pretend it’s not there.

Alex nods, switches off the orange-tinted light by the bed, kisses my head, and increases the TV volume.

I listen to the opening dialogue as if it were background noise. I press my eyes together. Tight. Trying to picture myself on stage. Willing myself to speak up. Now. Before the movie starts properly. Psychedelic colours form beneath my eyelids—a cocktail of animals and Jesus. I smile—an involuntary reaction. My face flushes with brief contentment lying in Alex’s arms, breathing out and in to the rhythm of the soundtrack. I love you. I hate you. I love to hate you. I hate to love you. I’m scared.

“You sleeping?” Alex murmurs.

I open my eyes. My lashes brush against his jaw. “Nope. Just relaxing.”

“What about the film?”

“You know I don’t like action stuff.”

“Why are we watching it then?”

“Because you wanted to watch it.” 

“Why didn’t you say you didn’t want to watch it?”

“Didn’t bother me. I just like lying here.” 

Alex sniffs outward and rubs my back. It’s now or never, Melody. Do it while you’ve got the nerve. I slide the remote control from Alex’s grasp and press Pause.

“What’s up?”

“Before we get sucked into this movie, we should really have this talk.”

“Now?” he whines. “But I made it clear we’d work it out. Let’s talk about details tomorrow. Can’t we just enjoy this quiet time together?” We both sit up. Alex strokes my cheek and leans in for a kiss. I put my hand on his chest. His chest hair spreads between my fingers; his heart beat warms my nerves.

“You’d said we’d talk later. Now is later.”

Alex grunts, pushes his back against the headboard and runs his hands over his face as if brushing off a cobweb. He takes a deep breath through pouted lips and gritted teeth. Perhaps he’s trying to control his aversion to the words I’ve practiced in my head. I wait for him to stop making noises before continuing to speak. My heart beats like a cog train increasing in speed.

“First, I’m sorry for not telling you about the promotion earlier, but—”

“We’ll discuss that at the appropriate time. When you know for sure what’s going on. Don’t worry.”

“May I finish?” 

“Yeah,” Alex huffs, puffing the duvet up around his legs.

“It’s just that sometimes I’m …” I close my eyes in quiet meditation, willing my pulse to slow down.

“You’re what, Melody?”

“I’m … scared of you sometimes.” False calm squeezes me like a boa constrictor. I hold my breath. 

Alex turns the main light on using the switch behind his head on the wall. He scoffs.

“You’re kidding me, right?”

I exhale. “No.” I bite a dry piece of skin off my lip and spit it out between two fingers. I wipe my hand on the sheet by my thigh. “And sometimes I’m afraid to say things because I’m scared that you’ll yell. And your yelling is irrational and … terrifying.”

Alex stares—blank-faced. I scratch a non-existent itch under my arm. “You yell before you even know what you’re yelling about. And you know I hate it when you get aggressive. You remind me of my—”

“Mother.” Alex rubs his eyes. He sighs and looks at the wall. 

“Yeah. And I really hate it. I need you to stop,” I say, nodding assertion and weight into each word. Alex’s eyes flick erratically over the wall as if searching for cracks in the paint.

“Alex! I really need you to stop. Please look at me!” 

Alex meets my gaze and nods clenching his jaw. I lower my tone. My hands shake. Fear re-emerges like aggressive bacteria. “Otherwise I can’t feel confident about telling you things I think you might get upset about, or trust you won’t jump to conclusions before you’ve heard everything I have to say. And I don’t want to be afraid to tell you—” 

Alex narrows his eyes. 

“… that I really want—” 

“Me to get you a gig.” Alex pushes the duvet down to his knees and laughs as if he’s been expecting this request all along. So why didn’t you just offer instead of make me suffer through this unspoken torment?

“This is ludicrous,” Alex continues, getting out of bed and towering above me.

“What is?” My shoulders recline. My voice turns to kitten squeak. “That I want you to get me a gig?” 

“No!” Alex tosses his arms in the air, his fingers outstretched; the lines inside his hands redden. “That you think I’m like your mother!” 

“But you are,” I say, wishing I could control myself. But I can’t. Unspoken ache drives the volume of my voice to a level I’ve never heard before. It’s not very loud, but the pain in it is—like a mute trying to express grief. “I mean, it’s how I feel.” I clench my fists and bang them on my chest, knocking the last breath of confidence out of me. My palms burn as I press my fingers into them. This is what I have needed to say—all along. How could I not have realized this? “Can’t you see that that’s how you make me feel? I’m afraid to speak about everything to you in case you blow up. And I know you’ve thought about hitting me. I know it. It’s just a matter of time, Alex. I can see it in your eyes every time you—”

“Mel!” Alex bangs his fist on the wall. “I have never hit you. How can you—”

“Stop! See what I mean? Look at you! Look at that fist, that anger. You could snap me in half with one swipe. And for what? What have I done to you?”

Alex loosens his fist and sighs as he crouches down. He looks at his feet through his parted knees and balances himself on the edge of the bed, rocking himself backward and forward. 

“Stop being so defensive for just a second and try to look at this from my perspective, huh? Look deep into your own heart and tell me, do you seriously have no idea what I’m talking about here? If you can honestly say you don’t then … I guess, so be it. You can’t see it.” I shrug. “But can you at least try to understand my problem here?”

His eyes become watery, and his intimidating demeanour ebbs as if he’s been injected with a tranquilizer.

“I love you. You know that right?” he whispers looking up at me like a lost child.

“Yes. I do.” I do. He loves me. Otherwise what would be keeping him here? Right?

“Okay. Do you love me?”

“Yes.” I think so.

“Okay. I’ll, um, watch my temper. And if I lose sight of it, if … if I forget, just, I dunno, yell at me or something. I promise I won’t hit you. How could I ever hit you? You’re my … Melody, you’re my music. I’m sorry. I’ve been so wrapped up in my business that I forget you’re not as strong as you show on the outside. I’m sorry.”

Alex steps back into bed and wraps his arms around me. He rubs my back and shoulders up and down as if I need warming up. I always thought an apology would seem empty after the way I’ve been feeling lately. But, surprisingly, it has given me hope. I feel hope. And it’s exactly what I need to replenish what we had. Because what we had was precious.

About a year or so after Tessa was born, we used to set our alarms for an outrageous hour of the morning, to make sure we were awake before her. Sometimes we didn’t even speak. We would just lie there, touch each other’s skin, stroke each other’s cheeks, our hair, or warm our hands between each other’s thighs. We didn’t make love. We didn’t have to. Being awake in each other’s presence was enough—to remind ourselves that we existed. Even if we drowned in chaos in the outside world, we knew that in here, in our tiny cocoon of ‘us time’ at the crack of dawn, we were together, and that was all that mattered. It represented love in its most simplest form—Me. Him. Us. I want that back. We can get that back ...

“Mel?”

I look up and touch my nose to Alex’s chin. “Hmm?”

“How soon would you like that gig?”



part two



Don’t Break Me

A puncture wound, will never heal

its hole forever hollow

Can’t fill the void or roll the wheel

or flee its crushing sorrow




Chorus:

You might wanna mask it, patch it

get it stitched up and cleaned

You might wanna fill it, peel it

or sew it up into seams




Pretty girls with bouncy curls

They trigger long lost dreams

Oh oh. Oh oh.

No sticks or stones, or brittle bones

Don’t aim to crack my knees

No, oh, oh, oh.




Chorus




Soothing words aren’t set in stone

Should I believe in you?

Should I believe?

Or will it end with me in bed

Feeling torn and bruised?

Please don’t break me.




Chorus


 

Listen to this song by clicking here.
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Selflessness. An animal instinct; an innocent whim, present only in a child. An unconditional inclination to assist without personal gain. For an ape, that’s life. But for us, as we grow old, our naive allure toward altruism; our aspirations to aid anyone in need, abates. We keep tabs on each other’s behaviour, and feel proud about what we give only when the favor is returned. Always anticipating the arrival of “the one” to accept us for who we are; all future action expectation-free.

Yes. 

Expectation-free.

As certain as the fact that a guitar needs strings to make sound; as pleasant as the muffled silence after screeching amplifier feedback.

I stare at Alex until he opens his eyes—hoping his enthusiastic offer to secure me a gig is void of agenda. My instinct tells me he either wants something or is hiding something. The latter being the strongest jackhammer in my gut. It’s been drilling so many holes in me lately that I’ll soon need a colostomy bag. 

When did I start thinking nice gestures must be spiked with impure intentions?

“Happy birthday,” I whisper as if a ‘sweet nothing’ and nibble his earlobe. The bed linen crumples. A spring pings: a faerie soul puncture stifled in cotton wool. If Tessa had the vocabulary, that’s what she’d say the noise is.

With a groan, Alex stretches his arms; his walnut shell elbows blending in with his pale bed-sheet wrinkled skin. “Mmm, thanks, babe. I’m forty fucking years old.” He kisses my cheek—lips so coarse they could sand away the cracks in the ceiling. He should drink more water. He should look after himself better.

“So? You don’t look a day over thirty-five … and once you wake up a little and the pillow imprints have disappeared from the side of your face, you’ll probably look thirty-two,” I say with a wink, thinking he looks more like forty-five. 

It was only a year ago that I thought he could still pass as thirty. How did he age so quickly? Is life beginning to burden him? Am I? Am I now the extra pinch of salt that causes the heart attack? 

And what happened to the wife who would give him a foot massage first thing on a Sunday morning before offering to cook him French toast? Or the wife who used to wake up singing the song she’d just written the day before? The woman who would gladly forfeit music time for quality Alex time, because she … because I … knew how to keep a balance? 

Who am I now? 

I’m no silicone spatula, that’s for sure. I’m the wooden spoon with the snapped handle.

“Ha-ha. Thanks.” He yawns, opening his mouth as wide as a cookie cutter; his breath like off milk—the smog of bodily fluids.

For the last five years I’ve been speaking like a ventriloquist in the mornings until I brush my teeth in fear that mine might smell the same. Our breaths never smelled bad before we got married. What’s with that? There must have been something in the ceremonial wine. An eternal curse of discomfort. Once married, always harried. It should have been in our vows. Warnings are always better than surprises.

“So, seriously now, you’re bringing Alana Miles?” I twist my hair into a bun and lean my head against the wall to momentarily secure it. 

Alex nods, his stubble brushing against the duvet below his chin. The sound of tires passing over a wet patch of road.

“Isn’t she like, fifty, now?” I ask, screwing up my nose, wondering why I would even consider it an issue. It’s not an issue. At all. What’s with you?

Alex laughs through his nose, rubbing behind his ear. Looks as if he’s been bitten. Do dust mites bite? I envision dust mites burrowing under my skin; a giant cockroach dropping me into a greenhouse swarming with flying ants. I squeeze my eyes shut to shake the thought.

“So when are you bringing her?”

“Gig’s not definite yet, we’re negotiating a fee.”

“So when are you thinking, then?”

“In about three months.” Alex sits up and scratches a dry flake of skin from his cheek. “You can get your shit together by then, right?”

“Of course!” Better start practicing.

Alex’s cell phone rings. He looks at the caller ID, swallows and flares his nostrils.

“Sorry. Have to get this.” He jumps out of bed, ties his robe around his firm yet slightly protruding stomach, letting it ring and ring. 

It stops. 

Offering a tight-lipped smile in apology, he puts an ear bud into his left ear, presses a couple of keys, and walks out onto the balcony. 

Ten seconds later he returns.

“That was a quick conversation. Mustn’t have been too important.” I sit up in bed, pulling the duvet up far enough to cover my breasts.

“Um, no. It was just my accountant. Problem with some invoices. Want some coffee?”

I nod, force a smile of gratitude to tame resurfacing suspicion. I watch him walk out of the bedroom with his cell phone clenched in his hand.

Ever since Tessa and I visited my parents on the island last weekend, and Alex stayed home, suspicion has been beleaguering me on and off like the transitory sting of an injection. In fact, last weekend was the catalyst of many things—including my current emotional state.

The catalyst of cataclysm?

***

When I was about six years old, arriving to the island was like stepping foot into an enchanted pop-up fairytale book. At dawn, especially, it was a Neverland of lush luminescent green mountain, deep purple sea, sherbet orange sky and sharp-toothed cliffs so high you could literally walk on clouds—a much needed change from falling asleep on a vibrating carpeted floor that reeked of old amplifier wheel grease and waking up to cigarette smoke wafting through ducted heating vents.

The island’s windy mountainous roads are framed with olive groves and air so crisp you could snap it like celery. The houses are stained with whitewash and embedded with old-style wooden shutters, tailored by the locals to keep the summer swelter out. They are painted blue, red, or green, but occasionally you may come across the odd pink or orange shutters, which are more often than not inhabited by the eccentric barmy type who are colour-blind, or the young and loaded foreigner who believes an island revolution should be in order. 

Goats meander about the streets, butting each other’s heads senselessly as they try to escape oncoming cars and motorcycles. The roosters, chickens, and geese fire up the locals at the first sign of sunrise. Birds chirp, cicadas “jijiga” in the olive trees, and dogs bark as the bread truck, a red beat-up Ute, delivers fresh hot loaves to each residence and slips the required amount of bread into handmade cloth bags hanging from wire fencing. 

Summer on this island engraves your skin with a longing to spend sunrise to sunset lying on a small, empty, white-pebbled beach in a secluded cove at the end of a private dirt walking track. At midday, it gets so hot you need to wade through heat waves rising from the unevenly tarred road like kindred spirits before you can wade in the Ionian to cool off—a flat, motionless oil bath which glows with an infinite turquoise glint. It may seem you are stepping into velvet, however, you emerge covered in a thin salty crust you can brush off like sand when it dries.

Most folks have a siesta between two and five in the afternoon, so there isn’t much to do except wander the streets and explore. By about six the sun still reads midday, and the waterfront cafés fill with shouting teenagers drinking frappé. They stay until it’s time to return home, quickly scarf down some homemade mousaka, and get dressed to party until seven the next morning. 

By about ten at night the sun hides behind a mountain of shrubby arid terrain, and the cool edge to the air is relieving. At the mountain’s topmost peak, a silhouette of an Orthodox church can be seen, accompanied by a soundtrack of owls and crickets. At this time of day mosquitoes congregate for their evening feasts. Shepherds’ voices echo through the valley while their goats’ bells jingle as they steer along the hot dusty trails home.

In the morning, when glittering sunlight made patterns on my wall through the thin slats of my bedroom shutters, my mother would make me Vegemite toast. I’d eat on the veranda, without a plate, propped up on a whitewashed ledge full of tacky red plastic buckets, where my Yiayia would hand-wash our laundry. Dad would play guitar in the garden, and Mum would sing along as if she were the happiest person alive. Papou would tend to his veggie patch, and as soon as I’d finish my toast, I’d probe the olive trees for camouflaged cicadas. 

At night I would ask Papou to play cards with me on the wobbly kitchen table covered in clay-brown, chequered laminate which matched the wrinkly brown-orange lino floor. We’d sit by the wood-fire oven to use it as a side-table for our flat orangeades. 

The flicking neon light of the mosquito zapper would accentuate Yiayia’s oily fingerprints all over the once-white cupboards and plastic yellow-stained handles. The sink, which was used as a place to hold the bucket of water collected from the well to do the dishes, stunk like stale grease. Yiayia would use the same water several times before transferring the bucket to the outhouse to flush the toilet. As a result, all cutlery and glassware had a slight fatty glaze to them and would sustain the exact pattern of one’s fingerprint.

Papou would show me his clever shuffling tricks with his sun-spotted trembling hands—one of which had a thumb missing—and I would smile and nod at his mumbling despite hardly ever understanding what he said. My father later said he often told stories about the earthquake that initiated the mass migration to Melbourne in 1953.

However, I do recall one instant when I’d understood. It was one afternoon before going for siesta that Papou and I sat together in the lounge room for a while. I was flipping through old photo albums as he picked up the newspaper and sat in his faded maroon armchair facing the window. I glanced up for a second to see him looking from side to side and then patting his shirt pockets. 

“They’re on your head,” I said.

His eyes lit up as he removed his reading glasses from his balding and scratched head (from consistently knocking it against the wine cellar entrance), put them on his nose, and said as if he had been touched by an angel, “How you know? How you know what I look for? My God, my God, you have gift!” 

At six years old, of course, I believed him, until my mother explained I had just used common sense. At least she’d made me feel intelligent instead of crushing the novelty of possibly being psychic.

In the evenings, Yiayia would fix herself a plate of bread, feta cheese, tomato, olive oil, and oregano. She would eat it with her fingers without having much control over the oil dripping down her chin and wrists—then she’d pinch my cheeks.

“Ella tho Melody, ella na fas some bread tzeez ’n’ domata, is goud for yoo, ya knah! No kreas today, eenai poli tough today ya knah,” Yiayia would squeal in her high-pitched half Greek–half Australian accent. 

She’d fumble around the kitchen with a ripped straw hat, that was maybe as old as I was at the time, greasy ’eighties-style sunglasses (even at night), a faded floral dress, and an overused apron for pre-cooking the following day’s meals. When the food was ready to “look a’er itself,” she would sit out on the rear balcony in the moonlight, drinking “mountain tea” and dipping in teddy bear biscuits she’d had sent over from Australia.

Yiayia was eccentric to say the least. I’ll never forget the day my father returned from spear-fishing one morning and had brought home a massive live sea creature as big as his head, thinking it was just an empty shell.

We all gathered on the veranda to take a closer look at the twenty-centimetre thick monster that slowly emerged from its shell like a slimy skinless muscular arm. It was bright red with purple veins and a slippery transparent membrane. But Yiayia suspected it was a local delicacy and promptly prepared it for the grill. She put it in the washing machine. To tenderize. The whole house stank of dead fish for weeks, and thank God the washing machine was never used for its intended purpose. Most of the time it just sat, unplugged, by the toilet as an “asset.”

The shell still sits on Mum’s mantelpiece—as rare and precious as ammolite. Although multicoloured on the outside—brown, yellow, green, blue, and red—the inside is lined with what looks like jet black glass. Any local that visits and sees the shell asks about it in astonishment and with great interest. It turns out the creature was deadly. If its poison hadn’t been sucked out during its two-hour cycle in the washing machine, Papou and Yiayia would have been poisoned to death!

***

The first thing you see as you walk through my parents’ front door, except for the magnificent shell, is my mother’s grand piano. 

It shines like a freshly glazed tart. And whispers haunting melodies to me as if it were once a living soul; the mother of musically-triggered melancholy.

Last weekend, the resonance of my entering sandaled feet had hardly bounced off the walls when Mum said, “Why don’t you sit down and see if you can remember to play it?” Her eyes blazed with a need to swank her own musical skills and show me up. I tamed an irrational urge to scratch its glossy dark chocolate body with my wedding ring by shaking my dusty cardigan too close to the keys instead. Mum whipped out a duster from inside the piano stool and brushed it away—seething clenched teeth hidden by a civil smile.

My father, James, took our bags and challenged Tessa to a race in the nearby field of goats. Their bells jingled like wind chimes weighed down with anchors in muddy water. One second the house was full of shrieks of joy and the next Tessa disappeared behind a slammed front door.

“Don’t slam the door!” Mum banged on the window, creating an echo highlighted by an abundance of country air. Dad, immersed in oblivious child-imitation giggles, ran after Tessa, shrivelling up his body as if trying to shrink to her size.

“Well?” Mum nudged me toward the stool and tapped her left foot. The sound wavered between an annoying dripping tap and approaching suspenseful footsteps.

“Um …” My voice dithered like vocal heat waves, reluctant to make a fool of myself. “Maybe a bit later? Have you got any warm water? I feel really dehydrated.” I nursed my head and limped to the couch, legs heavy with unbalanced fatigue. 

You can’t drink the water on the island, so everybody stocks up on plastic bottled ‘consumerist crap’ (in my opinion) labelled with try-hard environmental campaigns that Greek society generally ignores. I don’t blame them. If they can think of a way to make recycled paper bottles, I’m all in to support their efforts. 

Mum usually remembers that I don’t like my water cold and leaves a few bottles out of the fridge for me, but it seems Dad saw them lying around and put them back in, probably thinking he was doing the right thing, and hoping to avoid being blamed. So I forgive him. I understand.

“Jesus! Bloody James put them in the fridge. I can’t count on him to do anything.” Mum felt every bottle of water, wrapping her long soft and petite piano-playing fingers around the crisp crackling plastic bottles of false environment-saving hope to see which one was the least cold.

“It’s okay, Mum, don’t worry, just run it under the hot tap a bit,” I said, lifting my feet up onto the hospital-white couch and puffing a crimson no-frills cushion behind my head. 

“Got any good pirated movies from the black dudes lately?” I asked, grabbing the pile of movies from the edge of the locally made and too-high coffee table. I sifted through them on my stomach, the sharp plastic corners of the covers digging into my flabby pale skin.

“No, not really,” she said, throwing me the bottle of water, and then wiping away the splashes around the sink with her beloved orange microfiber cloth. “They’re not coming round this end of the island much anymore.”

Thank goodness for the remnants of high-school tennis reflexes, otherwise I’d have spent the entire weekend nursing a bruised forehead.

“They probably got sick of everybody turning them down. Everybody treats ’em like shit.” The microfiber cloth made a thud, like a bare foot stamping on flat soil, as Mum threw it into the sink on “shit”. “Except for James—he spends at least an hour looking through bundles and bundles of the bloody things, and then gives ’em about fifty Euros for twenty Euros’ worth of movies.”

Mum shuffled a few things around on the kitchen counter, opened and closed a few cupboards, muttered “Jesus Christ” under her breath, opened and closed a few more cupboards, then finally pulled out a packet of cherry liquors. “I keep forgetting James is a saint—or so everybody keeps telling me. I wish I could see the saint,” she continued, shuffling to my side, then flicked her head left, right, over her shoulder, and up at the ceiling. “Nope. No saint in my house—unless I’m mistaken, and a saint is someone who never puts things back where they belong, requires someone to pick up their shitty toilet papers off the bathroom floor because he always misses the bin, and who needs to be told to breathe in and out just in case they forget. Then yes, I do have a saint in my house.” 

With an acerbic smile she ripped open the packet of chocolates like a scavenging monkey and offered me one with a sigh, holding the open packet toward me like a bag of potato chips.

“Mind if I have a sleep?” I asked, taking a chocolate from the bag.

“Already? You just got here.” Mum puffed up the cushions around me on the couch.

“I’m really tired, Mum. You know what it’s like travelling with Tessa. She wants me to tour her around the ferry until she’s seen every nook and cranny a kazillion times.” 

“How about I make you a coffee?” she asked, lifting my legs and sitting on the couch to rub my feet.

“Agwgh,” I groaned, letting my head drop backwards like a wet towel. I closed my eyes and began to drift off, completely aware of Mum’s manipulation, yet totally ignoring it. We could talk about holiday packages and how the island is full of small-town patriarchal pompous hypocrites, or in other words, Man, after a refreshing nap.

I let my body sink into the couch like a hollow branch in quicksand.

But I was startled awake about half an hour later when Dad and Tessa came storming in from habituating with the goats.

“Last one to the music room loses!” Dad cried, almost bursting a blood vessel in his face. He ran on the spot, the way they do in cartoons when they’re trying to run but can’t seem to get anywhere. Tessa passed and made it to the music room first.

“You lostht! You lostht!” I glared at her for making fun of her grandpa’s lisp. But she just shrugged at me as if to say, It was harmless.

“Grandpa lost! Grandpa lost, Mummy!” Tessa pounced at me, and started to jump up and down on the couch as if it were a trampoline. I half expected Mum to bring out the ‘Betty Boo Hoo’ (Alex’s phrase), but to my surprise, instead of getting upset, she grabbed her camera and snapped a few shots.

“Okay, okay, come on, enough, someone’s going to break my ribs.” I coughed, bringing my knees to my chest to protect myself. 

“Right! Who’s up for some mushroom and spinahchi lasagne?” Mum blurted out lieutenant-style, as if we had to fit a week’s worth of events into the time frame of a single evening. She put her camera into a small chest decorated with metallic elephants (more street-seller’s paraphernalia), by the TV.

“You cooked?” I asked, furrowing my brow; the taste of the unpredictable stung my tongue like the end of a magnet.

“Yeah. You know I can. I’m just usually really busy every time you come over. But this weekend I’m all yours. No tuna pasta this time. Ya hungry?” She rubbed Tessa’s belly with a wink.

We all cried out “yeah,” even Dad, who apparently had no idea Mum had cooked either by the look of his deracinated smile. Nor did I blame him. Something wasn’t quite right.

“James, set the table,” Mum ordered, her tone switching from bouncy biscuit baker to authoritarian chef.

“Okay,” he said, as if someone had shoved a whisk down his throat and got it caught in his vocal cords. He reached for a set of placemats in a drawer, eyebrows raised, lips pursed, and something like a fleck of tissue hanging from his nose hair.

“No! Not those ones, you idiot. We never use those! The real ones!” Mum barked as she cut up the lasagne and then burnt her wrist on the edge of the tray. “Ouch! Shit! Fuck!” Bang went the spatula in the sink after it’s quick two-meter journey through the air.

Dad looked at me as if I should know where the “real” placemats were and could signal him in the right direction. But I had no idea and shook my head in silence. I stroked Tessa’s hair as she watched with amused intrigue.

Mum caught sight of the fleck of tissue hanging from Dad’s nose and squeezed her own nose with a “tsk” as cue for him to brush it off. Dad, seeming to take his uncoordinated tendencies into account, cupped his knobbly-knuckled hand, speckled with tiny tufts of wiry sprouting black hair, over his whole face, and loosened the fleck of tissue with one swift downward swipe.

“They’re in there! Next to the … the things!” Mum pointed in the general direction of the drawers with such a hard flick I was amazed she didn’t dislocate her elbow.

“Where? We have fifteen drawers.”

“Oh look, you’ve learnt how to count,” Mum snapped putting her hands on her hips. “They’re in this drawer.” She pointed again, without actually indicating the drawer the real placemats were in or what things they were next to. Dad opened and closed all the drawers and inspected their contents, but to no avail. Tessa giggled. She loves her grandparents’ bickering. Especially the way Dad makes faces every time Mum talks. Tessa started imitating him one day, in reaction to one of Mum’s obsessive fits. Mum then scolded Dad for subjecting their granddaughter to bad habits. She’d hit him with a wooden spoon.

“Oh, for God’s sake,” Mum muttered and accidentally dropped her oven mitt on the floor. Dad picked it up and looked at her as if to say, see I’m not the only one who drops things, and Mum snapped back, “They’re in this drawer, you dipshit. They were staring you right in the bloody face. An’ I drop things by accident—you drop things because you can’t coordinate using two hands at once. For Christ’s sa—”

“Since when do you guys set the table?” I asked, wondering why I was putting myself in the middle of an argument. If there’s anyone in this world who knows why not to, it’s me. But my mouth overpowered my mind for a second too long. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you set the table. How would Dad know where the placemats are if you never set the table?”

Mum spun round on her Birkenstock heel and glared. Her jaw clenched as she flashed a disapproving glance toward Dad, who was grinning in triumph by default. She sighed and said through gritted teeth, “We. Invite. Colleagues. For. Dinner.”

I mouthed the word oh, removing a strand of hair from the corner of my mouth and gave Tessa a little wink. She wriggled in her chair, straightened her skirt, took a napkin from the table, and hooked it into her collar like a bib. 

What? Was my daughter having an identity crisis? Most of the time, it takes Tessa throwing a five-minute tantrum and a succession of threats to get her to do that at home.

Thankfully, as Mum served the food, Serena, my best friend from Australia, called. I grabbed my cell phone out of my bag by the couch, silently thanking my piano spirit for saving me from Betty Boo Hoo. But what saved me from one psychological torment sent me full-throttle into another.

“Hey hunk ’a’ spunk. Where you at? Been calling your house for ages.”

“Hey. I’m on the island. Just a sec and let me go outside where there’s better reception.” As I approached the front door, Mum gave me her hurry-up look—the one that makes her look like a confused ferret.

“What a surprise! What’s going on?”

“Just checkin’ to see how you are, hon.”

“I’m good. I’m in the middle of dinner with my folks, and my mum’s getting … well I’m sure you can guess. So, how are you?”

“I’m fine, but my grandfather died,” Serena said in a flippant tone.

“Oh? I’m sorry. When?”

“This morning.”

“Are you okay?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t seen him for years. But apparently he’s left me something. I have to go and claim it at some point. Feel a bit weird taking something of his. We hardly knew each other.”

“Didn’t he always send you birthday cards? Full of money?”

“Yeah. And I always called to say thank you, too. But otherwise, we never spoke.”

I could hear the faint calling of my mother for me to come back inside like grilled greasy whinnies from tavern kitchen chimneys. Yoo-hoo! Melody! Come back inside before I sear your father’s cheek with my scorching hot spatula.

“Serena, I’m really sorry, but I have to go … oh, wait, you said you were calling my house for ages?”

“Yeah, why?”

“And there was no answer?”

“No. Why? What’s wrong?”

“Alex should be there.”

“Oh? He’s not there with you?”

“Alex? With me? On the island? You kidding?”

“Well, I just assumed … ”

“Yeah, well … . Maybe he’s just gone out with his mates.”

“Probably,” replied Serena, clearly trying to not make me worry.

“Okay. I’ll call when I’m back in Athens.”

“Okay. Ciao, Bella!”

As soon as I hung up, I called home and there was still no answer. Then I called Alex’s cell and it was switched off. My stomach imploded like sinking pavlova. A common reaction of mine when Alex and I are apart. I’m making irrational assumptions, I thought. Do not get sucked into your mother’s absurd psychological framework. Such as: getting angry over an overflowing bath, and screaming about a piece of burnt toast that pissed her off two years earlier.

The moment I got back to the dinner table, my mother said, “Now, Melody, I know it’s a lot of money, so I’ll give it to you if you can promise me that you won’t waste it on investing in one of Alex’s stupid business ideas.” 

What? Did I miss her first sentence, or did I phase out?

She took hold of my hands above the salad bowl and looked at me as if we had just been informed I had two months to live, stroking my knuckles with her silky smooth thumbs. I sucked my tongue till it stuck to the roof of my mouth, then twisted it upside down, which resulted in me puckering my lips. Mum smiled—showed her teeth. Dad and Tessa stopped fidgeting with their cutlery, and looked at their plates. A spiny silence ensued. Like a paper cut. You don’t notice it’s there until it really stings.

“Um, what are you talking about?” I asked, glancing at my father for some sign of moral support. But he didn’t look me in the eye. He knew what was coming and he knew how I would react. Any time my mother jumps straight into a conversation without any lead-in, she has an ulterior motive. I’ve learnt to recognize the signs. 

“The twenty thousand Euros I’m giving you.”

“What? Are you kidding me?” 

“Not at all,” she said.

“You want to give me a gift with conditions?” I screeched, snatching my hands away and shaking my head. “I’m sorry, Mum, but I don’t want a gift like that.” 

Dad and Tessa rolled their eyes at each other.

“Come on, Tessa,” Dad said, “let’s take a walk to the village and get some yummy cake.”

“Yeah!” Tessa jumped into Dad’s arms as he stood and scraped his chair backward. 

Mum winced. “Melody, can you not jump to conclusions and just hear me out? You see, it would be great, because you’d be able to quit your job and maybe invest it in a property and collect some rent.”

“Mum.” I laughed, trying to trick myself into gaining composure. “First, if I quit my job, how would I support Tessa when the money runs out and I can’t find another? Second, twenty thousand Euros is nowhere near enough to buy a property. And third, I paid your rent for a whole year when you were going through that financial crisis, so, sorry if I expect a gift like that to come with no strings attached.” 

With each sentence my voice grew louder. I almost regretted it, but knowing that it was high time I stopped holding back, I just let myself go. Perhaps I was overreacting. Perhaps I should have been less defensive, but being so hardened to my mum’s usual manipulative behaviour, I suppose I just couldn’t perceive the offer as a gesture with no strings attached. All I saw was her attempt to control me. And all I could foresee was her forgetting about me when she got what she wanted. Such as the time she forced me to take a waitressing job to pay board when I was a teenager, and then wouldn’t let me make any choices about what food to buy, and I did the cooking!

Alex and I had been tossing around the idea of opening a live music venue/bar together and I had mentioned it to Mum. She didn’t like the idea and thought it would ruin my life, and brain bashed me with all the horrible things that could go wrong. It worked—we never did it. Another effort of Alex’s to bring us closer together flushed down the proverbial toilet of fabricated doom. 

So. I had to turn the money down—out of principle. If I was going to have a spare twenty thousand to play with, I’d like to be able to do with it what I please.

“Melody, don’t be silly, I really want you to have it. I want the best for you and Tessa.”

“And what about Alex? Why the best for me and Tessa, and not Alex?” I narrowed my eyes, focusing on the hairline wrinkles bordering Mum’s dark brown pencilled lips.

“Well, Alex too … of course, Alex too. It’s just … he makes a lot of decisions on the spur of the moment without thinking them through, and he doesn’t really know what he’s doing, does he? I just don’t want you to risk losing my money over something that is going to make you work too hard—”

“Pardon?” I craned my neck forward, “my money” echoing in the rear of my sinus cavity. 

Mum extended her hand, palm up, toward me.

“I want to give you a gift—that means …” Mum sniffed, shaking her head as if she’d just snorted stinging cocaine, “it should give you the chance to work less, not more.” She scraped the leftovers into my empty plate, avoiding eye contact.

“Mum, twenty grand isn’t going to help me work less. What you’re suggesting will make me unemployed and then broke when I can’t find another job when the money runs out. And what are you basing your opinion on anyway? One, just one, failed venture on Alex’s part? Come on, you can give him a little more credit than that, can’t you?”

“I don’t mean it like that. I don’t mean to put Alex down—”

“Yes, you do. You’ve never liked Alex. You’ve never said it, but I can tell. You pretend when you’re around him. Who are you trying to protect here? You usually just tell me how you feel straight out. But ever since I met Alex you’ve stopped. It’s like you’re pretending he doesn’t even exist.”

“Excuse me?” Mum yelled, slamming a fist into a cupboard by her head. “And that is bad? How is that bad? I’m just trying not to create any friction between you two. You look happy with Alex. I didn’t want to stick my nose in like I did with all your other boyfriends.” 

“Well, thanks, thanks a lot. Thanks for saving my marriage.” 

I stood, removed the chair from behind me with an aimless flick. It wobbled, threatened to topple over, but regained balance, proving I maintained restraint. I walked over to a window by the couch and stared at the mountains—the real mountains, the real place where insecurities seem to melt like caramelizing sugar.

“Oh, get off your high horse, Melody. I’m trying to do something nice for you here! And this is the thanks I get? You’re such a—” Mum screamed, smashing a plate in the sink by accident. Was it by accident?

I turned around to glare at her. “Such a what? Such a selfish little bitch? Jesus, when have I heard that before?” 

“You’re such … AN AWFUL PERSON!”

Mum groaned and belted her microfiber cloth against the sink over and over as if tenderizing an octopus. With squinted eyes her face flushed. If there was anyone on Earth who could convincingly emit smoke from their ears I’d have to say it would be my mother.

I watched, blank-faced, wondering when we could ever be in the same room without having an argument. She went over to the piano and sat, poised, facing straight-ahead and closed her eyes. Her fingers rose through her inward sigh, hovered above the keys, searched them for the correct notes like Braille. She began to play Joni Mitchell’s “Blue.” A song I’ve always wanted to learn; one I’ve asked her to teach to me on so many occasions I’ve lost count. But she never did teach it to me; she rolled my requests into tiny little balls of dough, put them in the oven and forgot to set the timer—burnt them to a crisp. My desire to love Joni was charcoal to her—brittle, lightweight, void of oxygen. Could I not share the love? And it wasn’t just the song I wanted to know how to play; I wanted to be taught, by my mother. I wanted to see music through her eyes, too; for her to take me under her wing, and say “See, this is how I feel. Understand this, then you’ll understand me.”

I approached Mum from behind, hugged her shoulders, and held my cheek to hers. She kept playing, but moved her face like a delicate brush stroke against mine.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered and sat beside her. “I really can’t afford to lose my job. Twenty thousand Euros is a very nice gesture, but I’m afraid I can’t do what you want me to do. I have Tessa to think about. I can’t risk the possibility of not finding another job once the year off is over with.”

Mum stopped playing and held my face in her hands.

“I know. I just wanted you to know what it’s like to not feel burdened.”

Money issues don’t burden me, I thought. You burden me.

We both stared at indistinct areas of each other’s faces. My lips buzzed with letters aching to be strung together in words, sentences, pleas, confessions of dissatisfaction. I wanted to tell her how she has ruined my life. That I can’t live a single moment without wondering how it might be different if she had been “normal.”

“I still want you to have it,” she said closing the lid over the keys.

“Mum—”

“No, no, no. You can put it toward your music.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. Twenty grand should be plenty to cover the expenses of recording an album. Shouldn’t it?”



eleven

It’s just another manic Monday, Oh oh oh, I wish it was Sunday, ’cause that’s my funday, my I-don’t-have-to-run day … I reach my desk at UTD, humming The Bangles. As much as I don’t like to admit it, 1980s pop-culture lines my veins like milk to an acidic stomach. The buzz of future possibility is sweating through fear and materializing into song. And I’m so preoccupied with what lies ahead, that I don’t realize what is directly ahead—my swivelling chair. I spill coffee all over my keyboard.

“Damn it!”

The girls’ heads turn. They stare. I stare. The coffee stares. Then, as if blessed with the momentum of freedom, its mercury-like globule separates, and cascades down the side of my desk.

Sonia’s pending smile is threatening to emerge at my expense, her too-long shaggy ash-brown hair covering her eyes. I wonder if she’s related to The Addams Family’s Cousin It.

Lucy, another assistant, is kind enough to offer me help, but can’t seem to find a way to help and just stands behind me, watching, pushing her bifocals up her nose, as I shake the keyboard upside down and spread used tissues from my handbag all over my desk.

Jodie, the other Project Manager, pokes her head out of her office, and I can see Dianne through the slightly open door.

“Melody?” Jodie asks in her ornate Scottish flair. “Could ye come in here for a wee moment?” 

I gulp down what’s left in my Without Music Life Would B-flat mug, and buoyantly gurgle, “Sure! Just a sec!” managing to suck escaping coffee in from the corner of my mouth. I shuffle into Jodie’s office. Everybody stares at my flip-flops as if willing me to trip over.

“Good morning, did you both a have a nice weekend?” I ask in a jovial editorial tone—a voice I save for meetings in the PMs’ office.

“Luvley, thanks, Melody,” Jodie says, mirroring my merriness. She creates some space on her desk to rest her folded hands.

“Fine, thanks,” Dianne says, nodding her head, careful not to let her hair-sprayed fringe fall in her face. Ugh.

I take a seat, watching Dianne flip through some papers on her lap, biting the end of her pen, screwing up her nose, and then flipping some more. Jodie is watching her too, with pursed lips and one raised eyebrow. She pinches the concave between her bottom lip and oily chin as if trying to burst a pimple, or pluck a menopausal hair.

“Right, are we ready then?” Jodie directs the question to Dianne, and winks at me, crossing her stocky bare legs and hitting her knee under the table. She winces. “D’ye want to get ye coffee before we start?”

“No, it’s okay.” I smile, clicking the sole of my right flip-flop on my heel. “I accidentally spilt it. I’ll make another one when we’re done.” My dry lips stick to my teeth as I try to compose myself. Should I be worried about this sudden meeting?

“Okay, then. Erm, well, I, well, we, asked ye in here to tell ye … Dianne? D’ye mind if ye put those down for a wee moment?” Jodie glares at Dianne’s noisy paper-stacking hands. Dianne looks up. Face as stiff as dried putty.

“Right, yes, Melody, ye presentation. Congratulations! Ye got the job in London!” 

My breath comes to a halt on the inhale.

“Yes, congratulations, Melody,” Dianne reiterates, her spurious smile lingering on the cliff of professionalism. “We were informed first thing this morning, by Mr. Richard Viadro, the academic director of UTD Publications in London. He said you gave an extraordinary presentation and that it would be an honour to have you as a part of their team.”

Academic director? At the presentation? I thought they were just Board of Education representatives!

“Melody? Aren’t ye excited? Ye got the job. The job ye’ve been working towards for over a year!” Jodie leans forward above her desk—her cheeks filled with rosy expectation.

I don’t know what to say. I should be excited, shouldn’t I? But I feel trapped inside a cocoon of mixed emotion.

“Um …” An outward sniff moves a strand of hair from my face like a breeze to a flag. “Thank you. No, I’m excited, I’m just … in shock, I mean, I wasn’t expecting the decision to be made so fast. Wow! Um … so … what now?” 

I feel foolish. Unprofessional. I was just coming to the conclusion last night that I’d turn this down, focus on music, use the money my mother gave me to finally do something for myself, but now I feel like I shouldn’t. It would be irresponsible, right?

“Well,” Jodie begins, “It’ll be a wee bit different than the work ye do here. The books ye’ll be producing won’t be for ELT—they’ll be college and university textbooks about English literature and history—”

“—so you might want to do some Internet research and get familiar with the materials you’ll be working with,” Dianne adds, twitching her nose like an irritated rabbit.

This could be good for my future. Maybe I should put the music off for a little while longer. No! Oh, Melody, what are you doing? I shift in my seat; it creaks as if I’ve just farted. The PMs flash a glance toward my chair.

“Hold on a minute, Dianne, we haven’t even asked Melody if she’s going to accept the position. It’s a big decision to make. Shouldn’t we give her a wee bit of time?” Jodie gets out of her seat and sits on top of her desk. She pulls her stapler out from under her bum as casually as one would scratch one’s head.

“Well, I’m afraid we’re going to need an answer soon. There’s not much time for her to twiddle her thumbs in thought,” Dianne replies with a stringent waver.

How soon? Holy shit! How soon? My face burns.

“Um, sorry to interrupt,” I croak, trying to swallow an imaginary lump the size of an apricot, “but could you tell me how soon?”

“I’m afraid they need a decision by the end of the week in order for the appropriate arrangements to be made,” Dianne says. “And if you decide you’d like to take the position, you’ll be required to start work two weeks from today.”

I can’t leave Athens in just two weeks! 

Jodie kneels down beside me and touches my knee with such maternal kindness I have an intense urge to hum and rock back and forth in her arms. 

“Melody, dear, I know this is a wee bit quick, but we have been anticipating this for a year. Ye do want this, don’t ye?”

I nod, straightening my back, in the hope that I can regain some form of power and courage. Dianne looks at us with distaste. Right now I wish I could say something about her Tupperware fetish, tip her off her icicle.

“Listen, if ye do decide to take the job, ye’ll have next week off, fully paid, to organize yerself, okay? So ye won’t be too rushed off ye feet, hmm?” Jodie adds.

“Okay,” I sigh, trying to reassemble my mental list of priorities. I stand and smooth my shirt over my stomach. Buttons ping on my wedding ring. “I have some serious thinking to do then. Thanks for this. Thanks for everything, Jodie … Dianne.”

“Well done,” Dianne nods with pursed lips and lowered eyelids as she gets up to leave Jodie’s office. Just as I open the door to exit, Jodie half-whispers with a satisfied grin and a wink, “Oh, and before I forget, ye annual income will be forty thousand pounds—if you accept, that is.”

My scalp seethes like a tormented pressure-cooker. Damn. It. I have to take the job now, don’t I? But I don’t know if I really want to take the job at all. I don’t need to get away from Alex, or this dire domestic drudgery, anymore. I have my husband’s support to play music, and that’s all I really wanted, right? I don’t need this flash-hot job to mimic a socially acceptable existence. I’m allowed to be what I want to be now. Oh my God. What do I do?

As I turn to go back to my desk, dizziness creeps up on me like a hot flush and I whack the right side of my head on the edge of Jodie’s door in a blurry daze. The entire editorial department cries, “Oh!” I’m too stunned to feel any pain or care who is watching me walk back to my desk with my hand over my right eye. Perhaps they think I’ve been fired. But who cares. I don’t. Should I? I’ve got more important things to think about.

***

At lunch time Heather and I sit on the meticulously cut lawn outside our office during break, and the smell of sun—the perfume of happy childhood memories and growing pains—reminds me of the island. Would I really be happy in a place like London, where the sun doesn’t smell?

We’re not really supposed to be out here, traipsing on the ornamental grass, but hey, no one’s told us not to—today. So bugger it. 

I look at the lawn and wonder who in their right mind would put so much energy, care and pride into maintaining a corporate garden. And what for? It’s fenced off. The public can’t see it, and we’re stuck at our desks, trapped indoors for the majority of the day. What’s the point? Pathetic.

“Why did the gardener mow the sodding lawn? Didn’t he do it two days ago?” Heather asks. She squints, takes her lunch from a brown paper bag. I laugh at the coincidence. “What’s so funny?” The crunching paper accents her catechizing look which seeks answers she doesn’t ask for.

“I was just wondering about the same thing, that’s all. What’s in your sandwich?” I add without taking a breath between sentences—staving off a twitch fuelled with equivocation.

“Fish paste,” she replies, holding it out in front of her like a limp vegetable. I contort my face to summon more information.

“I made the kids their sandwiches this morning and didn’t leave anything bleedin’ decent for myself. We’re due for a trip to the super.”

“Oh,” I reply, a little disappointed. I was hoping for an answer a little more exciting. Something to get my mind off things—to spark a conversation about something passionate, teenage angst, marital problems? I could contribute to that conversation.

“And Chris took the last can of tuna, and I couldn’t find anything else that went with mayonnaise.”

“Yuk.” I gag. “Fish paste and mayonnaise? You can’t be serious?” 

“No. There was no mayo left either. All I had left worth putting in a sandwich was a wrinkly old cucumber, but fish paste and cucumber didn’t really take my fancy, nor did just cucumber, ’cause it would taste too dry, so I just put fish paste in.”

“I see.” My voice teeters off with a retracted giggle. “What bores are we? Huh? What kind of conversation is this?” I laugh, cupping my hands over my ears as if I might mute my own thoughts.

“I’m talking shit again, aren’t I?” Heather sighs, nods at her knees as if they’re the ones to blame for her tendency towards hogwash. 

They say men think with their dicks. Well, I say women think with their knees. You see, there are two, perfect for multitasking. They’re separated, as opposed to a penis which is one solid area. In the female mind there is never one solid thought in one solid place at any one time. And this ‘jumping’ from knee to knee can cause us to talk gibberish on occasion. But the knees are also our source of balance and they are the first point that leads to our source of power, our core, our centre.

We stare at the lawn, listening to each other chew, when I smell something a bit off and sniff the air like a detector dog.

“What’s that?” I ask, nose towards the sky.

“What’s what?” Heather turns to face me, chewing with her mouth open like an untrained child, pushing food through her teeth with her tongue.

“Oh, it’s you,” I hold my nose and hang my head between my knees.

“Whatcha mean?” Heather asks, nudging my shoulder and almost toppling me over.

“The fish paste! That’s got a whopper of an odour!” I stand, trying to catch a breeze.

Heather cackles and it sounds like a dozen people popping plastic bubble wrap—and runs after me with her mouth open. We end up on the flower bed outside the PM’s offices, giggling like little girls about to play a prank on the school principle. 

Jodie and Dianne peer through their windows like timed machinery, countenance identical—which is pretty amusing because they can’t see each other—and gesture for us to get off the flowers with the same flick of their hands and stretched lip movements. We do so in haste, still laughing and mouthing the word sorry over and over, trying to resurrect the flowers we trod on.

Heather and I return to our desks as soon as the rest of the editorial team has traipsed upstairs to eat around the kitchen table like civil well-behaved employees. I tell Heather about the big career decision I have to make, Alex’s pledge to get me gigs, and of course, our domestic disabilities. She doesn’t say much except “shit,” while poking a fingernail into her dessert—one Rusk with honey. I really appreciate her support. She (s)hit the nail on the head.

“Hey, Melody. Let’s go out tonight. Might make you feel better.”

“Yeah,” I nod, trying to mentally grasp what ‘go out’ means to people other than Alex and me. “Okay. Where would you like to eat?” 

“Um, well, I was sort of thinking of doing something a bit out of the ordinary,” she replies, valour intensifying her cheek bones.

“Oh, yeah, like what?”

“Let’s go clubbing!”

“Clubbing? You? Clubbing?” I roll my chair backward so I can see her properly. “I never thought of you as—” 

“The type? I’m not the type. Hence the phrase out of the ordinary. You’re not the type either. Can’t imagine seeing you out of your comfort clothes.” Heather waves her hand indistinctly. “That being said, what’s with the flip-flops?”

“Uh … my thongs?”

“Yeah. Sorry, thongs,” Heather repeats, attacking the Australian twang.

“Pure and simple laziness. They were beside my bed this morning.”

“Well, don’t wear them tonight; you’ll get your toes squashed. So, whatcha think? You in?”

“Um, okay. Let’s do it. Oh, wait … what about work tomorrow?”

“It’s Tuesday. Annual Book Exhibition, remember? Of-fice is clos-ed,” Heather sings, wriggling in her seat with ebullient moxie.

“Oh, yeah. Forgot.” The prospect of reliving a little teen spirit brings to mind a pink bear and my sixteen-year-old exploratory lesbian relationship with a classmate who painted her eyebrows with magenta glitter and ended every sentence with a whine—and Nirvana—the grunge band which made dressing like a construction worker in flannel shirts and Blundstone boots a fashion statement.

“Dress up,” Heather whispers as the girls wander back to their desks, dragging their feet like sloths on speed. “I wanna see a completely different person when Oi see you git on that trollee.”

Different person. I think I already am one.



twelve

The vehement whoosh of the stove fan and bubbling chicken soup puts me into a trance. I stare at steam being sucked away into noise, a truck swimming through a giant whirlpool. A school of singing plankton amplified to human frequency. What am I going to wear?

Ring ring … ring ring … ring ring …

Alex brings me the phone. Taps it on my upper-back, looking at the floor. I take it. My wedding ring clicks on the plastic like acrylic nails to a table top. I hold the phone to my left breast. It vibrates against my nipple. Alex walks out of the kitchen, hitching up his quarter-length shorts. Has he lost weight? Am I turned on? I have to tell him about the job.

“Hello?”

“Oh, hi! I’m so glad you answered, I was beginning to get worried,” Mum says with a sigh.

“I’m in the middle of cooking. I couldn’t hear the phone over the fan. Is everything okay?” I hold the handset to my ear with my shoulder, so I can stir.

“Oh, yeah, but I think I’m going downhill again. Headaches—nerve pains down my arms. You know, I fell onto a rock yesterday while trying to take some photos and really hurt myself. Bloody James just gazes into the sky pretending that he can’t hear me while I ask him to help me get up.”

“Er—”

“Do you think he has a problem? You think he’s becoming senile?”

“Mum—”

“No. No, that can’t be it. He’s always been like this. He’s just plain selfish.”

“Um … so have you sold any more packages this month?”

“Yeah. I have to attend some board meeting Friday before we get on the ferry. The company wanted to hold it on the weekend but I kicked up a stink. Why does everyone want to book my time when I’m not here?”

“Oh? Where you off to?” 

“Don’t tell me you forgot. I asked you to book a hotel room!”

The wooden spoon slips from my hand and clatters on the floor. As I bend down to pick it up, Doggy wanders in, licks up the splattered broth, and I hit my head on the edge of the stove.

“Ouch! Mum, I have to go. I’ll call you back later.”

Alex shuffles in on his slippers as if they’re skis, shorts hanging halfway down his bum. He takes the phone out of my hand as I obliviously hover it above the pot. 

“What’s up? You okay?” He winks, massages my neck—talks in cartoon.

“Yeah, just whacked my head on the damn—” 

“Who was it?” He jiggles the phone.

“Hmm?”

“On the phone.”

“Oh. Just Betty the bloody Banter-ress.” I hold my breath, cheeks puffed, as I turn the heat down on the hot plate. I put the lid on the pot, leaving a small gap for it to simmer down a little, and then gesture for Alex to turn around. “Um … have you lost weight? Your shorts are … kinda loose.”

“Don’t think so.” He pulls them back up above his hips with a frown.

“You have. You’ve lost weight. Have you been … exercising?”

“Of course not,” he snaps, looking blank-faced at the stove. “What are you cooking?”

“You know exactly what I’m cooking.”

Alex nods at the floor and turns to leave.

“Hey. Wait.” 

“What?”

“Where are you going?” I ask, in the most non-threatening voice I can possibly muster. I look him up and down, pause on the patch of bald smooth skin on his right calf, where he pulls his hair out whenever watching TV, rolls it and flicks it like snot. Fur balls. But no cat in the house.

“Back to my desk. Why?”

“No reason.” I stare, trying to smile.

Alex’s eyes shift toward the greasy cupboard handle, to the floor, to my knees.

“I’m just wondering what’s going on with you,” I add.

“Nothing’s going on!” The tone of his voice shifts into defensive mode and he throws his arms in the air and storms out. I want to grab him by the ear and drag him back in; threaten to cane him if he doesn’t speak up.

“Okay. Whatever.” I shake my head.

I squeeze lemon-scented detergent into the sink and run the hot tap. It reminds me of the time my mother filled an old foundation bottle of hers with no-frills washing up liquid, made a wand from a wire coat hanger and blew bubbles with me in the driveway until the mixture ran out.

She didn’t care about tidiness then. She didn’t cry or scream, insult my father, or threaten to kill herself. She even baked me cookies once in a while. I must have been about three or four years old. Before bipolar took her away to a place I never want to revisit.

I wish I could recall the memories my mother cherishes so much; like when she would throw me in the air and catch my limp, trusting body seconds before I would have hit the ground. I’d do anything to remember flying for those few fantastical seconds—being greeted back to Earth with ardent tickles, on the green lawn of our suburban Aussie backyard. I want to remember her lifting me to reach the Vegemite on the top shelf, and giving me butterfly kisses until putting me back on my feet. I want to remember being carried for hours around The Queen Victoria Market, snuggled in my mother’s arms, with my face nuzzled in her warm, Estee Lauder-scented neck. But I don’t remember these things—my mother does. All I have are photographs and my mother’s word.

But if I roll them up—Mum’s words—into a tight sacred ball in my palm, I can almost feel the innocence we once shared; I can almost taste our love and her memories as if my own. Until she makes that call. Selfish little bitch. Selfish little bitch. And I begin to wonder: Why do I only remember bad things?

I’m rinsing the last of the dishes when Alex comes back in. I dry my hands on an overused tea towel which smells of garlic, onion, off yoghurt. Embedded in this stench is something warm and wet. And white. Cappuccino froth.

“For Christ’s sake, Alex, can’t you use the paper towel to wipe up your—”

“I lied.” Alex leans against the door frame, hanging his head.

“And you don’t know why.”

Alex smiles, sniffs, pushes nose hair up a nostril. “Sorry,” he says, stepping forward. He kisses me on the forehead.

“So, what’s the truth? Why you acting so out of character? And how did you lose all that weight?” I stretch my arms around his waist and lay my head on his chest. Please don’t lie. Please.

“I’ve been feeling, er … unattractive?” he whispers, as if seeking approval for his response. He rocks me back and forth, lips planted on my temple like a statuesque kiss.

“And you’ve been exercising?” 

“Yeah. I thought it might, you know, make you more attracted to me.”

“You worry I’m not attracted to you anymore?” I ask, looking up, the tip of my nose touching the dimple in his chin.

“Yeah.”

“Me too.” Is this for real?

“You do?” He rubs my upper back as if burping a baby.

I nod, grinning as wide as Tessa draws smiles. I want to believe him. No. I do believe him, but the blister isn’t bursting. There’s no ‘pop’. No instinctual psychological reflex to relieve my suspicion. There should be. If there’s anything my mother is right about, she’s right about a woman’s instinct. But, I’ll let it slide. I let it slide because the desire to believe Alex right now is as strong as my umbilical cord to Tessa. And, he did admit he lied. So that’s good. That’s one foot in the right direction.

“I should get dressed. Wanna help me choose some clothes? Maybe, you know, you can dress me?” I wink, pulling away from his embrace, so I can see his face.

“Er, not really.” He scoffs. “Got a few emails to write. Sorry. Might have closed a deal with Samantha Fox, though. Wanna be her support act?”

“Um …” I can’t make this decision now. I can’t. What if we have to move to London? “If you book her, let me know when it is and we’ll talk about it.”

“You seemed more enthusiastic last night. What happened?”

“Um, nothing, nothing at all.” My cheeks tingle like aftershave on open pores. “It’s just that book exhibitions are coming up soon and I have to be there this year. Just want to make sure they don’t collide. I’ll just be too exhausted after standing on my feet all day.” Phew. Nice save, Melody. He doesn’t know that they’re tomorrow. Does he? Oh God, if I told him, I’m—

“Okay, cool. I’ll let you know.”

Tessa’s sitting cross-legged on the balcony, trying to accessorize Doggy with purple sunglasses with star-shaped frames, but Doggy keeps shaking them off. Totally void of frustration, Tessa chuckles and licks Doggy’s nose.

“Tessa! What are you doing?” I walk out and lift her off the ground. The shoulder of her white T-shirt is drenched with drool, her sandals are on the wrong feet, and she has a smudge of dirt above one eyebrow in the shape of an adult thumb.

“What?” Tessa squeaks in chaste, cocking her head to the side, just like Doggy does when I give her an order she pretends not to understand.

“Don’t lick Doggy’s nose.” I put her back on her feet. “You might get sick.” 

“Why? She licked me. Will she get sick?” Tessa frowns.

“If she jumped off the balcony, would you follow?”

“Don’t be silly, Mummy.”

“Yes, you’re right. I’m a silly mummy.” I hold out my hand. “Come on. Come help me pick a dress to wear.”

In my bedroom, we stand staring at my open wardrobe, hands on hips, as Tessa tends to enjoy the stance, inspecting its contents—an array of wrinkled black, gray, and olive green. Remind me—do we even own an iron?

I pull out a short black taffeta body-fitted dress that is pancaked to the far right side of my wardrobe with short sleeves and a high neck line. I hold it up against my body, my floppy man’s clothes, and look in the mirror. The coat hanger hook is almost digging into my neck. I envision thrusting it into my skin and piercing my carotid artery. Gushing blood. Nice. Quick. Death. I blink. Jesus!

“Put it on,” Tessa says, shaking her head like a disapproving sales assistant. “It looks silly like that.” 

I nod, stripping myself bare. Tessa’s face goes pale.

“What’s wrong?” I ask, stepping into the dress.

“Your legs have got … lots of holes,” she whispers, protruding her bottom lip as if she has just understood what’s in store.

“It’s called cellulite. That’s what happens when you sit at a desk all day and don’t do enough exercise.”

“Will I have to sit at a desk all day when I’m all grown up?”

I laugh, bend down and kiss her cheek. “No, Blossom, you won’t.”

Tessa smiles and smacks her lips together.

“Zip me,” I say. Tessa holds the zip and I lower my body to the floor so she can reach up to my neck. It fits!

I turn to the mirror with my eyes closed. It’s been so long since I’ve worn a body-fitted dress that I’m afraid seeing myself will just dampen my self-esteem to a point where I’ll never want to step foot out of the house again. 

I open one eye.

Okay. Disgust is not spreading through me like tear gas. That’s good.

I open my other eye. Hey, I don’t look too bad.

I slide my hands down my thighs, smoothing out the edges of the dress, semi-consciously checking for unflattering bumps. Maybe I’ll snazzy it up with those psychedelic beads I used to wear. Yeah.

I straighten my back, suck in my stomach and turn to inspect my profile. Big ass. Ugh.

“Whatcha think, Blossom? You like?”

“Mmm …” Tessa scrunches her nose. “Nup.”

“Why? What’s wrong with it?” I ask, looking myself up and down, as if Tessa’s opinion means life or death.

“Put the pink one on.” She points to some purple-pink fabric sticking out of a plastic bag behind my shoes. How she even knows it’s a dress is beyond me.

I pull it out, and hold it up. Yep, it’s a dress—a jersey dress, wrinkle free—off-the-shoulder sleeves and a low-cut neckline. I can’t even remember owning it. Was it Serena’s? God! What would Alex say?

“Honey, I can’t wear this.” Of course, you can. Why do you need Alex’s approval?

“Why not?” 

Why not? Well. Trash, trash, trash. Or sexy? Can’t wear a bra with this thing either. My boobs will look like saggy bread dough. How do you explain trashy to a four-year-old girl? How do you explain the woes of Earth’s gravitational pull?

“Because … Look, I’ll try it on, but that’s all okay?”

Tessa nods, runs on the spot and jumps onto my bed giggling. Usually I’d tell her to get off, but I didn’t make the bed this morning, so there doesn’t seem to be any point.

I put the dress on. 

My boobs are a little lower than they should be, but that can be fixed, I think, with Alex’s two-inch wide sticky tape. I could pass for a twenty-five-year-old, I suppose, with a little make-up, not too much, I don’t want to look like a prostitute, and a little straightening of my hair … Do I still have that thing? Hmm, maybe …

I look at Tessa, who is staring at me the way she stares at her Barbie dolls.

“You don’t want to hack my hair off do you?” I ask.

“What?” Tessa asks, looking at me as if I’ve totally lost it.

“Never mind. You win. I’ll wear it,” I say expecting some sort of vocal parade.

“Cool.” Tessa nods and jumps off the bed, landing a little too hard. She hurts her ankle, but tries to hide it, stands up, brushes off her hands and says, “My job is done.”

She walks out of the room, wagging her bottom like “the stick ladies on TV.” 

In the bathroom I find the hair-straightener in the towel drawer—under the towels—and complete the picture of Melody/ teenage clubber. I feel absurd—eyes embossed with black liquid liner, eyelashes curled, eyebrows darkened with a layer of brown lip pencil, lips glossed in shimmering pale pink. Who are you?

I take one last look at myself in the full-length mirror, wondering how I should present myself to Alex.

Sexy, yet demure? 

Shy and insecure? 

No. 

Better not hesitate. No signs of weakness.

“Vogue! Vogue!” I leap in front of Alex’s desk, striking a pose, “let your body mooove to the muuuusic. Hey, hey, hey!” I move my hips to the rhythm, roll out his chair and sit on his lap, all the while thinking: Please let that interrupted frown turn into an impressed smile.

“Wow.” Alex scratches his head. His penis twitches on my thigh.

“Stand up for me. Spin around,” he laughs, waving his finger in a circular motion. I spin around, curtsy, wink.

“Will you be home in time for me to have a piece of you?” Alex asks, biting his bottom lip.

“If that’s what you’d like … ” I whisper all feathery-voiced. I bite his earlobe, breathe softly into his neck, massage his groin, taking my role to an entirely different level—a level I would ordinarily cringe at if I observed another woman doing it. Sexual manipulation. Others might call this foreplay. Why do I see it as something negative—cheap? What has happened to my femininity? Has motherhood sucked it dry? Marriage? Lack of aspiration? Libido detached, cloudy, like a used condom.

He moves in for a kiss, slides the tip of his tongue between my lips. But no goose-bumps. No heat between my thighs. I remember when the mere caress of his gentle fingers on the inside of my wrists made me shiver—made me want to slam him against a wall and fuck him until I could fuck no more—until it hurt to walk.

“YUK!” Tessa screams, and runs down the corridor yodelling like a turkey.

Beep beep. Beep beep.

I get up off Alex’s lap as he reaches for his cell. He opens the message and almost instantly presses delete.

“Who was that?” I snap, with my arm already in one sleeve of my light blue denim jacket, ready to pounce, to reveal all, find an excuse to get meticulously inebriated.

“Oh. No-one. Just my father.” 

“Is he okay?”

“Hmm-hm.”

“Why’d you delete it?”

Alex looks me right in the eye, not a flinch, not an ounce of hesitation.

“Trying to keep my inbox clean. That’s all.”

***

The lights in this underground club are kaleidoscopic enough to bring on an epileptic fit, and the music is so loud that Heather and I have had to revert to lip reading. My face sets in concrete; my body stuck, numb against the prickly walls of a theme park Graviton. I lean against the bar, trying to avoid eye-contact with the sleaze in the unbuttoned luminous shirt.

“Loosen up, Mel. Just pretend you’re eighteen again. You look hot!” Heather screams, looking me up and down, a treble shrill sharpening her voice.

“And how do you suggest I do that?” I scream back into her ear.

Heather reaches for a glass of something that looks like toxic waste and hands it to me. “Here. Slam this down.”

“Jeez. How? What is that?”

“Can’t remember what it’s called. Just made a fool of myself asking for it. Typical—the gorg bartender had to take my order, didn’t he?” she screams into my neck. 

“What did you ask for?” I question with a flick of my hand.

Heather leans in. I can hear the indulgent squint in her eyes through her hot, moist, rebellious breath. “I said, ‘You know that beer drink with the shot glass inside? Can’t really remember what kinda alcohol is in that shot glass, but it made me drunk. Can you give me one of those?’ Ha!”

I tsk, hang my head in my hands, wonder what I have got myself into. But there is also a twinge of hunger for a reckless, thoughtless eventide of poppycock. Heather’s right. I should loosen up. Swallow this bomb in a glass—sooth my pharynx.

“Yeah, well, you know Heather,” she winks. “She don’t make small talk ’bout weather! Ha-ha!”

We clink glasses and imbibe our juicy backbones. Heather asks for two more, winks at the bartender and almost falls off her stool. Her chortle pacifies the compressed punch of retro beats. Non-music to my electronically fused ears.

Three more bombs later and we’re slow-dancing to disco beats. Heather proclaims to be the man in this relationship because she’s taller. This triggers a flurry of slurred feminist opinions on my part. I’m drunken and disorderly and as soon as my anti-sexism theories have exploded like verbal shrapnel, I sob and slobber on Heather’s shoulder.

“Alex doesn’t love me anymore,” I whimper.

“Of course he loves you, Smel. You’re just goings through rough time.” Heather tries to sooth, slurring in my ear, on the verge of licking it like a lollipop.

“Nope. He doesn’t love me. I know it. Something’s going on. He’s hiding something from me. I know it.”

“Smelody. He loves you. It takes two to make a relationship work and it takes two to break one up. If you really want your marriage to last, the two of you will work something out eventually. Believe me. I’ve been there before. Anyway, what are you doing sobbing on my chest when you should be having fun? I feel like I’m leaking breast milk.” 

Heather’s words, though uttered at the rate of a tortoise’s saunter, race through my head in search for some sort of validity—a sign, memory, something to deem her words true, when I actually get one. A dance version of “Sugar Pie Honey Bunch” comes on and we both burst out in song, our heads wobbling on our shoulders like dashboard bobble head dolls.

Wanna tell you I don’t love you, Tell you that we’re through, And I try, But ev’ry time I see your face, I get all choked up inside, When I call your name, ALEX, it starts to flame, Burning in my heart, Tearing it all apart. No matter how I try, My love I cannot hide … 

It’s been a long time since I’ve been out like this. I mean, properly out, doing girly claptrap, rather than eating a respectable meal in a reputable restaurant. The last time I spent a night getting sloshed at a club was a few months before moving to Greece. Life was one big experiment then. I’d go through phases of Goth, punk, intellectual, muso, introvert, extrovert, comedian, poet, and sometimes bitch just to see how people would react to me. A subconscious effort to fit in with my mother’s mentality? Who knows.

“Heather!” I grab her arm and point toward a man standing at the end of the bar with a young, tall redhead. “Who’s that? Does he look familiar to you?” The red/blue lighting effects distort my view. I hold my hand over my eyes as if protecting them from the sun. 

“Er, nope. But don’t think anyone would look very familiar to me right now … oops … where’s my shoe? You seen my shoe? Oh, there it is … is … is my shoe … stay here, I’ll just fetch my shoe ….” 

Heather stumbles to the middle of the dance floor, almost colliding with the open-shirted man doing the limbo.

The guy at the end of the bar catches my eye, whispers something into the redhead’s ear. She nods, walks away. He heads toward me. Me? I wasn’t eyeing him off. Does he think I’m flirting?

“Hi, Melody, you never called,” the guy says, imitating a sob.

“Right,” says Heather, leaning heavily into my shoulder. “Found my shoe … er, hi, pleased to make your acquaintance, sir, and you might be?” Heather slurs, hopping on one foot in an attempt to put the missing shoe on at the same time. I point to the button on my shoulder of my jacket, pretending to scratch it, and raise my eyebrows.

“Oh! Button boy! I’ve heard—”

“Heather!” I cry, putting my hand over her mouth. “I’m terribly sorry, Mr—”

“Richard. Call me Richard.”

“I’m terribly sorry, Richard, for my friend’s behaviour here, I-I—”

“No problem at all, Melody,” Richard touches my hand. “Just nice to know you actually didn’t forget about me.”

“How could I forget? My button bull’s-eyed you!” 

What am I saying? You idiot! Melody, YOU IDIOT!

“Oh, you noticed that? You seemed so calm and collected I thought you hadn’t realized.” Richard laughs.

“Yeah, well, my career was on the line.” I scratch my brow despite not feeling any itch.

“Yes. Indeed. Well, now that your friend, um … ”

“My name’s Heather, luv.” 

Oh, Heather. Could you embarrass me more? Luv? You’ve gone into hick mode.

“Heather here,” Richard interrupts, gesturing apologetically with his hands on Heather’s shoulder, “has implied that you spoke to her about the incident. May I ask why you didn’t call? I assume you have been told you have the position in London? Correct?”

“Yes. How embarrassing. For a second, here, I thought you were trying to pick me up.”

“I was.”

“Oh.” 

Queasy. Knots. Stretching. Fraying. Lubricating. Draining. Fraying. Breaking. Don’t pull. Stop!

Wait. 

Richard? 

His name’s Richard? 

Richard Viadro, academic director in London? Is this man my potential boss?



thirteen

Television light creeps beneath our bedroom door, igniting the corridor with liquid sleep waves. I tiptoe to my office to get undressed.

As I fumble for the light switch, Doggy appears between my legs and trips me. My handbag flings toward my desk, knocks off an empty water glass, and smashes on the floor. Tiny glittering shards of clumsiness float around my feet, threatening to spike me with lament. 

Alex calls, “Eh!” I freeze, cold with guilt for not putting the glass in the sink before I left. I examine my blurry surroundings, making sure there’s nothing else I might hit, before I attempt to switch the light on again.

It’s only Monday night and I feel like this relationship/ career/dream—and now fatal Richard-attraction-dilemma—has been brewing since yesteryear.

Time drags on and on, and on … (One more! Clap your hands!) and on, but there is still not enough time to make rational decisions anymore. Life is just one big rush. There is never enough time for anything anymore. I don’t make any sense to myself anymore. I don’t understand what I’m thinking anymore. I don’t understand why I’m having so much trouble making this decision. Anymore?

Why can’t I just be mature about the whole thing and do what’s right? But what is right? And I am being mature about it, right? Write. I should write all of this down. Keep a journal. Maybe it’ll free my mind of all this … stuff. I’ve slipped off the beaten track. Yes. I should keep track of my thoughts. Then maybe at the end of the week I can backtrack and come to some sort of logical solution. Have I been brainwashed with Dad’s philosophical ramble?

I nudge Doggy onto the balcony despite her resistance, sweep the glass to the wall with a magazine, and pick up the cordless phone. For a moment I think it’s sticky with Heather’s vomit. But no, that was in her house. Not here. How did I get her home? I don’t remember the cab ride at all.

Dad. Speak to Dad.

It’s two o’clock in the morning, but I know he’ll be awake. My parents have a tendency to record music on their computers till the sun rises and burns their eyes out. Especially my father—Frank Zappa’s zombie turned Radiohead in Weird Science.

My mother answers the phone.

“Hi, it’s me,” I say, trying to balance the waver in my voice.

“Hi, Melody. Right. Where were we?” She coughs. I realize she assumes this will be a continuation of the conversation we’d started earlier in the evening.

“I was actually wondering if I could speak to Dad.”

“He’s fine. The usual. Not listening to a word I say,” she says, clearing her throat again.

“You didn’t hear what I said. I said, I want to speak to him. I didn’t ask how he was.” I walk to the kitchen table, pull out a chair, careful not to scrape it. It doesn’t, but the sound of metal legs landing on spotted marble is nothing short of an echoing pop. I wince at the thought of waking Alex. Why? Habit.

“Oh.”

Kitchen appliances sway around my head like tornado debris. 

“Hold on a sec. I’ll get him. You know him. Glued to his computer with the headphones on.” Her hand muffles the receiver.

“James! Phone!”

A dampened stampede through her house ensues—the thunder of a tent being blown in the wind. Does she really think I won’t hear anything?

Dad yelps. Thump!

Did she just hit him over the head with the phone?

“Stop fucking around for a minute,” she demands. “Melody’s on the phone.”

“Oh. Sorry. I’ll turn the music down,” Dad says. I flinch, suspecting what might follow. 

“Noooo! You’re wearing headphones you fucking idiot. She wants to speak to you.”

“Me? Oh.” He sounds pleasantly surprised and not at all troubled by Mum’s behaviour. I hear the phone slide from one hand to the other.

“Hi, Melody.” His voice gurgles like a fourteen-year-old pubescent boy.

“Hi, Dad. How’s things?”

“Good.”

“Whatcha up to?” 

“You know me. Fucking around on the computer.”

“Is Mum still there?” I imagine her standing in the doorway, watching him speak and nod with a smile that acts like a mask for resentment.

“Yep.”

“She watching you?”

“Yep.”

“Is there any way you can stop it?”

“Nup.”

“So we need to talk about meaningless things until she gets bored and goes back to her own computer?”

“Yep.”

Mum grabs the phone from Dad and says, “Sounds like a nice intellectual conversation. I’ll leave you two to it. When you’re done, remind him to pass the phone to me before hanging up ’cause he won’t remember to do it himself, okay?”

“Givvim a break, Mum,” I plead, trying to save Dad the torture.

“I’m not joking.” 

“All right, don’t worry. I’ll tell him to pass the phone back to you.” I suddenly feel quite sober.

“Why do you want to speak to him anyway?”

“I just realized I haven’t had a proper conversation with him for about ten years, that’s all,” I say flippantly, realizing how not “that’s all” it is.

“Pfft. Okay then, don’t come back to me brain dead.”

I hang my head wondering when she’ll ever stop being so mean; whether it’s intentional, facetious, an irrational fear of losing control, or even just habit.

I tell Dad everything. About music, Alex, and my potentially lucrative career opportunity. I even talk about my guilty button boy fantasies. But also, how when the man was standing right in front of me, I felt so sick and afraid, that vomit rose up into my throat. I tell him how confused I am—how depressed I feel. That I’ve been having the most horrible thoughts. Thoughts I prefer to deny thinking.

But, do I ask Dad whether it’s the right thing to uproot my family, move to another country, and expect Alex to commute from London to Athens whenever he has to attend an event? Do I ask him whether he thinks Tessa will adapt to her new environment easily? No, I ask him how I’m supposed to work in the same office as button boy and not be tempted to have an affair. When did I become so selfish? Why am I so selfish? Why do I feel like I’m constantly scraping off old mouldy wallpaper in search of the clean white wall?

Dad just listens and nods against the receiver. He doesn’t try to tell me what to do or how to solve any of these issues. He doesn’t even scold me for being so self-centred.

I like his nodding. And I know he knows all I need is nodding; that all I need is to get things off my chest. Because it’s something he can’t ever seem to do himself.

I don’t ask him to pass the phone to Mum; and he doesn’t remember.

***

When I hang up, I drift off to sleep. Who knows how long I’ve been drooling the six toxic bombs I consumed all over the kitchen table, when I am woken by a light touch on my knuckles. I travel, momentarily, back to Heather’s house, where a crisp clean powder-like smell of porcelain dolls overpowers her puke when she trips over her welcome mat.

I lift my head—squeaky like polystyrene; dense as a bowling ball. 

Tessa takes me by the hand, walks me to my bedroom, and tucks me in. She whispers, “Sweet dreams, say the jelly beans; it’s time to sleep, that means.” As she strokes my forehead, like I do hers, I remember. My mother’s unadulterated smile as she used to put me to bed. A real memory—and my own.

My alarm rings, it shouldn’t have, and I prematurely awake in the sediment of alcoholic self-mutilation. After thirty minutes of nagging an answer out of Alex, he admits he changed it for himself. He didn’t think it would matter, seeing as I was sleeping on the kitchen table—I wouldn’t have heard it from there. Apparently.

“How could you just leave me there?”

“You made it to bed eventually.” 

I look out the window, trying to recall how I got here.

“Tessa brought me to bed,” I croak after a moment of silence.

I rub some sleep out of my eyes and rehydrate the inside of my mouth with the dregs of bottled water on the floor.

“Why were you home so late? I thought you said you would come home for me,” Alex says, sitting up.

“I was having fun. Is it a crime?” 

Alex exhales a sarcastic grunt. “Tessa spilt milk all over the floor again. I cleaned it up.” 

“That’d be a first,” I whisper to myself. “It’d be nice if you didn’t complain so much, you know. I don’t go out very often.”

“Don’t be ridiculous; I’ve cleaned up Tessa’s spilt milk before.” Alex puts on a T-shirt in haste, getting himself tangled in its elasticity—his elbows poke into the fabric like an ostrich trying to break free from its pliable egg.

I tsk between gritted teeth as Alex searches the floor for clean-ish socks.

“It’d also be nice if you cared more. If you really wanted to see me when I got home, why didn’t you get out of bed and try to seduce me?”

“I didn’t want to wake you. Doesn’t that show that I care?”

“I wasn’t asleep when I walked in the door, Alex.” I throw a pillow at him. He catches it with one hand without even looking and drops it to the floor.

Alex lies down again, fully clothed above the duvet, stares at the ceiling, and plays with the hem of his T-shirt. He opens his mouth to speak. Three times. He doesn’t say a word.

With a gag-infused sigh, I get up and start to dress. Gray nausea tints my vision like textured windows.

“I was worried about this,” Alex snaps, still staring at the ceiling.

“Huh?” I pull on a pair of tracksuit pants without putting any underwear on first. My stomach screams mercy as I lift my body upright. I pause mid way, willing my bile to remain where it belongs.

“You acting like you’re single after me agreeing to get you a gig.”

“What?” A flash of smooth button boy charm turns the corner of my mouth up. Ignominy pans from my left ear to my right as if I’m listening to it through headphones.

“You know what I’m talking about.”

I can’t manage more than a confused and defeated stare. Does he know?

“Don’t look at me like that,” he says, scratching under his chin. 

I stand there with my pants halfway up my legs and watch him storm out of the bedroom with a huff. A huff. Not by the hair of my chinny chin chin.

My warm calves ground me. My cold thighs will me to go after him to soothe my angst. My stomach says: just die now before I explode all over your dusty carpet.

***

Paranoia. An intense unfounded fear or suspicion.

Paranoia is a symptom of bipolar disorder.

Paranoid. Exhibiting unwarranted suspicion or fear of persecution.

I’m paranoid I might have bipolar disorder and that Alex knows I’ve mentally cheated on him.

Paranormal. Beyond ordinary expectation.

Alex’s paranormal instinctive qualities make me paranoid that I suffer from severe paranoia and might have bipolar disorder.




I crawl out of bed, make myself a honeyed green tea and shuffle my way to Alex’s office. I sit opposite him at his desk. I breathe in the comforting steam and a sigh of limited relief.

“Where’s Tessa?” I ask.

“On the balcony.”

“What’s she doing?”

“Making mud pies.”

“With what?”

“The pot plant she tipped upside down.”

“What pot plant?”

“Rosemary.”

“I just planted that.”

“I know. Sorry. Can’t make time move backwards, unfortunately.”

Alex taps at his keyboard, squints at his screen. The morning sunlight casts a shadow on his face. A compass. An Arrow. Pointing to his forehead. To his brain. It occurs to me that I haven’t asked him how he feels. I’ve spent the last two weeks burdening him with my feelings, my woes, that I haven’t even considered he might be having a hard time too—or that these suspicious messages might be the result of … Oh. My. God. His business! Why didn’t I think of that before?

“Alex, are you okay? Have I, um, stopped being nice to you?”

“Nice?” He scoffs—body shaking like a shiver from the cold. “No, you’ve been ‘nice’. But you haven’t been thoughtful.”

I nod, looking into my mug, at the murky yellowish brown that is supposed to be green. I hold it below my chin to feel the warmth of steam on my face. Despite the moderate weather, there seems to be a chill hanging over my shoulders.

“I’d like to change that.”

“I’d like that.” Alex looks at me with his head tilted.

“Let’s take Tessa to be babysat tonight,” I suggest, hoping that if I relax him enough, he’ll be willing talk about what’s bothering him. Stress-free Alex equals rubber Alex—flexible and keen to erase mistakes.

Alex smiles, stands up and walks to my side. His knees crack as he kneels to my level, and massages my upper arms.

“Sorry about before,” he says, lifting my chin. “Guess I was, er, a bit jealous?” 

I cup my cold hands to Alex’s unshaven cheeks, each grain of stubble injecting me with relief. He’s just jealous.

I take a deep breath and hold it. “I’ve been offered the job in London.” 

Alex’s arms go limp. He looks at my feet, stands, shrugs his hands into his pockets.

“Well, I suppose we’ll just have to—”

“I’ve decided I’m not gonna take it.”



fourteen

Love should stop the world from spinning, on demand, and obsession should be the need to spin it, rather than anger, regret and yearning lodging themselves below our nails. Love and obsession, together, should make the heart heave in anticipation to experience the most desired intimate act, before, during, and after the words “I love you” become routine. They should thrive through touch, through body—a vessel to help combine our souls and minds. 

I dissolve into this thought, this heat, this wave, letting my arms fall to my sides, as Alex’s saccharine mauve taste plunges me into a place I have yearned to rekindle since I turned thirty this year. A place where love is not an expression of lust, or ink, or the familiar yet distant voice I remember now and then; it is a place where love is tangible, and lush, like fruit hanging from a grapevine in the rain. Ripe. Wet. Waiting to be devoured. Hanging. Expecting. Anticipating my need to bite the apple. Except this time, breaking the rules will make everything right again. I know it will.

I look toward the sun setting behind the mountains and eat another grape. Its crisp mauve skin breaks between my tongue and the roof of my mouth. Juice squirts into the back of my throat. It’s hot, cold—acidic sweet. I wash it down with a slice of brie and a generous sip of red wine. After an intimate evening watching romantic movies and eating sushi, I put on Enigma’s Le Roi Est Mort, Vive Le Roi! album, and skip to my favourite track, “Almost Full Moon”. Instrumental, spiritual. Bringing forth a smooth connection with Mother Nature, and the calming silkiness of my jet-black full-length nightdress against my skin. I breathe in an imagined scent of the ocean as low ethnic drums beat along-side photoelectric chimes. 

I sit back down on the couch, and whisper close to Alex’s ear, “Do you really still love me?”

“Melody, I love you so so much. I love you so much that I can’t breathe anymore,” he whispers in return, stroking my hair, kissing my forehead. 

I realize that I’ve been looking at our relationship through the rear view mirror instead of the windshield. And I’ve been putting the blame on Alex for destroying my dreams, when the fact of the matter is, I can’t blame anyone but myself. I made these choices. But the biggest realization here is, I don’t need to go back in time to fulfil my passion. And from today, I will look forward—we will look through the windshield—no matter how depressed or sorry for myself I feel.

I swivel around and wrap my legs around Alex’s waist, kiss him softly on his lips. Right here, right now, I don’t feel cheap. I feel free, hopeful, and grateful Alex and I are finally on the road to seeing eye-to-eye. Love doesn’t ever die. We die. And it is up to us to keep ourselves alive.

“So glad you’re turning the job down. Don’t know what I’d do without you,” Alex says, running his fingers through my hair.

“What do you mean, ‘without you’? What … you wouldn’t have come?” I ask, struggling not to jump to any conclusions.

“Of course I’d come.” 

I release my breath. 

“I’d just have to take care of a lot of business malakies if we moved. It would be a lot of work, and we’d have to spend time apart. I’d be travelling back and forth for months before being able to base myself in London. Trying to figure it all out has been stressing me out to no end. Especially since—well, doesn’t matter now, does it? You’re staying. My worries are over.”

I don’t want to ask. Especially since what? He’ll tell me. He’ll tell me in his own time. I close my eyes, trying to swallow myself back into the moment, focusing on the rhythm of Enigma—heartbreaking, yet consoling, soft screams from darkened souls hovering with humming harps, contorted wind instruments, canorous guitars, and cathodic waves.

Hot tears nestle in the corner of my eyes. Alex licks one as it escapes down my cheek. I’ve been so selfish. I’m going to change. I move in for another kiss, but he catches my tongue between his lips and sucks it into his mouth. He pulls me closer, wraps my left arm around his neck and puts my right hand down the front of his unbuttoned linen pants; I push my tongue in deeper. We groan in unison. My head spins. Heat from Alex’s abdomen radiates through my inner thighs.

We rip each other’s clothes off in front of the sliding double glass doors that lead out onto the balcony, oblivious to possible onlookers across the road, and fumble into the bedroom. Alex pushes me against the wall, pulling my thin black lingerie straps off my shoulders, down around my waist. He rotates his tongue around my left nipple, sending orgasmic currents through my fingers and toes. Our breaths heavy, I pull his face close to mine, and bite his ear while forcing his pants down with my right foot. Just as he lifts me up, hooks me around his waist to enter me, he stumbles on one of Tessa’s toys and kicks it backward under the bed. Panting, I look down between our naked bodies. And right there, sticking out from under Alex’s big toe is … a used condom. 

I lower my legs—stare at it.

“How long has that been there?” I gasp, my breath dry against the back of my throat.

Alex hesitates, “Must be weeks,” and tries to lift my legs back up around his waist. 

I feel sick. My head grows hot as I bend down to pick up the condom—take a closer look.

“Alex, this condom is … glittery. Alex! This connnndom is glittereeeee!”

I push him backward and he falls on the bed. My breath is thick, like an invisible hand is pushing me under water and I’m struggling to reach the surface for air.

“Oh my God,” I whisper, holding onto the bedpost as I lower myself to the floor. “Oh. My. God. I was right. I was right all along!” I howl into my hands. I lean my naked body against the wall and bring my knees to my chest. “What have you done, Alex? What have you done?” I kick the wardrobe door closed that is slightly ajar. It bangs so loud—I think I hear wood crack.

Alex sits on the bed. Stares at the wall. Doesn’t speak.

Do I cry now? Am I crying already? I shiver. Blink the throes of betrayal from my eyes, my head, my face, that sting and pound in my throat, my glands: a waterfall of drained hope. I remain. Naked against the wall. I should just stretch my arms out to my sides. Nail them to the wall.

Somebody just crucify me. I can’t do this anymore.

***

I pace the house, wiping away dust with my night-dress. I can’t bear to walk back into the bedroom and put it in the laundry basket, so I throw it in the rubbish bin. The tainted in the trash. 

Ire stings like a metallic taste—a battery on my tongue—waiting for approval to charge—a bull to a red cape in a confined space.

“Mel, can you please come back in so we can talk about this?”

Alex’s voice hangs in the air.

I don’t want to. I want to grab a kitchen knife and stab—at anything—a cushion, a watermelon—Alex’s head. I take a steak knife out of the drawer. The serrated blade shimmers in the moonlight. Glistens with revenge. I blink. Shake my head. Throw it in the sink. It clangs with iniquity.

I force myself to return to the bedroom. Each footstep a spasm of ache. Alex is still sitting on the bed, naked, staring at the wall. I stand by the door. He doesn’t look my way.

Red eyes weep without a sound. Disjointed from his face, hanging somewhere around his feet. His wrinkles are embedded with grit. The grit of lies. I hope they burn. I hope they get deeper. Cause him pain. I want him to hurt.

Alex looks at his feet. I put my dressing gown on, focus on its texture, its frayed appearance.

“It’d probably be better for both of us if … you slept in your office.”

I narrow my eyes.

Alex lifts his hand as if directing me to stop in traffic. “Just … just for tonight. It’s late. Get some rest, and we can talk tomorrow.”

I step forward. I slap him. He looks through me, eyes glazed with tears, as if I might offer pity. I slap him again. He holds his head and neck stiff, creating a stronger impact. My wedding ring hits his cheekbone. He flinches, face contorts in pain. Tears unite behind my teeth. I clench my jaw. Headache. My head aches with contaminated, faulty, frail ardour. I want him. I finally want him back and now I want him gone. I hate him. I … love him.

Again, he looks down.

I jump on top of him, punching, kicking, screaming, crying, “You fucking lying bastard! You fucking lying bastard!” over and over. When I stop, I can hardly breathe—panting on all fours, on the bed, above him.

“You fucking motherfucker,” I scream again, hot tears streaming down my cheeks. “You love me so much that you can’t breathe? What the fuck was that?” I move so close to his face that our noses touch. “What the fuck does that mean now?” 

“I’m … I’m sorry.” He protects his face with a bent arm. I sit up, panting, crying, he tries to get me to lie down.

“No way! No. Fucking. Way!” I lean backward against the foot of the bed; try to catch my breath, and put my head between my knees. I feel like I’m rocking backward and forward in this dizzy fury. I focus on my breath, the way my father taught me when I started getting migraines. Meditation. Healing. Summoning the right energy.

“When … did this …?”

“I— ”

“Who?”

“Baby—”

“How?”

“I just—” 

“You just what? 

Alex stretches his neck, looks at the ceiling. His eyes flicker back and forth as if trying to decode a computer encryption.

“When?” I ask.

“About a week ago.” He blows his nose into a eucalyptus tissue from the bedside table. He shakes his head in what seems to be disbelief.

“About a week ago,” I nod, biting my bottom lip so hard I have to consciously stop myself before I make it bleed.

“In this bed? In our bed?” The thought sends convoluted images through my mind so fast I feel the need to look away. “Alex?” I swallow.

Alex nods, hangs his head in his hands. I try to lick my dry lips, but my tongue is stuck to the roof of my mouth from holding it together with suction force.

“Alex … who was it?” I ask, my hands beginning to tremble.

“Just … just some …” 

A pang of cold impatience releases as a roar. “Oh, for Christ’s sake, Alex, just answer the fucking question!”

“Melody, I was really drunk, I wasn’t able to drive. She drove me home. It wasn’t meant to happen, Melody. I’m so sorry! I am!” Alex takes my hands and brings them to his cheeks. I pull away.

“And where was I? On the island?”

Alex looks me in the eyes, all colour draining from his face. “Yes.”

With poise, I stand, wipe my eyes with the bottom of my palms. Pull a few clothes out of the wardrobe, take a deep breath and close my eyes. I can sense Alex staring at me—willing me to forgive him. 

“I’m going to sleep in my office,” I say, nodding as if the action will convince me it’s the right thing to do. “I don’t want to hear or see you. Just stay out of my fucking way.”

***

At three o’clock in the morning I’m still awake, shivering from the unusually cold night. I turn on my computer and log onto Facebook, do a few quizzes, play online backgammon.

Charlie.

I search for him—friend him. My ex-boyfriend, from Australia. Serena had suggested his friendship to me a long time ago, but I never sent a request, fearing that it’d be betraying Alex. Betraying Alex. Ridiculous. I leave Charlie a message, half crying, half laughing—reciting as I type like a lunatic. 

“You still playing music? Can I play too?”



part three



Selfish Heartbreak

I used to thrive on hate

until I learnt to love

you.

I used to bite my tongue

until betrayal scarred

virtue.

I used to feel selfish

til you proved it weren’t

true.

Look at this.

Look at this selfish heartbreak.

Look at this.

Look at this selfish heart break.

You destroyed what I learnt to value most

the reason behind my

tattoo.


 

Listen to this song by clicking here.



fifteen

Doggy scratches at my door. It’s five in the morning. Can’t sleep. I let her in. She throws up at my feet. Squirts a whopping puddle of missile diarrhoea not only between my toes, but in a trail toward the front door when she realizes she should be doing it outside. Of course she steps in it. And spreads it through the entire apartment. I grab the mop, but she chases it—something I’m really not in the mood to be dealing with right now. Normally, I’d play along, but I don’t want to wake Alex. Seeing him now might make me throw Doggy’s shit in his face. I feel more disgusted of Alex than I do of dog diarrhoea on my hands. Perhaps I could do a bit of finger painting with it. All over his desk. And computer. And mouse. And … Screw it. Why not just bathe him in the shit?

I throw on a dark gray tracksuit to take Doggy out for a walk through Lykabettus national park. My face is numb to the chilly morning air. My fingers numb to the plastic handle on Doggy’s lead. My eyes numb to the dim pre-morning light. My bare feet numb to the pebbly black asphalt of the road and the damp scattered grass as I step foot into the park. My nose numb to the scent of pine. My rationale numb to the possibility of stepping on a syringe. I should have put some shoes on.

My senses are blurred in a place I usually soak up like fragrant moisturizer. The tall trees, the scattered pine cones, the narrow pebbled paths, the quiet. A serene inner-city haven that blocks out traffic noise like double-glazed glass—where my brain is free to stop. And I let it stop. Here. Usually.

I sit on my park bench—the only old and tattered one left standing that’s missing a plank and has psychologically moulded into the shape of my behind. I remove Doggy’s lead, and inch my toes into the dirt until my feet look like stumps. It’s cool and smooth on my skin—feels wet, but it’s not. I wish I could lie in it, bury myself with it like sand—deep pressure touch to calm my nerves. Doggy digs her front paws into the same place and scratches my toes. I give her a light nudge. She glares at me—cocks her head. She stops digging, sits with one hind leg tucked under her bum, pushes her body against my right calf and rests her head on my knee with a grumbly sigh. Is she trying to listen to my thoughts? I run my thumb between her sad eyes.

“Don’t worry. I won’t abandon you,” I whisper.

My phone beeps. If it’s Alex, I’ll smash the phone into a tree trunk. I pull it out of my pocket, turning my pocket inside out. It flops against my thigh like a cocker spaniel’s ear.

Yep. Still playin music, mate. How r ya? U still draggin out de ol gee-tar? 

It’s Charlie.

Ashamed to tell the truth, I answer: 

Yes. Nice 2 hear from u. Where did u find my no.?

I stare at my phone. Waiting for an answer—as still as a pencil on an old-fashioned school desk until the gifted student moves it with his eyes. A quick breeze blows through the trees, soothingly brushing against the back of my neck. As much as I wish the leaves were whispering secret messages, I think I’ll leave that illusion to blockbuster television series’ and clichéd song lyrics. Instead, I breathe in the air, and try to reignite my sense of smell—and the simple pleasure it used to give me.

Still hit da pub 4 a beer w/ Ser now & then. We both saw yr msg on fb. Ser wants 2 say hi. Ser goin 2 call in a couple hrs. I want 2 chat w/ u about sth.

Chat? With me? About something?

***

“Don’t forget to pick up Tessa,” I snap as I put Doggy out on the balcony. I can hear Alex rummaging in the kitchen. Most likely seeking out his coffee cup under a mountain of dry dishes that he will neglect to put away.

“I … I can’t, I … I have an appointment in town,” Alex follows my every move through the kitchen door. I refuse to make eye contact. I don’t even want to remember—anything. 

Is there any way I can just completely ignore this? Pretend that I haven’t been shoved into a well and left there to rot? Pretend that the disappointment in myself for believing in our marriage and having the wool pulled over my eyes isn’t bigger than my disappointment in Alex’s infidelity? How did I let our marriage come to this? Why didn’t I do anything about it earlier? Can I trust my own instincts anymore? Has everything I have ever known about Alex been a lie? How do I know there aren’t more lies?

“Right,” I reply. Sarcasm lines my tone like poison around the rim of a crystal glass. I fill Doggy’s bowl with water from the outside tap, then glide toward the kitchen to make myself some breakfast with my head held high—feeling nothing short of helpless. My head has morphed into a giant bowling ball. It weighs my shoulders down like wet wool. Any minute now I could buckle under this weight and surrender to the force that will jackhammer me into the ground. Cry. Forgive. Make Alex promise that he will never do it again. But I won’t. My determination to mask this vulnerability will not cease. 

I will get through this with dignity. 

I will assume the power. 

I won’t let him manipulate me. 

I won’t give in to my emotions.

Enough is enough.

“Listen, Melody, it only happened once— ”

“That’s what you all say, isn’t it?” I open the fridge and scan its contents for the tub of strawberries, wishing I had something smarter to say, something more articulate, something he’d have trouble understanding. “It only happened once. It will never happen again. She didn’t mean anything to me. You’re the one I love. Blah blah blah. What is it with all you Greek men? Do you all get together one day and work out what to say when your wife catches you out? Is there some sort of club I should start boycotting?” 

Alex holds the fridge door open, clutching onto the edge so hard his nails form a rosy rim. “Mel, please. I know I have no defence against this. And I lay myself open to … to whatever you want to … to say to me. I … I was wrong. If I could take it back … I truly, truly am so so sorry, and I love you; I love you and only you. And I promise you it’ll never … never, ever happen again.”

I grab a tub of yoghurt with one hand and a tub of strawberries with the other. I close the fridge door with a little too much force—its contents rattle. Alex moves to stroke my hair while I wash the strawberries under chlorine infested water, but I flick my head out of the way before he manages it. I grab a bowl out of the cupboard and slam it on the kitchen bench. Any harder it would have shattered.

“So you expect me to just forgive you?” I laugh. “After all the beautiful words we exchanged last night? How could I resist, right?” 

I spoon the yoghurt into my bowl, flinging it off the spoon so hard that specks splatter in my face. I scrape the remaining contents of the yogurt out of the tub and drop the spoon into my bowl with a clang.

“Mel, please.” The sides of Alex’s mouth curl up a little. “Let’s just work it out—I know we can. And if not for us, for Tessa.” Alex wipes the yoghurt freckles off my face with the tea towel. I smack his arm away. 

“For Tessa? For Tessa I’d be out of here tonight! I don’t want her to grow up in a household where the only love she gets is from each of us individually—’cause that’s what she’ll have if we’re separated.” I bang my fist on the kitchen bench, catching the edge of my bowl with a knuckle. It tips upside down. “Fuck!”

“Look, I understand you’re angry now. Can you just give it a bit of time?” Alex says, grabbing too much paper towel and wiping up my mess. I look at him as if his words went in one ear and out the other. 

“I’ll go pick up Tessa,” he adds, throwing the yoghurt-filled paper towel in the bin and walking out of the kitchen.

“I thought you said you couldn’t,” I call out after him as his heavy footsteps head toward the front door.

“I’ll reschedule.” He jiggles his keys in his pocket.

“Well, I’m going to reschedule a few things myself. I need to get out of here. I’m going to take the job in London after all,” I say to the ceiling, out of spite, with my arms folded under my breasts. I hear the front door open.

“Yeah, well,” he calls back, his voice spiked with contempt. “I’d like to see you try getting Tessa out of the country. Legally.”

“What did you say?” I run to the corridor where I can see him. I stunt my momentum by grabbing onto the sides of the archway. My body swings forward through the opening and back again as if it were barricaded by an elastic band.

“You heard me,” he replies, looking at the door handle as he turns it. He gently closes the door behind him—as if noise might render his words inappropriate.

I stare at the front door, listening to the echo of Alex’s footsteps as he walks down the stairs. 

Clip. Clop. Clip. Clop. Clip. Clop.

I’m alone. I would be alone. Like this. Every night. Who would I talk to? Who would I cuddle up to on the couch when there’s a good movie on TV? Who would … love me?

No! I can’t crumple under this pressure! 

I kick the wall—hurt my toe. I clutch at it. The throbbing ache that should be located in my heart is in a limb Ancient Chinese women used to break and bind beneath the soles of their feet. Well, my heart is broken. Can I bind it? Make it smaller to fit in with the Greek culture? With the ridiculously high statistics of anti-monogamous men?

I limp to the balcony and sit with Doggy on her dirty, hairy bed. I sob, gritting my teeth, hanging the need to scream on my tonsils.

Doggy licks away my tears, breathing heavily with affection. Her tongue hangs from the side of her mouth like a slab of meat—drools all over my crossed legs.

Get Tessa out of the country legally. Pft. Try and bloody stop me.



sixteen

Driving in Athens is mayhem. A flight schedule delayed from bad weather. A special occasion with a burnt roast chicken. A forgotten open tap in the bathtub. A burst sewage pipe in your lounge room. Salt in your coffee. Oil on your new dress. Aerosmith singing with Frank Sinatra. Planes on the ground, cars in the sky. Must I go on? 

I’ve stopped at the first set of traffic lights on my way to work. I’m late. Very late. So late I think I might slip in through the back via the underground warehouse when I arrive. 

I look at my phone, resting on the passenger seat—vibrationless. Serena. Call me. Give me something else to focus on while I’m stuck here, breathing in toxic urbanism, and the stink of deception, through the rear of a bus that’s chugging like the motor’s about to cark it.

When the traffic lights turn green, it rings. Typical. I shift the gear directly into third from first, revving the motor until the car starts to rattle. I left my ear bud at home. Damn. I drive past a squinting cop as I answer the phone and hook it between my ear and shoulder. I wink. He smiles. Ignores the fact that I’m breaking the law.

“Hey, Serena,” I say with a puff.

“Hey. How’s things?”

“Good. You? Beer on your lunch break?”

“Uh, yeah. Charlie and I were both in the same area and thought we’d meet at the pub for lunch. Cool, huh?”

“I guess.” Just tell her. But … you’ll sound like a cold-hearted bitch. You’re angry. Too angry to be upset. Right?

“So. Melon! What’s up? You thinking of finally following your dream? Wouldn’t it be great? Me, Alex, and Tessa, watching you up there on stage. It’d be fab. I know you’ve got it in you.”

“Um … I’d like to get back into it to some extent. Finally beginning to find a bit a free time.”

“Oh, yeah? That’d be really good for you, I think.”

“Yeah. It would.” I screech on the brakes when I spot a child about to jump onto the road. Shift into first. Nod sympathetically at the mother mouthing some sort of apology for her child’s sudden burst of energy, while I switch my mobile to speaker phone. I lodge the phone between my thighs, upside down so the mic faces upward. “Is Charlie still with you?”

“Yeah. Chat later, okay?”

“Okay, Luv ya,” I answer in forged confidence, feeling my forehead and ears to see if I have a fever. I’m shivery. Nervous? Breakdown?

“Love you too, hon.” Wind passes over the phone as she hands it to Charlie. She mutters something in the background that I can’t quite catch.

“Hey, MD!” Charlie shouts, in the carefree tone I remember well.

“Hey! Charlie. It’s been a while.” I try to imitate the same cheer as I pick up a little speed and screech around the bend into the street that leads to my office. A lone ray of sunlight targets one eye through a gap in the clouds. I blink, and flick down the shade.

“Sure has. Listen up. When I got your message on FB, I had a light-bulb moment.” 

Wow, he still uses that phrase? “Oh yeah? And what would that light-bulb moment be?” I smile, amused and comforted by his guilelessness. 

“You. Gee-tar. Band. Tour.”

“What?” I stop the car in the middle of the road. Luckily it’s not a residential area and the only traffic it sees is UTD Publications staff. “Ha. You get straight to the point, don’t you? We haven’t spoken for years.”

Shouldn’t expect any less from him, I suppose. 

“Yeah, well, beatin’ ’round the bush’s over-ahhed. Whatcha think?” Charlie prods in his old-time grisly heavy-metal voice. 

“Well …” I find a park, turn off the ignition, grab my bag from the back seat, switch speaker phone off and put the phone to my ear. “I don’t think I could just get up and leave everything, Charlie,” I reply, knowing very well that I was willing to leave everything for London. I’m not making any sense. Running away isn’t going to solve anything. Is it?

“The tour will only last a month. Com’ on MD! You know ya wanna! Serena’s spilled the beans ’bout your life.”

“Has she now?” Oh my God.

“I know the go. Escape the daily routine. Yada yada.” He imitates the twang of a guitar. “And look. I know there was a lot of shit between us, but hey, it’s all water under the amplifier ramp, right?”

“Ha. Of course. I’m not worried about any of that. It’s just …”

“Just what, kitten?” Kitten. Wow. Memories.

“Charlie …” 

“Look. Don’t answer me now. I’ll send ya an email. Tell ya all ’bout it. Decide when ya got all the nitty gritty. Deal?” he asks in an odd paternal voice I don’t recall. Has he had kids I don’t know about?

I sigh, remembering the day I broke up with him, changed my number, and never contacted him again. I was horrible.

Why is he being so kind? Surely he can’t … still have feelings— 

“What was that big sigh for? Sounds like a good deal to me.” 

“Yeah, okay, Charlie. I’ll keep my eye out for your email. But I can’t promise you anything. I’m er, a little—”

“MD, don’t worry. I’m not gonna try ‘n’ get into ya pants.”

“Charlie.” I hang my head in my hands. Laugh under my breath. An image of Charlie and me, having sex on a plastic tavern table in the middle of the night, sends my knees into convulsion.

“I wasn’t thinking that. I gotta go. Thanks so much for the offer. I’ll think about it.”

“Cheers. I’ll be in touch.”

I hang up. Throw the phone into my handbag and get out of the car.

Am I insane? I’d really love to do it. Escape for a month and pretend I’m a famous musician. Is it normal to think this at such a critical time in my life? In my marriage? What if I sleep with him? What if I become the woman I used to be? Do I really want that? Now, after all I’ve been through, and grown to become? Am I … cut out for it?

Charlie and I used to attend each other’s gigs like a Sunday church service. Charlie’s gigs, however, were a lot different from mine, and I’m still not sure if we enjoyed each other’s music as much as we enjoyed the fact that we were both musicians. His band wasn’t the free-spirited, enlightening hippy-sort like mine. His band was the devil-worshipping, throat-hurting, head-throbbing, metal-cutting, and rage-enhancing type. I soon learnt that I had to wear black makeup, chains, and spiky jewellery in order to not draw attention to myself at his gigs, and he learnt to wear his rainbow-coloured trousers and tie-dye T-shirt to mine.

Although our relationship lasted for three years, we weren’t in love. We just had great sex and a shit load of fun together. Music always came first. If love didn’t need to be a major factor in a relationship, the two of us would have been the perfect bride and groom. Looking back, it makes me wonder whether it makes more sense to marry a great friend, rather than someone you love. Friendship does seem to last longer.

We met each other competing in a band competition. He approached me after my performance—drunk, slurring, “A chick on guitar is really cool, man.” 

Already editing at age eighteen, I snapped, “If you take a better look you’ll realize that I’m not male, nor am I a bird of any sort, the guitar is on me, I’m not on it, and in fact, it’s not cool, it’s pretty damn hot under those lights, so if you like, man, you can go and try that pickup line on my violinist. She’s blonde.”

“Ho, ho, ho, a chick with a dick! I like it!” he laughed, almost spilling his beer on my feet.

I bumped into him the next day when I was picking up some equipment from the pub. He was sober. Trying to speak as if he’d been raised in an upper-class environment—avoiding slang and whatnot. Although I could see through him, it amused me, and I ended up giving him my number. We hadn’t even exchanged names at this point, so I wrote on top of the number: “chick with a dick.”

He called the same night.

“Just one moment please,” my mother said, swaying a little from her one too many vodkas. She put her hand over the receiver and whispered, “Melody, there’s a guy on the phone saying that there should be a woman living here who gave him her number at the pub this afternoon. I thought it may have been for me—” She glanced around to see where Dad was, then whispered with gritted teeth, “I started speaking to him in my sexy voice, Melody! Then he said he thought he may have dialled the wrong number. So, I asked him if there was anything else written on the piece of paper.” 

She stared at me, hunched over as if in pain, clutching the receiver to her stomach. I held out my hand. Shrugged. Wiggled my fingers as a gesture to give me the phone.

She put the receiver back to her ear. “Er. You there? Sorry ’bout the mix-up. Can I have her call you back? Melody’s not available to speak right now.” She wrote down his name and number and hung up.

“What were you thinking, Melody?” Mum yelled.

“What were you thinking, Mum?” I snarled, crossing my arms and leaning my weight on one foot.

“Don’t you dare speak to me like that.” Mum pointed her finger at me as if a sharp weapon.

“You just spoke to me like that!” 

“I’m your mother! I’m allowed!”

“What happened to the equal rights you were trying so desperately to preach yesterday when you got all ooh-la about sexual discrimination and decided you shouldn’t be obligated to cook anymore?” I maintained a level tone, trying to pretend the conversation wasn’t bordering on the aggressive.

“As long as you’re living under my roof, you’ll do as I say!” She moved her finger closer to my face. I can remember thinking, Here we go again. Duck and run. But I didn’t duck and run. I kept testing my new boundaries. I had just turned eighteen—the legal independent age in Australia. I could do what I wanted. If my mother had decided to flip out again, I could have just left. And she wouldn’t have been able to do a thing about it.

“When did you start becoming so conservative?” I screeched. “Living under my roof? What are you talking about, Mum? Don’t give me that shite.”

“Shite?” She snorted. “The character on the agenda today is an unemployed Scottish bum. Let me introduce myself. I’m the Wicked Witch of the East. Nice to meet you,” she narrated like a DJ accepting a radio caller, holding out her hand.

“Shut up, Mum. The problem here isn’t me. It’s you! And what do you mean sexy voice? I knew I should have taken your diary more seriously! But I—”

“What?”

“Yeah. I read your diary. Something about dreaming of kissing that ‘lifelong’ friend of yours in Greece! Wasn’t he actually Dad’s friend first?” 

“How dare you—” Mum’s jaw dropped. Her skin stretched so much her crying lines disappeared.

“Don’t ‘how dare you’ me! I thought they were just fantasies. But it looks like you actually like to bring them to life!”

Our aggressive whispering mimicked a female Godfather duet. We were both irate and red in the face—my mother from holding her breath, and me from giving myself a tonsillectomy.

Dad walked into the corridor.

“What’s going on?” he asked, his vocal cords doing a little dance as they do when there might be a threat of having his head bitten off. My mother was on the brink of telling him what I’d done, when I shot her an ambiguous glare. She responded with guilty calm—an invisible wink. So I took control. 

“She took a message for me,” I said. “From a guy I met at the pub and forgot to write down his number, so I got angry ’cause now I can’t call him back and he’s going to think I’m not interested.” My mother moved the scribbled number behind her back with discretion.

“Ah,” Dad nodded with a hesitant laugh. “Well, at least it wasn’t me who answered the phone, ’cause then you’d both be having a go at me. I’ll leave you two to it.”

When Dad walked out, my mother pushed the number into my hand with the force of attempted crucifixion, walked into her bedroom and slammed the door behind her. I stared at the number for about ten minutes before I recollected myself and dialled it.

“Ye-ah?”

“Hi, it’s me. Melody. You just called me.”

“Hi MD! Charlie here. But you can call me whatever you like.”

I chuckled. “Charlie’s fine.” 

“Um, yeah, your roommate sounds a bit er … yoko.”

From that day forward, we stuck together like ‘cheese toast’. Charlie said that he was the toast, because he was hot and crusty, and I was the cheese because I was hot and squishy. It was fun being an ingredient of cheese toast. Until Greece ate me.

***

I walk into the office almost two hours late—worn out. I head straight for the coffee station for a double dose with my bag still hanging over my shoulder. I open the cupboard above the sink to pull out the jar of Nescafé. But there’s only decaf. 

Okay. Percolated.

No filters left. 

Shit. I need coffee!

Just as I think things can’t get any worse, I look down at my feet—and there it is—the almost reality of the turn-up-at-school-naked dream. I’m wearing two different shoes—one flip flop and one sandal. Not the most embarrassing combination in the world, but noticeable. If I didn’t manage to coordinate shoes this morning, I dread to look at my face in the mirror. I didn’t even wash off my make-up from last night.

I’m about to run back to my car to see if I have any shoes in my boot when my mobile rings. It’s Heather.

“I’m in the coffee station,” I say, leaning against the counter. I hit my head on the corner of the cupboard I left open. “Ouch!”

“What was that? What are you doing in the coffee station? How long have you been here? Why are you so late?” Heather speeds through the questions as if on Who Wants To Be a Millionaire and she’s using the call-a-friend lifeline.

“Um …” I close the cupboard. “Hit my head. Trying to find some coffee. About two minutes. Long story,” I answer in much the same fashion.

“There’s no coffee,” says Heather.

“Uh … duh!” 

Duh? How old are you?

“What?” Heather asks, probably thinking the same thing. “Well, meet me on the lawn. I brought in a thermos of Jarrah’s coffee.” 

“Really? Where did you get it? I thought they didn’t sell it here.” 

“Long story. Come. Lawn. Now. Desperate.” Heather hangs up.

I run back to my car to seek out a matching pair of shoes. Thankfully, I have an old pair of sandals in the boot from the island. 

“Thank you thank you thank you, whoever is out there, thank you,” I whisper. 

I catch a glimpse of my wrinkly shirt in the rear view mirror. I freeze.

Don’t do it. Don’t look at your face.

I bend down toward the mirror—my eyes clenched shut. 

Okay, do it like the Band-Aid trick. Open quickly and it’ll all be over.

I open my eyes. Oh. Mascara a bit runny. Nothing that a bit of saliva can’t fix. I lick my two forefingers and rub away the smudges. Not too bad. I smile at myself. But then I remember.

“There’s nothing to be smiling about, Melody.” 

I look toward the tuft of trees at the end of the street. Anesthetized in this semi-humid, pre-summer atmosphere. Stagnant—numb—the way I should feel inside. But I don’t even feel that. I’m beyond numbness. I’ve been through numbness, emptiness, nothingness. What I am, is detached.

You can’t pretend everything is all right forever.

I cough away a swell in my throat as I push the side-view mirror in. The flick resonates through my fingers; the snap through my ears. I kick the car door. Dent it. Fuck you. The sound of reality making its mark.

Musician. Mother. Wife. Editor.

No.

Mother. Editor. Musician. Wife.

No, no, no.
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3: Editor

4: Ex-wife.

Cheater. Liar. Bastard. Asshole. 

As I reach my desk, the girls mumble “hi”, as if programmed on a timer, all staring at their computer screens. A very temperamental bunch—on and off like bipolar emotions—switchless too. It’s like the PMs have sprayed the office with a sedative gas. And it’s so quiet that the most dominating sound in the office is my feet separating from the sweaty soles of my sandals as I crouch down to pick up a fly-away Post-it.

I catch a glimpse of Heather pacing back and forth on the lawn, swigging her thermos of Jarrah’s as if a bottle of beer.

“Okay, Heather. Cough it up. What’s up with you and the thermos?” I ask, scratching behind my ear.

“My daughter!” she wails, almost choking on her coffee. “She brought her boyfriend home last night and I let him stay over. I’m so irresponsible; they were at it like flippin’ seagulls at fish. All I could hear, all night, was her wardrobe rattling. She’s too young for this. I thought he was just going to innocently sleep over. Why am I such a sodding fool?” She takes another swig of coffee. Swallows it like whiskey—wincing at its potency.

“Um,” I say, short and quick, uncertain whether it’s my cue to speak. I wait for a signal. Heather throws up her arms and eyebrows in unison.

“Sorry if this is an insensitive question, but what’s this got to do with the thermos of Jarrah’s?” I step in front of her, halting her stride, and grab the thermos from her hand. I gulp down half a mug’s worth. The warmth and smooth coffee aroma coats my mind with pseudo reprieve. “And please stop pacing up and down. You’re making me dizzy.” I sigh and hand her back the thermos.

“Well,” Heather exhales, collapsing cross-legged on the grass. “She made it for me, my daughter, to stop me from asking her questions this morning. She was ever so helpful, making my lunch, brushing my hair, choosing clothes for me to wear—the whole shebang. Talking like a parrot in order to prevent me from talking about the wild sex I could hear last night. She talked right up until the moment she stepped out the door to go to school.” Heather frowns—tears lingering in the corners of her eyes. “Want some more?” She holds the thermos above her head, like a wagging teen drinking a bottle of cheap champagne cross-legged on the train platform.

“Yeah, thanks.” I take it and swig it—sit by Heather’s side on the lawn. “So, what are you going to do?”

“To be frank, I have no sodding idea … can’t bear to tell Chris. He’ll ground her. I don’t think a girl should be grounded for losing her virginity in her own home. I mean, that’s pretty good, right? I mean, at least it wasn’t in some dirty old public toilet in order to keep it a secret. Right?” The corner of Heather’s mouth turns up in a seeming effort to look on the bright side. But the lurking smile is instantly retracted when she clenches her fists and brings them to her chest, “Oh my God! What if that wasn’t the first time?”

“Heather, don’t worry.” I try to sound as if I’m in the know. “She was all right when she got up this morning, right?”

Heather nods, sucking in her bottom lip. It reminds me of how Tessa slurps spaghetti.

“Don’t worry. I’m sure it was her first time. As you said—be happy that she did it at home.” 

But what I should remind her is that if it was her first time, there’s no way she’d be able to do it all night because she would have been in pain.

***

I remember the day I lost my virginity. I had just turned fourteen and had a crush on a young drummer called Seb, a couple of years older than me. Many girls left love letters in his locker, decorated with heart cut-outs and photos of themselves. But I couldn’t even bring myself to utter “hello” every time I passed him in the corridor. Because I was the pretty, shy girl who looked the part of everything I was not and sung remarkably well in the daggy school choir, and he was the outgoing artistic version of a football star. A popular boy with a twist. Not twisted. Like me. I would dream though. Alone in bed at night. Pretend that my pillow was his face. But I didn’t have to dream for long. 

The day we met, I was putting books in my locker after class, and he appeared by my side with a huge grin on his face. His shoulder-length floppy blonde hair hung over his narrow brown eyes as he tilted his head forward and rested his dimpled chin on my open locker door.

“Hi,” Seb said. He pushed my locker door shut and held out his calloused hand for me to shake, “You’re Melody, right?”

“Um, yep. Melody.” I shook his hand, nodding, trying to think of something cool to say. An entire corridor of students looked our way. Their scrutiny burnt holes in my stockings. I was sure they could see my knees shaking. Perhaps this is where it all began—the stage fright.

“I’m Seb.”

“Uh, yeah, I know.” I giggled stupidly, wondering why I was acting like the “other” girls.

“You have a free period now, don’t you?” 

“Yeah … how’d you know that?” I was stunned by the possibility of Seb paying attention to my class schedule.

“Um, I just know.” He smiled so wide I could see his full set of wonky, but very white teeth. “You wanna jam with me and my band?”

I couldn’t believe it. Was this for real? I didn’t want to risk being humiliated if someone was playing a prank on me, so I pulled myself together and said, “Well, I was just about to go to the canteen to buy some lunch. You can join me if you like. We can go and jam after I eat.” I was so proud of myself for not letting him dictate the next move. If he wanted me to jam with him, he would have to wait.

“Oh.” Seb sighed, sounding a little disappointed. “I don’t really want to sit in there. There are too many … you know, of those girls in there. I was hoping we could just skip lunch.”

As much as I wanted to jam with him, I had learnt enough from watching American high-school sitcoms to act hard-to-get, so I said, “Um, no thanks, Seb. I’m starving. Maybe another time?”

I walked away, down the corridor, toward the canteen with wallet in hand. He just stood there, in front of my locker, watching me get away. But, just before I disappeared around the corner, he called out, “Party! My place! Saturday!”

I did go to the party that Saturday night, hearing my mother’s recent act of parenting playing over and over in my head: Here’s a condom. Don’t even think about using it.

His house was located in one of the rich suburbs of Melbourne. It was a two-story mansion with about six hundred square meters of garden surrounding it. His parents were away for the weekend, hence the party. Of course. I silently gagged at the cliché. The entire first floor was full of grungy-looking pot smokers, gothic lesbian couples snogging each other in every possible corner and hardly coming up for air, and the blaring sound of Nirvana rattling the ornamental pebbles scattered all over the place like confetti.

Of course, I got a little drunk to shed myself of inhibition, and I can’t remember doing much else than snogging and snogging and snogging until my lips stung. That, and taking intermittent sips of Smirnoff vodka straight from the bottle to top up my fuel.

Somehow I ended up in his en-suite watching him run a bath. I closed my eyes as he undressed me, and then himself, and we both lay in the bath together. The steam engulfed me like heavy fatigue. The heat of the water and weightlessness of his silky smooth body on top of me was like swimming in fog. That was until … well, the whole bath turned red. Oblivious to the pain in my drunken state, Seb had already sprung out of the bath and wrapped a towel around himself, when I opened my eyes. Shivering, he wailed, “Freak!” and left me there to clean up.

***

“Heather? Shouldn’t we get back to our desks? Where are the PMs?” I ask, hesitant to walk near the window where they might see me.

“Oh. Don’t worry. They’re at a conference. They won’t be back till late afternoon. They won’t even know you were so late.” Heather stands and brushes dry grass off her bum.

“Oh-kay. Then why is everybody so quiet?”

“Because they’re gullible. When the PMs left this morning, they said they’d activated the hidden video cameras.” Heather laughs. “Jodie winked at me, knowing very well I know there aren’t any. Poor sods—look at ’em working their bottoms off … oh, and Dianne told me to tell you they won’t be expecting you to write those kids songs anymore.”

“Fine.” I couldn’t care less.

“Oh! Damn! Look at me going on and on about myself. What happened to you? What’s your long story?”

“Oh, nothing really,” I shrug. I brush away a strand of Heather’s hair caught in her eyelash. She blinks and smiles a thank you. “Just one obstacle after another this morning. Couldn’t get myself together.”



seventeen

Instead of heading straight home after work, I do something I wouldn’t normally do. I send Alex a text message to say I won’t be home for dinner—to take Tessa out for a kebab. No explanation, no mention of where I’ll be at. I imagine, well hope, he makes an event out of it, by eating them in Lykabettus with the dog, for instance, instead of plonking Tessa on the couch to watch a movie while he messes around with emails. Wishful thinking? 

I, however, drop my car off at home, and go to the only Irish pub in town—a place guaranteed to be brimming with raucous expatriates—a place where privacy is indeed given a new meaning. This place is always so crowded and noisy that it seems to reverse the effect—chaos turned silent white TV fuzz. 

I drink three pints of Guinness, eat two plates of fish ‘n’ chips, and wander around the Plaka in the dark—a vibrant flea market by day, a seemingly abandoned crime district with hidden side-street gems by night. 

The Plaka is situated below the Acropolis, which you can see from almost every angle of the city—especially at night, when it becomes a glowing dynastic beauty. Its cobblestoned streets are splashed with traditional taverns left, right, and centre, with loitering waiters trying to lure in passersby. On Sundays, these streets become even more alive when the flea market thrives with bargaining tourists and manipulative shop owners.

I buy myself a coconut ice cream cone, sit in the square by the metro station, kick my sandals off and watch. As. They. All. Glide. By. Me. Like over-exposed photography. A sea of kebab skewers and gyros wrappers, gypsies rummaging through the aftermath of tourist mayhem for leftover food.

My vision is. Spinning. Sleeping open-eyed in a river … melting … zesty sugar candy gloss falls on ground … igniting thoughts … chicken soup, curry green, milk … drowns market stall full of vinyl and misplaced dreams … my bare feet vibrate on chilly rough concrete … queasy … rumbling train … stains white shirt … thaws on skin … sticky coconut syrup smells of tears, of years, of breast milk.

My eyes shut. The world turns black like a foggy windshield in the dark. I feel my head drop—whiplash—a tennis ball bounces behind my eyes. I wake to a stray dog licking melted ice cream off my toes …

***

The apartment building is so quiet I can hear my stomach bubble. I burp up a thick bitter sweet mass of air as I unlock the door—it swims through my teeth like invisible dental floss. 

I guzzle down a litre of water and a couple of aspirin, before checking on Tessa. I open her door, a touch—I refuse to go in and breathe my alcohol breath all over her precious pearl face. She’s fine. Snoring. Gurgling yum yums. Dreaming of candy? Ice cream ballet?

Laptop propped on my knees, I lie, back against the wall, on the fold-up bed in my office. I switch it on—the device which holds my missing link, like a confidential dossier.

Charlie. Email. Please.

Yes!


  

To: Melody Hill Konstantinou

From: Charles Hughes

Subject: American Tour

Hey there, Kitten! 




Just like I promised—an email with the nitty gritty. 




Right, a list of the facts: 

Tour starts September 1, ends September 25




Rock band is called Muffin Lovin’ (don’t ask!—I hate the name too, but they’re doing really well and selling fresh muffins as merch) 




They lost guitarist and backup vocalist (they choked on muffins and died a slow death in the corner of the rehearsal studio while hugging their instruments—the Mamas and the Papas all over again lol)—joke Joice—if ya could do both, you’d be a champ. 




Need to know by weekend, to get things organized. 




If ya accept, I’ll send ya a CD of all the songs ya gotta learn, and I’ll organize for ya to fly out to Melbs two weeks before tour to rehearse with the band—so it’d be six weeks away in total for preps. 




Bring Tessa! We’ve great babysitting roadies—the bass player’s a single ma and has two young rug rats tagging along too, so she won’t be lonely. 

Please think about it seriously. It’s a great opportunity and we’d LURRRVE to have ya on board. Miss ya pretty face. And don’t worry, I won’t pull any funny business on ya. You can return to ya lovey when you’re done without any battle scars. 




Give us a call, or even an email to let me know. 




Cheers, 




Charlie

Charles Hughes

Tour Manager

Kit Ten Management 

Email: chahug@kittenmanagement.com.au

Website: www.kittenmanagement.com.au




Is this for real? Have I just been given everything I’ve been craving? I stare at the email—the words swirl together like food dye in cake mix—dancing around my giddy head, drunk with buzz. I can bring Tessa! 

There shouldn’t be any reason I can’t take the job in London and do this too, right? I will have been working for four months by the time I have to leave. If they want me so much, surely they’d make an exception. Wouldn’t they? Well, I know they would here, but maybe the work ethic in London is a little stricter. God, it probably is—they’d probably fire me.

I’ve been living in organized chaos now for so long that I can’t digest what’s normal anymore. Maybe I can lie—say I have to return to Australia—someone in my family could be ill—they might need assistance. That would get me off the hook. What a ridiculous thing to do—I might as well say my dog ate my homework.

I need to talk to someone. I need to talk to Serena.

Please be online. Please be online. Please be online. 

She’s not online. I bite my nails—a habit I gave up when I stopped needing them short to play guitar. They’re brittle between my teeth, but tear off with ease as if I’ve been soaking them in water. I stare at Serena’s MSN icon, praying for it to turn blue. What to do, what to do … 

I get up. Brush off my bum as if I were still sitting on the gravelly step in the Plaka. The realization that I’m not hits me like reverse amnesia. I go to the kitchen. Look in the fridge. I want something. I don’t know what. I look at an open bottle of red wine. Wonder whether I should pour myself a glass. 

You’re too drunk already. You’ll dirty dishes. Bugger it. I’ll drink from the bottle. 

I take the bottle out of the fridge—the cork out of the spout. Pop—like my mother’s finger inside her cheek—or like the day she accidentally dislocated my shoulder spinning me around in the back yard. A happy moment turned bad. Shame.

Throw the cork away or keep it? How much wine left? I look through the opening like a telescope. Wine spills onto my cheek—cold, crisp, fruity—it cascades down my neck. Damn. I wipe it away with the collar of my shirt and hold the bottle up to the light. Shoulda done that first. About a third left. Hmm. Throw cork away. I’ll drink the lot. I throw the cork against the wall. It ricochets and bounces down the hall. I shrug. Meh. 

Back on the fold-up bed. Icon still not blue. 

“Serena, Serena wherefore art thee? I pray for thee, but cannot see thine blue man be lit.” I wriggle. Rub my hands together as if warming them by a fire.

It should be mid morning in Australia now. I could phone her, but then I’d wake up Alex and Tessa. I don’t want anybody to wake up. I need to be alone. I need to speak to Serena alone. 

Text message

Pls log on msn. Need 2 talk. Desperatolita.

Staring at the icon. Staring at the icon. I’m staring at the icon like a moron. Staring at the icon. Staring at the icon … icon blue!

 
 

Serena_Servais

What’s going on?




MelodyHill(Billy?)

Big dilemma.

(Swig of mine wine)




Serena_Servais

What kind dilemma?




MelodyHill(Billy?)

Do you have time?

(My goodness this rhymes)




Serena_Servais

Yes, about five minutes. Are you OK? 




MelodyHill(Billy?)

(Am I okay? No, in disarray.)

You’re going to freak out. 

(When you hear what this is all about.)




Serena_Servais

You not having affair are you? 




MelodyHill(Billy?)

(Affair? Me? No way! Not true!)

What??? You kidding me?




Serena_Servais

Well, I don’t know. Unusual behaviour might lead to you unusually needing to speak to me in middle of night.




MelodyHill(Billy?)

(Hmm. Okay. Rhyming over. Sentence too long.)

Are you sitting down?




Serena_Servais

No, I’m typing standing up.




MelodyHill(Billy?)

Okay. To make a long story short. Got great job offer in UK, great salary, better country, good opportunity …




Serena_Servais

Congratulations!




MelodyHill(Billy?)

Thanks, but decided to turn down offer, because Alex didn’t like idea. Didn’t technically turn down job offer, just told Alex that I would …




Serena_Servais

That’s naughty.




MelodyHill(Billy?)

Yeah, naughty … but minutes later I find out Alex had affair …




Serena_Servais

WHAT??? Are you serious? You not imagining this are you?




MelodyHill(Billy?)

NO! He admitted it.




Serena_Servais

When? With whom? I’ll KILL HIM!




MelodyHill(Billy?)

Long story. Nuther time. Not before I do. Anyway, now what am I supposed to do? I’ve got great job offer and Charlie’s offer to tour with band for month. Want both. Probably can’t have both. If don’t take either, stuck with Alex who is cheating bastard, and for what? Do I want cheating husband organizing my gigs? I don’t think I do. At least not yet anyway. How do I know I’ll get over it? And in the meantime, I’d be miserable and regret turning down two great opportunities. What am I supposed to do?




Serena_Servais

Melody, it would be huge shame to turn down opportunity with Charlie’s band. If you need help with money, I can help you out. I got that 

inheritance from my grandfather remember? But you know, that still doesn’t mean you can’t resolve things with Alex.




MelodyHill(Billy?)

I know.




Serena_Servais

But on other hand, you should take job because it’s the responsible thing to do and you’ve got Tessa to think about.




MelodyHill(Billy?)

Hey! That’s not helping!




Serena_Servais

I know. LOL. No sorry. Bad time to laugh.




MelodyHill(Billy?)

Indeed :-(




Serena_Servais

Sorry. I’m being insensitive. I’m not myself today. :-( Regarding Alex. How? What happened???




MelodyHill(Billy?)

Can we talk about that another time? I need to know what to do about the job and tour!




Serena_Servais

Yeah, but if you can establish how you feel about Alex then maybe you can come to some sort of decision?




MelodyHill(Billy?)

Jesus.




Serena_Servais

Melody. Come on.




MelodyHill(Billy?)

I can’t. Not now. I need to make a decision SO that I know what to do about Alex.




Serena_Servais

Melody, I can’t tell you what to do. Make a decision and then talk to me about it. That might work better. I have no idea about running a family. I have no idea about being married. If I were in your situation I’d never want to see Alex again, and I’d probably jump on that plane to tour America in an instant, but I don’t have a kid to think about. Just wait until the weekend and see what happens. Go with your gut. Do what you feel at the moment when you have to give an answer. That’s the best advice I can offer. And remember what we talked about when I visited for your birthday this year? You need to get your confidence back. Here is the perfect opportunity. Don’t ruin it. Fate is giving you signs.




MelodyHill(Billy?)

Fuck, Serena, you’re a social worker!




Serena_Servais

And you’re my best friend. It’s different. I’m not going to preach to you. I really have to go. I’m late for an appointment at UN. I’m so sorry Melody. Let’s talk on phone, when you can. MSN is too detached and I’m sure I sound like bitch. If only you could see my face and hear my voice.




MelodyHill(Billy?)

I know. Don’t worry.




Serena_Servais

Luv you xoxo

***

My thirtieth birthday bash was on the eighteenth of March about four months ago. Unlike most women about to turn thirty, I had no problem with it. I wasn’t depressed and making up ridiculous excuses to avoid celebrating. I just didn’t want to turn what should be a memorable and joyous event into a night full of phony smiles and meaningless chitchat with people I couldn’t care less about. Thankfully, Alex understood. And he surprised me with the unexpected.

On the night of my birthday he put on Joni Mitchell’s Blue, and set the dining room table with four large black square plates detailed with silver around the edges. He bought a brand-new crimson tablecloth and pewter candelabra, and used my grandma’s silver cutlery I’d hidden away in some difficult-to-reach place—how he found it is beyond me. The dining room radiated a red scent and shimmered with the warmth and glow of the fireplace. 

Alex’s eyes sparkled with satisfaction. I asked him who the fourth seat was for, but he just shook his head, smiled, kissed my cheek, and patted me on the head as if I were the dog.

Half an hour before the unidentified arrived, he locked me in our bedroom with my mobile phone. He said, “Just prepare yourself to see the one person on this planet who will make you whole again.”

“But you make me whole. And Tessa makes me whole. Who else could possibly make me whole?” I replied, furrowing my brow.

“Okay. Then prepare yourself to see the one person on this planet who used to make you feel whole before you met me and had Tessa,” he said trying to dislodge something between his two front teeth. “I’ll call you when we’re ready for you to come out.”

I lay in bed wondering who he could be talking about. Who could possibly be here that used to make me feel whole? And what a big word to use. So many meanings—connotations. Whole? How whole? Can anyone ever really make you feel whole? Or is it just something we say. Like I love you. Words that become habits—you never really know if they’ve retained their original meaning, or if they are merely survival aids.

I could hear a lot of whispering, rattling, and feet to-ing and fro-ing. More than one person was visiting—I was convinced. Nerves prickled my ears like a sudden drop in temperature. 

And then my phone rang. It was Tessa.

“Mummy, you can come out now,” she whispered. I could hear her standing outside the bedroom door. I peered through the keyhole—her eye stared back at me.

“Thanks, Blossom. Could you give me a clue about who is there without Daddy understanding, so I don’t get a shock and faint when I come out?” I whispered through the door handle. I heard her shake her head against the receiver. 

“I’m wearing the new beads you bought me, Mummy.”

“That’s not a clue.” I opened the door to see her dressed in her favourite outfit—a short denim pinafore-type mini, with light blue and pink stitching, and sparkly purple tights.

“I know. I just wanted to tell you,” she declared with a grin, turning the phone off with ease. She didn’t even look to see where the button was.

As we walked out of the bedroom, she bolted down the corridor and disappeared from sight. There were two men dressed as caterers, with tea towels hanging over their left arms, waiting at the entrance of the living room.

“Kali spera, Kiria. Chronia pola,” (Good evening, madam. Happy birthday) they both recited as if rehearsed. They held the door open for me to enter. My pulse fluttered in my ears as if I were about to set foot on stage.

When I entered, no-one said “surprise” or got up to greet me. They just sat in silence awaiting a reaction—expectation adorning their features like a sharpie pen. One man standing to the left of the table, was another caterer holding a platter of food, waiting for me to be seated. Then there was Alex, Tessa, an empty seat for me … and on the right was … Serena!

We embraced and cried. And cried some more. It had been about eight years since we had seen each other face-to-face. Serena and I were speechless for a while. We just kept hugging, crying and stopping to get a good look at each other’s faces at arm’s length. 

“If it wasn’t for Alex, I wouldn’t be here now,” she said, kissing me firmly on the cheek.

“Why is that? You don’t have to be invited to come and visit me. You know that.” I grabbed a tea towel off a waiter’s arm and wiped my eyes dry.

“No, it wasn’t that. I’ve never been able to afford to travel this far away. I still can’t afford to. I’m a sucker for volunteer work, you know that.” She looked at Alex, then me, and at Alex again.

I turned towards Alex’s smiling face, shiny from a few stray tears. “You didn’t!”

“Yes, he did. He only informed me last week that he bought the ticket. I dropped everything in Nigeria to get here.”

“Oh, Alex. I don’t know what to say.” 

“Don’t say anything. Just pull yourself away from Serena for thirty seconds so I can tell you how much I love you.” He took my hand, seated me as if I were royalty, and placed my napkin in my lap with a little peck on the cheek.

After a brilliant meal, the caterers packed up their stuff and were off. Alex put Tessa to bed, and the three of us flaked out on the couch, stomachs full of food and heads full of booze.

Sipping on red wine, Serena spoke about her experiences in Nigeria. I wondered why she hadn’t said anything about them at the dinner table, but after she finished her story, I realized it wouldn’t have been something I’d want Tessa to hear.

She’d spent a lot of time in a women’s shelter and got to know the women in the HIV area. One girl had been seriously assaulted and left mentally disabled by the beatings, and it only took the girl a couple of minutes before hugging and kissing Serena in the most trusting way. Serena said that her reaction to the immediate physical contact, such as kissing her face, was interesting because those who are suffering from full-blown AIDS have odd mottled skin—not like the legions we have all seen in books. She said she was embarrassed by moving her mouth away, or making sure she didn’t touch any broken skin, even though there was no blood in sight.

I can’t imagine where she finds the stamina to put herself in these situations. I think Alex finally understood why I respect her so much. She was no longer that simple girl with the simple life I knew at university. She’d blossomed into a remarkable woman.

What I envy most is Serena’s courage and desire to help the needy—something I could never do, mainly because I’ve spent my life trying to escape my own past. I don’t think I could handle getting involved in someone else’s. But when I hear stories like Serena’s, it makes me wonder why Alex and I concern ourselves with such insignificant problems. That night, I promised myself I’d make an effort not to anymore. But when I found alone time with Serena, it all changed.

During Serena’s two-week stay, I decided to take her out for a good old traditional Greek meal in the heart of Athens—the kind of meal I can’t cook to save my life.

“Yourrr, eyeees, arrrre, killink, meeee,” purred a lingering waiter, licking his lips at Serena as we approached the tavern I intended taking her to. Instead of entering the tavern, I nudged her forward and barked back in Greek, “If that’s how you beckon customers, no wonder your restaurant is empty.”

The man’s jaw dropped, begged for our forgiveness, claiming to think we were just tourists, and offered a dish on the house if we sat down to eat there. So we did.

Despite having no qualms about turning thirty, my birthday surfaced something I hadn’t expected—the awareness that my guitar had remained in the exact same place I put it when we moved in, untouched and lifeless.

“Is it too late, now? To bring it back to life?” I asked Serena as I stuffed my mouth full of calamari and washed it down with a swig of beer.

“What are you talking about, hon? Of course it’s not too late. And since when have you ever questioned your ability to do something? Can’t you remember? That day I met you outside the lecture hall at Uni?”

I cocked my head in question.

“I was complaining about lacking the time to write my essay and that I might as well just give up now because I thought it was impossible to write anything decent in two days? I was a mess. Remember?” Serena leaned back in her wood and wicker chair, flinging her long blonde hair behind her shoulders as if in a shampoo commercial.

“Yeah, I remember,” I mumbled, poking my fork into three different salad ingredients at once, and almost poking my eye out with a lettuce stalk while shoving it in my mouth.

“And can you remember what you said?” She leaned forward again, grabbing my hand to stop me from eating, her intelligent grey-blue eyes turning me to stone.

“What did I say?”

“You said, ‘If there’s one thing my mum has done right, it’s teaching me to never give up. If there’s a will, there’s a way, Serena. It’s never too late to start anything.’ ”

Serena smiled with gratitude. I was speechless. Not only in regard to the positive attitude I’d forgotten I had, but because Serena had remembered every word I said that day.

“I never asked for another extension again. You know that?” Serena prodded as I wiped my mouth with my napkin.

“No. I didn’t know that,” I whispered, resting my knife and fork on the edge of my plate. I felt defeated, disappointed—I’d become a mother and a wife. Just a mother and a wife. It wasn’t what I had planned.

“Well, it’s true. I wouldn’t be as confident or active as I am now without you. You gave that to me, Melody. You’re the one who made me realize I could do anything in the world—anything at all. If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t have gone to Nigeria. If it wasn’t for you, the two women I looked after would still be in abusive relationships. You know, I write those words on the first page of my diary, every year, as a reminder. Those words made me realize I wasn’t taking control, and they made me do something about it. You have to start believing in yourself again, Melody. You used to be so confident. You used to do anything and everything you wanted—simply because you knew there was nothing stopping you. There’s nothing in your life right now that should influence such negativity. Alex and Tessa should be a part of your life, not be your life. Play music again, Melody, and involve them. Make it a part of their lives too. There’s no need to sacrifice anything. Have it all. Include your family in all your decisions, and encourage them to be as enthused about your music as you are.”

I tried to respond. I wanted to say how afraid I was. I had gotten used to living in a cocoon. I knew where I stood; I knew what had to be done—I was safe from feeling. I’d created a comfort zone for myself, and I was terrified to break free.

***

I turn off my laptop and the night light—crawl under the covers. Moonlight pelts down on my face like a torch. I roll over and face the wall where darkness paints shadows I can sleep in. I close my eyes—try to imagine comfort—remember what it felt like to be cradled in my mother’s arms, before she got sick.

Mum. I need you. I want to forget you—the other you that wasn’t really you.

I want to forget your screams, your anger, how I used to hold my breath. I want to forget your pleading, your pain, smashing pots on your head. I want to forget your prayer to die, to pass out, sleep, to fail. I want to forget how you blamed me, pulled my hair, and twisted my neck. I want to forget the slapping, the sting, and the knives you thrust into Dad’s back. I want to forget your punches, my sobbing, and my begging for you to stop. I want to forget the shrieks, the shrill, and the rage you’d blow into my face. I want to forget the carpet, the stains, your vomit and regret. 

I want to remember your hugs—the one’s that smelt like Estee Lauder. And I want to remember your kisses, painted red and warm with love. So why are the first thoughts that come to mind, the years of tears and torture? I wish I could render my memory blind, to the fear of remembering—to the fear of becoming a mother like you.

***

“Melody? Why are you calling so late? Is everything okay?”

“I just … needed to talk.”

“You’re feeling depressed again, aren’t you?” My mother’s calm oozes through the receiver like a sweet whisper.

“Mm-hm,” I nod, holding my eyelids shut with my thumb and middle finger.

“Okay, look. You know that you go through these phases. You have since you were a teenager. And it’s always either triggered by alcohol or painkillers or whatever other chemical you come in contact with. Remember all the headaches and aches and pains you got after you helped paint our house? And how you couldn’t stop crying for days?” 

“Yeah.”

“We’re both sensitive to these things, you and I, and no matter how much you try to deny it, Melody, it isn’t going to change the fact. I know it’s hard to believe, but if anyone would know, it’s me. Please, just humour me and start cleaning your house with lemon and water. Get rid of all the toxic fluids. I’m so sorry you have to go through these things. I would never wish any of it upon anyone—especially you.”

“I know, Mum.”

“Sweetheart, please try not to get too worked up over the way you’re feeling. It’s chemical. It’s always chemical. You don’t have any real reason to be depressed, right?”

“Um … no,” I can’t tell her. I just want my mother’s hugs. I need soothing maternal hugs without having to explain why. And even though the hugs are in the form of a gentle voice through a phone, I can still imagine these hugs—the reassuring scent of henna and coconut moisturizer—her smooth skin against my cheek as she kisses and breathes me in.

“Well, see? You’ll feel better in the morning. Please just don’t go and get stuck into the wine. It’ll only make it worse.”

I laugh under my breath. “Okay.”

“I’ll be up for a while yet if you want to call me back, okay?”

“Thanks.”

“Love you.”

“Love you too, Mum.”

“Bye. Love you, bye.”

For once in my life I wish my mum was right. I wish the solution was as easy as cleaning the house with lemon and water. 

I could wipe my life clean.

I steal one of Alex’s Camels and grab a box of matches. Sit on the floor in the living room, up against the wall. I strike a match, let it burn half way down, watching the blue base of the flame crawl along the stick as if lured by oil—kerosene candy. I light the cigarette, take a drag; breathe in a puff of liberation I haven’t felt since I was nineteen.

What’s the meaning of life, you ask? Wait, let me just check the dictionary …



eighteen

It’s Thursday morning. I stare at Alex while we eat breakfast. Tessa notices and ogles me, chewing open-mouthed, holding her toast in the air, hoisted by her right elbow, her fingers sticky with strawberry jam. She swings her legs backward and forward in unison. Each time they swing underneath the chair, it moves backward half an inch and scrapes the floor. She has a steady beat going. It creates a sense of power and confidence within me—an injection of courage. I don’t look at her, but I can feel her looking at me—curious eyes—green, innocent, kittenish. I wonder if she finds this amusing or senses the disturbing air. She must know something’s going on between Alex and me—but does she know it’s not just a staring game? 

Alex eats his cereal with his head down. His movements pick up speed—so do Tessa’s. Tessa’s scraping chair and Alex’s chewing become louder and synchronize with my pulse. Clang, drip, crunch, chew. Crunch, chew, clang, drip. Oh, how much I’d love to squash someone’s head between two trashcan lids. I could make music at the same time. Become a member of Stomp.

Tomorrow’s the deadline to tell the PMs—to announce my decision about the job in London. Has Alex forgotten? He hasn’t even asked whether I’ve made any arrangements. Does he even care? I honestly think he would like me to go—to leave him here all alone, wifeless, childless, to do what he pleases at any time of day. Maybe that’s why he hasn’t said anything. Because he doesn’t want to be accused of thinking exactly what he is thinking. Mustn’t he feel ashamed? I hope so. Serves him right.

Tessa falls off her chair. Giggles. Holds her toast in the air as if she dived to the bottom of the ocean and retrieved a possession that was thrown overboard. Alex glances toward her. Sniffs. Continues to eat with his head bowed.

“Tessa. Wipe the jam off the floor. Get back in your seat. Sit still,” he says as if reciting a newsreel. He dislodges something from his teeth with his tongue, drops his spoon into his bowl, scrapes his chair as he gets up to find the toothpicks, and sits back down probing his molars with one. I envision snatching it from him and inserting it into his eye. 

I focus on the top of Alex’s head while I unscrew the lid off the Vegemite jar, guided by touch.

Tessa gets back into her seat, pouting her bottom lip. The side of her mouth curls up on the verge of laughter. Her mouth twitches, trying to appear sad.

“I’m going to tell my supervisors today,” I say, wide-eyed, scraping a burnt layer from my toast.

“Oh, really?” Alex mumbles with a mouthful of cereal, still maintaining the steady hand-to-mouth movements and downward gaze. If his eyes were lasers he’d have drilled a hole through the table via the bottom of his bowl.

“Yes.” I pause. Alex’s temples move up and down as he chews. The constant ebbing crunch and swallowing reverberate off every kitchen surface before making a full circle round the room. I turn to give Tessa a behave-yourself glare. But she gives Alex an I-hate-you look instead, ignoring me.

“Yes,” I repeat a little louder.

“Yes, I heard you.” Alex nods. “Glad you came to your senses.”

“Hmm?” I squint at him sideways. He’s still staring at his bowl. Can he not at least look at me during a conversation? A little respect after what he’s done would suffice. “What do you mean? I thought you didn’t like the idea.”

“I don’t.” Alex shrugs. His jaw clenches. “That’s why I said I was glad.” 

“What makes you think I’m going to say no?” I ask, confidence slipping like a weak grip on monkey bars.

“Oh? Er … Oh.”

“Oh? That’s all you have to say? Oh?”

“Er … no. Are you sure that’s what you want to do?”

“Yes.”

“Well, if that’s what will make you happy. I’ll, um … visit you as often as possible.” Alex lifts his head, looking at me for the first time all morning. He stops chewing, his eyes as still as glass.

“Oh? Will you?” I ask.

“Of course I will. I’m your husband.” 

Tessa rocks her chair backward and forward again—licks escaping jam from the flat of her palm.

“Uh-huh.” I’ve almost scraped a hole through the middle of my toast.

“What do you mean, ‘uh-huh’?”

“Nothing. Just comprehending what you’re saying.” I spread Vegemite on my now very thin toast, wrap my mouth around it, consuming half in one go, and bite down so hard my teeth scrape against each other—fingernails on a blackboard. I try to hide the discomfort, continue to chew as if it doesn’t hurt. I wipe the sides of my mouth with my right index finger, and raise my eyebrows.

“You don’t believe me do you?” Alex asks, flashing a quick glance toward Tessa, who is feeding Doggy her breakfast.

“Not really.” I smile, trying to maintain my calm in front of Tessa. “Blossom, can you please not feed the dog? She eats enough as it is.”

“Not really or not at all?” Alex takes the toast out of Tessa’s sticky hands and puts it back on her plate. “Tessa, don’t pick that up again until you decide to eat it yourself. Doggy doesn’t want toast.”

“But, Papa, she does want toast.” Tessa holds out her hand for Doggy to lick.

“No, she doesn’t.” Alex and I snap in unison.

“Well, whether I believe you or not really isn’t the point, is it?” I half-whisper, gripping my butter knife so hard that my nails dig into my palm.

“I told you that—”

“No, I don’t want to hear it.” I get out of my seat and stack the plates in the centre of the table. “Tessa, eat your other piece of toast. We have to get you to preschool.” She doesn’t move. She is her porcelain doll twin. I take her hand—the one holding the toast—and insert it into her mouth as if operating a puppet.

“Bite. That’s it. Now chew.” I take intermittent bites myself to speed the process up until the toast is gone. Alex watches—mouth open, cereal spoon in hand. I yank Tessa out of her seat with a tight grip on her wrist, praying I don’t dislocate her shoulder.

“Mummeee!”

“Get your school bag.”

Tessa puts her hands on her hips and frowns.

“Go. Now!”

“Mel—”

“Oh, shut up, Alex.”

***

The girls in the office are all standing in a circle surrounding Lucy—one of the assistants—when I arrive. Lucy is sick again. Lucy has taken fifty days of sick leave already and it’s only midyear. Lucy is crying and everyone is being sympathetic. Lucy has a urinary tract infection. Lucy has to go in for knee surgery next week. Lucy will now get another three weeks off work and still get paid. Somebody please help Lucy!

As I walk to my desk, Sonia, another assistant, says as if broadcasting a rare occurrence, “Did you ’ear? Lucy’s go’ a go to ’ospi’al.” 

What I want to say is “again?” but instead force a polite “Really? What’s wrong, Lucy?” and place my hand on her shoulder, hoping for the gesture to not resemble an Absolutely Fabulous Edina attempt at concern.

Melody, the bitch witch. I’m out with my claws. Present me with a minuscule of inconvenience and I’ll attack. Crack a whip. Watch out. I’ll scratch your face. I’ve had enough. I want out. Because I know what’s coming.

Not only is Lucy always sick, and as a result all her work is passed on to me, but I feel so shit about the decisions I have to make right now that it wouldn’t take a genius to realize that everything is pissing me off. I feel sorry for the poor girl, but honestly, can’t she just work from home? She wouldn’t be the first to do so.

Of course, Heather is not in the crowd of partisans. She is sitting in her messy corner pretending to be busy with a slight smirk on her face—she’s worse than me. She glances toward me and my false display of compassion and can’t seem to tame her laugh any longer. Disguising it with a vicious cough, she races toward the exit holding her hand over her mouth.

“Whaz up wiv ’er?” Sonia asks. “Looks like she’s ’bout to frow up.”

“She’s all right. She’s just getting over a bad cough and doesn’t want to spread the germs,” I lie, organizing my desk a little, putting papers in piles, blowing dust off the computer screen, searching for missing pencils amidst the array of loose Post-its that have lost their stick.

“She waz fine yesterday,” Sonia frowns, with a cartoonish air.

“Was she? Oh, well maybe it’s coming back,” I reply, hoping that Sonia is as gullible as she appears to be.

“Poor fing. We all gonna get sick bein’ cooped up in ’ere like a flock’ve ’ens. Bloody airconditionin’.”

“Yeah.” I nod, clicking my tongue.

I feel wicked—possessed by Medusa. Look me in the eye and I’ll turn you to stone, then pitch a cannonball your way—crumble you like stale bread. What have these girls done to me? Nothing. But I hate them. I hate everything. 

I bite the inside of my cheek. Control yourself. You’re turning into your mother!

The PMs walk in and the girls cock-a-doodle-doo about, moving chairs, gathering notepads and pens for our Thursday morning meeting—a weekly tradition that doesn’t achieve very much—bar the chance to give the big boss the impression we are all professional and dedicated to our jobs when he passes by—Thursday mornings at nine thirty like clockwork.

I neglect the ritual and sneak into Jodie’s office to tell her my news. 

What news? Do I actually want this? How did I reach this decision? When did I make it? A deviate force gagged it out of my mouth this morning without my prior consent. I haven’t even decided against the tour yet. Why do I want a cat? Why do I want to buy a pair of stilettos? What’s that smell? Hmm … mocha.

I find myself standing in front of Jodie—mute—with my mouth open wide. All I need now is an insect to fly in and make my day. Shit! Speak, damn it. Say something!

“Jodie, I … I have decided to accept the position in London.” Don’t panic. Stay calm.

“Oh that’s … congratulations, Melody. Oh, wonderful. Wait till I break the news to the girls. You’d better wear your evil eye for the rest of the week,” Jodie winks. “Melody just accepted … did you hear that, Dianne? Melody just accepted the position in London.”

I turn to my right and there is Dianne, as if she materialized out of thin air.

“Well done, Melody. Well done.” Dianne nods, expressionless.

“Thanks, I hope,” I laugh, bringing my hands to my hot cheeks. Am I blushing? I hope I’m not getting the flu. This would be the most inappropriate time to get the flu. Vitamin C tablets. I’ll purchase them as soon as I leave the office. No, actually, I wouldn’t be surprised if Lucy had some in her handbag. I could ask her for one. Yes, that’s what I’ll do; I’ll ask Lucy for a vit C.

“Oh, of course hope. Good things to come. Good things to come. Shall we join the patiently waiting and curious editors out there and get this meeting on the go?” Jodie asks, tapping her pen on a pile of files on her lap, looking more excited about my decision than me.

I compose myself and nod my business-woman nod. “After you, Jodie.” I nod again. “Dianne.” Don’t forget to ask Lucy for a vit C.

I roll my chair into the meeting circle and sit. Everyone turns to me, their lips glossy with jealous drool. The atmosphere in here is a mix between a gynaecologist’s waiting room and a classroom full of teenagers praying that their upcoming test is open-book.

Heather mouths the words, “You accepted?” raising her eyebrows. I nod with my eyelids. She winks and gives me two thumbs up. 

Sonia, who is sitting to Heather’s left, whispers, “Waz goin’ on?” 

Heather returns the whisper with a triumphant smile and says, “Listen and weep.” 

Sonia huffs, turns to Lucy, who is on her right, and mouths, “Bitch.” 

I suspected Sonia had a cruel side, but not to the extent where she would verbalize it. Lucy rubs her lips together, pushes her glasses up her nose, and folds her hands in her lap, seemingly embarrassed to witness a fellow colleague use such bad language. 

Dear me. Were they always like this? I can’t ever remember seeing them like this.

“Right.” Jodie wiggles chubby comfort into her seat—paper and pen in position. “Before we begin the proper meeting. I’d like to announce some wonderful news.” 

On hearing “wonderful news” everyone smiles, sighs, and shuffles in their seats. Heather’s smile being the widest, most knowledgeable, and most real. At least there’s someone in this world who is proud of me. The others don’t really care about good news unless it has something to do with getting extra paid holidays, so their smiles are just preoperational. 

“Melody has accepted a position in London,” Jodie chirps, with a cheerful anticipation that seems to merge her nose with her forehead. 

The room fills with a hum of multiple disappointed sighs, which makes Heather giggle.

“She’ll still be working for us,” Jodie lies. “She’ll just be working from a different office in a different country.” I wish she’d mention how much better my salary will be, but she doesn’t—she’s cautious, considerate. “Okay, enough of that. You can crack open a bottle of champagne when you get home, Melody. Let’s get back to business for now.” 

I’m slightly disappointed she didn’t rub it in a bit more. I feel a need for revenge and satisfaction. Revenge on what, I have no idea because these people have done nothing to me, and I’m being horribly awful, awful, awful. Why? Perhaps I want revenge on the world. Perhaps this office symbolizes my world at present—a drab, artificially lit, poorly ventilated box of ladder-climbing, order obeying, numb nuts who blindly fulfil the roles society has preordained.

Don’t forget to get that vit C.

I watch a wave of pursed sour lips wash over each co-worker’s face as they ready their paper and pens for rapid jotting. They look at me through invidious squints seeking information, while Heather wriggles her pastel blue, silver-glittered toes without a writing tool in sight.

After the meeting, I ask Jodie if I can take the work home and courier it to the printer’s myself on Monday morning. She’s hesitant but agrees. Is this the mark of freedom? Or have I trapped myself into a situation impossible to escape unharmed?

I clear my desk—you know, put papers in piles, blow dust off my computer screen, etc, when silence falls. Muffled, tense, unheard thoughts thicken the air with a smelly curiosity. My mind is absent, underwater. 

“You leaving today, Melody?”

I look up, unable to locate the voice. “Hmm?”

“You’re packing your things. Are you leaving today?” Heather says, a little louder for everybody to hear.

“Oh! Yeah. I’m going to finish the final touches of the book at home over the weekend.”

They crowd around my desk, all trying to speak at once. Their voices unite like a tuning orchestra. Without faltering, I assume a front of importance and raise my hands, gesturing for them to hush. 

“One at a time,” I say. Who are you? This is fake, I think, but I continue anyway—anticipate being ridiculed, looked down upon, and laughed at, but to my surprise, their voices diminish and each wait patiently for me to indicate who may speak first. The back of my nose stings as if I’ve swallowed chlorinated pool water. Definitely gotta get the vit C.

“Yes, Sonia?” I ask, giving her permission to voice her question again. She moves to the front of the group like a gang leader.

“’Ow did vis ’appen? Why di’n’t you say anyfing? ’Ow long ’ave you been ’iding all of vis behind our backs? Wha’ kind of work will you be doing? When are you leaving?” She reels questions off, laced with contempt, arms folded, nose snubbed, with a rolled-up top lip. Ok, forget it. You’re not acting horribly at all. Look at these people. They’re ready to attack!

Lucy’s timid and discomfited voice butts in, “Um … how much are you going to get paid?”

Everyone nods—mumbles reinforce the question under heavy breaths as if that was the answer they’ve all really been waiting to hear.

I sigh, run my hands through my hair, “Um, Lucy … you wouldn’t happen to have any vitamin C on you, would you? I’m feeling a little fever—”

The office door swings open creating a gust of wind. “Good morning, ladies,” booms Richard Viadro as if playing Mr Game Show Host.

I feel myself blush, and all the girls shuffle back to their seats. My body goes rigid—my smile wonky like the night I met Alex. I turn, attempt to head toward Jodie’s office, afraid to look into button boy’s eyes. But he approaches me. Too late.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

“Um, er, nowhere, Mr Viadro, just clearing up my space. I … uh … accepted the job.” I look my desk up and down; gather some useless papers into a clean pile.

“Melody. Please. Richard,” button boy says in a purring semi-whisper, as he places his hand on my lower back and tilts his head to the side.

“Sorry. Richard.” I laugh a laugh that sounds pre-recorded for a sitcom, move hair out of my face, scratch my neck, brush some invisible crumbs from my clothes, and put my hands on my hips. “Ahem, er … I’m sorry, was there something you needed?”

“No, not really. I just dropped by to introduce myself to Jodie and Dianne. I’m to return to the London office this afternoon.”

“Oh. Right. Well, have a safe trip, Mr … er, Richard.” I nod, moving backward an inch so he can’t touch my lower back again, even though, guiltily, I’d love him to. 

I imagine toplessness. Me. Him. Alone in the office. Silence. Twilight. Cicadas singing through the open window. His fingers brushing over my hips as he moves his hands toward the arch in my back. Our breaths hot. Skin on skin. He pulls me closer, his erection pushing against my pelvic bone as I bend backward—his firm hold balancing me like a dancer. He lifts me up onto my desk—I point my toes the moment my feet lift off the floor. He slips his hand up my thigh and unclips my garters—

SCRATCH!

I’m not wearing garters. I’m wearing my crappy white flowery panties that have been tinted grey after years of mixing them with blacks in the wash.

“It was a pleasure to meet you, Melody,” Richard says, snatching me from reverie. He takes my hand. Shakes it. His skin is warm, soft, nails groomed. “I look forward to doing business with you.” He bends forward. I stiffen. He kisses me on each cheek, Greek style.

I breathe in his aftershave. Prada Pour Homme. Woody, suede, bergamot, mandarin. The scent I bought for Alex. 

The scent he never wore.
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Leaving UTD for the last time feels like I’ve gotten away with faking a sickie—guilty, but dizzily satisfied. I leave earlier than usual, so decide to take the route along the ocean road to clear my head, shake thoughts of Richard from my skin, and mix them with the sand, out of reach—diluted with mother earth; a creature I fear to confront.

I find a convenient car park by the beach—the gods are working in my favour today—and slip on my blue and white chequered triangle bikini in the back seat. I throw off my shoes, lock my belongings in the car and march across the hot grainy sand and straight into the sea with blistering urgency. My head, being so full of contradictory feelings, needs to cool off.

Salty splashes sting my face with lament, as I push my body through a sea of sorrow and awe swimming alongside each other like water and oil. The saliva in my mouth is thick with disgust—toffee in teeth—at Alex, for making me want to break free from him, and at me, for feeling like it’s the right thing to do, and for allowing my attraction to Richard to coax me like bait.

The cool sea caresses my body. I imagine the beginning of life after death might feel like this. Like a baptism. Not of a new body or soul or mind, but of new skin; a little more flexible and impervious than the last. But I haven’t finished living in this skin yet. So why do I feel like I need to shed it?

Because the love I hold for Alex is like water. It’s needed to keep my body from cracking and peeling toxic waste into this sick universe. I know it’s not irreplaceable. I can always coat my skin with moisturizer. It may not be the most natural hydration, but it’s hydration nonetheless. But I’m not sure I’m ready to wipe my skin dry; to drown myself in a new ocean, where my desire for fleeing this emotional cage hides like a mermaid ambivalent about growing legs.

He’s lucky. Alex. For if our love were like land—easy to burn—I’d risk throwing it in a fire, to see if it might grow back like torched eucalyptus trees do in the desert.

But we are floating now. Alex’s love and I. Like we imagine angels might float on clouds—we want it to be real, but can’t find the proof. I wish the earth would soak us up. Drench us in faith, make us soft and pliable, squash us, roll us into tiny little pearls, and place us together in the same clam. Under the sea. Where we are bound to return.

I hope fate has a say in us. Because tonight is the night I choose to make a better life for myself, and if it were only up to me, I think I’d run away forever.

***

The traffic this afternoon is worse than trying to drive a car over one hundred kilometres of speed bumps. Most afternoons I could probably walk home faster, but like the rest of the environmentally conscious who are all talk and no action I haven’t attempted it yet.

I’m ashamed to say I’ve united with the majority after spending my whole life trying to be different, but I’m working on it. At least I have kicked the habit of leaving the tap running when I brush my teeth. But it’s difficult to care for the environment when you’re forced to wade through a river of litter in the streets everyday. It seems so … pointless. Walking a kilometre to dispose of a lonely chocolate wrapper in a bin where there are mountains of other chocolate wrappers at your feet isn’t worth the effort. At least that’s something I don’t do—walk all the way to a rubbish bin and throw the wrapper on the ground. 

I’m stuck behind a truck and in front of a bus full of peak-hour people. Truck exhaust wafts through my air conditioning vents despite nothing being turned on, and the bus behind me inches further and further up my rear as if I’ve been inching forward. I haven’t moved. Soon all the bus passengers will be getting comfortable in my backseat.

To my right is a bank. And I remember that I should have withdrawn money for rent and the apartment maintenance fee. I contemplate leaving the car to idle in the middle of the road, but decide against it when I visualize the bus driver suffering from impulsive road rage and squashing my olive green 1976 Mini Cooper like an empty soda can.

I pull up on the footpath leaving enough room for the bus to pass if the lights turn green before I’ve withdrawn cash. I step out of the car, and before both feet are off the road, it does, crushing my side-view mirror, and denting the truck’s rear bumper-bar too. 

I watch, jaw agape, rage bubbling like lava in the back of my throat over the fact that I won’t be able to do a thing about it. Well, not if I don’t want to wait five years for the insurance claim to come through. I have learnt through trial and error that if I were to try to get the bus company to pay for my broken mirror, it would be a waste of time, not to mention more money.

As I grit my teeth and glare at the bus driver, a police officer taps me on the shoulder.

“Kiria, einai afto to aftokinito sas?” (Ma’am, is this your car?)

“I’m sorry, what did you say? I don’t speak Greek,” I say with a tight-lipped smile, playing dumb. The Greek police don’t bother with foreigners—it’s too much paperwork and they’re too lazy to deal with it. The man smiles, swaying his head side to side with an I’m-cool-look-at-me-in-this-uniform-doesn’t-it-turn-you-on attitude.

“I said, may you be, er …” he winks and clicks his tongue through the back of his teeth, “ …owning this ve-hicle, miss?”

“Yes. I’m so glad you’re here. Did you see what that bus driver just did to my side-view mirror? And to the back of that truck?”

He leans on one foot, tilts his head, and looks at me from above his shades, “Miss. Please be known that you are in discussion with an officer of the abiding law and that it is requirement that you speak in dignified manner.”

“I am speaking politely—”

“No, it’s good. You don’t must feel the necessity to be apologetic.”

I take a deep breath, resisting the urge to explain myself. It would only make this encounter longer than necessary.

“Thank you, sir. Will you please—”

“Miss. One moment. It is my duty to be you informed that you park illegally, miss, and I’m going to issue you paper ticket.”

A ticket? For parking on the curb where there are already ten cars standing with emergency lights flicking away? He has got to be kidding me.

“What? Me a ticket?” I squawk, pointing to all the other cars. “Excuse me for being a bit blunt here, but where are you when people park in front of my driveway in the mornings and make me late for work?” I don’t know what inspires me to blurt that out, especially since I don’t have a driveway.

“Pardon, miss? I’m not understanding. Please do speak with correct diction so I can be to interpret your strange accent.” His top lip moves like a wave as he runs his tongue along his teeth. He switches the weight to his other foot and wobbles his head.

I want to squash the arrogant little turd like a cigarette butt. Confidence mutates like bacteria. “Excuse me, but why do you spend all day giving useless tickets to considerate ladies like myself, but let men in suits double park in front of fire hydrants?”

“Pardon, miss. What is this ‘fire hydrant’ you describe of?”

I laugh, my voice on the brink of sarcastic mockery. I contemplate saying something that could put me in prison, but am saved by an old woman yelling like a wicked boarding-school teacher at the police officer through the bus window. He apologizes to her and refers to her as … his mother?

“Please, miss, de-park your car and drive home in safeness,” he says, in a hurry, blushing like a five-year-old boy who peed his pants in public.

“May I withdraw some money first?” I ask.

“No. You not need to give me money. I not issue you paper ticket. I let you disappear.”

“Oh, I wasn’t going to. I need some money from the bank. For me.”

The police officer hangs his head, nods, defeated, scrunches up his nose and looks at his feet. 

“Yes, miss. Do as you may be wishing.”

He mounts his motorbike, hooks his arm through his helmet and takes off, navigating through the stagnant peak hour traffic like a dying bumble bee.

***

After half an hour of circling several blocks in my neighbourhood looking for a parking space, I find one in front of the guitar shop I have chosen to ignore all these years. I gaze at a gorgeous second-hand Gibson Les Paul 1957 gold top in the shop front window—just like the one stolen from Dad when I was a kid. He would be delighted if I bought it for him.

Bells jingle when a fifty-year-old-looking guy with a full head of greyish dreadlocks, ripped jeans and a red and black flannel shirt pokes his head through the shop door.

“Bee-ootiful, isn’ it?” he sings in an authentic Australian accent.

I smile and nod toward the friendly, familiar voice, and ask if I can give it a play.

“Of course. Come on in.”

The shop is packed to the brim with second-hand electric and acoustic guitars. The moment I enter the shop, the smell of musty wood and rubber amplifier leads reminds me of the rehearsal studios my parents often dragged me to—when I’d sit and draw, trying to mimic my mother’s scrapbook fashion sketches from when she was a teenager. 

The guy plugs me into a small practice Mesa Boogie Amplifier with a funky pink and white striped cable. He hands me a plectrum—resin-coloured—smiles with one corner of his mouth, turns off the stereo playing Jimi Hendrix, and slides into the back room. Only true guitarists know that a quiet moment between human and guitar is the key to developing a bond.

I pluck the crisp new strings, gaining no comfort from the tortured dirty rock sound of the original P90 pick-up. I don’t feel a connection to the guitar at all. It’s way too heavy and the friction too tough. But I’m glad I feel that way. This way I can buy it for Dad without the pang of loss rendering my generosity worthless when I give it to him. 

I put the guitar down to look for the guy, but he is already standing behind the counter. Hmm, intuitive.

“So whadid ya think?” he asks, looking up and down with narrowed eyes and fiddling with something out of sight.

“Yeah. It’s great, but not for me,” I reply, scratching my chin as if I have a beard. “How much is it going for?” I lift the guitar off my lap from the base of its neck, rest it face up on the ground, bend over with my legs spread like a bloke in dirty ripped jeans, and examine the almost unnoticeable scratches on the body as if a little short-sighted.

“Um, that one’s going for two thou, but if it’s too expensive for ya, we’ve got another goldtop, but it’s a 1975 DeLux with a mini-humbucker. Its neck is made from maple instead of mahogany, though. Not really the best quality if ya ask me.” He stops whatever he’s doing behind the counter and points behind him with his thumb toward the back room.

“Um, yeah, they didn’t sell too well if I remember correctly.” I click my tongue. “Look, I just live a couple of blocks down, can I think it over?” I ask, hoping not to sound as if I’m just being polite. I would really like to get it for Dad, but not sure if I can afford it. Maybe I’ll ask Mum for some input. Make it a joint gift.

“Sure, no probs … um, you wanna take a card?” he asks, with a scrutinizing look in his eye. I’m positive he’s trying to sum me up. Here I am, dressed in black tailored pants and a white shirt, with scraggly wet hair and a bikini strap sticking out of my collar, talking about guitars like an expert.

“Yeah, why not. Thanks,” I say, smiling at the back of his head as he turns to find one. I wonder why he isn’t he asking me which part of Australia I’m from. They all do—usually—expecting the world to have shrunk to the size of one city: Oh, you’re from Melbourne, hey? Well, maybe you’ve met my cousin, aunt, sister …. Or they think because you’re from the same country, you must have common interests: Oh, my daughter lives there, maybe you two can go for coffee next time you’re Down Under?

The guy holds out the card like one would hold a cigarette. I take it and slip it into my trouser pocket.

“Ta.” I open the shop door to leave, but the guy says, “Um, by the way, we’ve also got a really nice Gibson acoustic Hummingbird, out the back. I haven’t displayed it because it’s been really bashed around. There’s no logo or markings left on it anywhere. It was one of the very first—a 1962 model. You wanna give it go?”

“Really? An original Hummingbird? I’d love to have a go.” 

I put my handbag down and have a seat on a leather footstool near the door. A footstool near the door. Weird. The guy goes to the back and comes out with what looks like a chunk of hollow wood with a hole in the middle and a few threads of metal stretched over the top—for all I know there could be a bird’s nest inside. But I find myself strangely drawn to it. 

The guy hands it to me—the neck warm from his grip—he must have been playing it himself. Before the first strum has even rung out, woe falls from me like loose autumn leaves in wind. I have fallen in love. I want to take this baby home. Replace my crisp, abandoned guitar—gifted with poise, passion, power—with something worn, used, loved for its purpose rather than its beauty. Perhaps this guitar will suit me better. Perhaps we’ll understand each other. 

I look up with an absent smile, hand the guy the guitar with a nod, and say, “I’ll be back to buy them both next week,” without even asking how much it’s going to set me back.

Right here. Right now. I have to. It’s now or never.

Outside, standing by my car, I sift through my handbag for my mobile phone, and search through my recent messages. I open one of Charlie’s and press reply. 

I type: I’m in. 



twenty

I stand at our front door, sea salt burning a small cut in my nose. I hold my shirt sleeve against it, with my wrist, trying to sooth the sting—my handbag falls down around my elbow. My hair partly dry, stuck together in clumps like dreadlocks, tickles the back of my neck. Like a birthmark, the scent of ocean owns me. Smells like … freedom? Salt grains exfoliating pollution from my skin.

Tessa and Doggy come charging for me like bulls. Tessa clutches Doggy’s left ear. Doggy pants, her thick pink bouncy tongue hanging from the side of her mouth. I kneel down and hug them both at once. Warm wet drool splashes on my hand. I intend to scratch Doggy behind her ears, and stroke Tessa’s hair, but my wires get crossed and I do the reverse. I wish the three of us could sit on the floor in the corridor all night—in a cocoon of unconditional love, freedom from the world, no responsibility, no ache, simple pleasure at its best.

Alex is sitting at his desk, blank-faced. I walk over to him, unsure of what to say, whether I want to say anything at all, or even if I want to be anywhere near him. I stand by his side. Don’t utter a word. He doesn’t look up. I bend down; semi-consciously give him a peck on the forehead. I soar above images of my future on an imaginary flying carpet.

“What’s up?” Alex asks, smirking as if I’ve given in.

Alex’s voice snaps me back to reality.

“I missed you,” I say, covering my bikini strap with my hair. “Doesn’t mean I forgive you,” I add, pulling back. But I didn’t miss him. I missed the idea of him; the impression of how we used to be.

He looks at my breasts through my damp shirt exposing blurred blue checks below. Once upon a time he would have cupped his hands over them, squeezed them, and nudged me toward the bedroom. But now he looks at them as if I’m violating some cultural indecent exposure law.

“Mummy, what does ‘forgive’ mean?” Tessa tugs on my pants, looks up at me. Curiosity shines through her sad eyes. I never thought I’d witness melancholy from her so young. My airway constricts as she looks at the ground, picking at a fingernail the way I do when I’m upset and don’t want to look Alex in the eye.

“Honey,” Alex says, looking at me and then Tessa. “Someone has to forgive someone when they do something that hurts them.”

“What did you do to hurt Mummy, Papa?” Tessa asks, pushing her fringe out of her eyes.

“I did something very bad. I did something that you won’t understand right now, but I’ll explain it to you when you’re a bit older, Blossom.” Alex shifts his eyes back and forth from Tessa to me. His seat creaks. His reassuring smile weakens—twitches to a frown, a result of guilt. He rubs his hands over his face as if attempting to wipe his feelings away.

Is he trying to make me pity him?

Out of pure concern for Tessa, I say, “Alex. Don’t be silly. This isn’t necessary.” 

He shakes his head and swallows. I can hear the saliva travel down his throat.

“Tell me what you did, Papa,” Tessa says as if consoling one of her toys. “I’ll forgive you. Did you break one of Mummy’s dolls? Don’t be scared, Papa. If you did, it doesn’t matter, does it Mummy?” Tessa looks to me for affirmation, pulling her knickers out of her bottom. I laugh a little. “We can just go to Jumbo on the weekend and buy Mummy a new one, can’t we Papa?”

I have no intention of letting Alex expand on his explanation, so when Alex opens his mouth, I interrupt. Shake my head. Stiff. Short and tight. Inconspicuous.

“Tessa, Daddy didn’t break one of my dolls. He broke one of my plates.” A pang of sympathy to match Alex’s apparent appreciation stimulates a little nausea. Tears well up in Alex’s eyes—prisms of blue crystal brimming with self-hatred. I know what that feels like. If I hadn’t already doubted the success of our future together, I’d probably forgive him without a second thought. Despite the pain. Despite the little voice that would constantly tell me that men never change and he will do it again. Despite what Serena or Heather or anyone would advise. I would stay with him. Forgive him.

But at this stage in my life, I can’t. I won’t. I won’t become my mother, who at fifty claimed she only ever loved my dad like a brother, but stayed with him because she was afraid to leave, and now regrets it; wonders whether she missed the chance to find a true soul mate. Is that what love is meant to be? Brotherly? Void of the deep hurt that twists your flesh at the mere thought of never being able to see or touch him again? Whatever happened to that? That … that spasm … of heartache … that triggers a vicious thirst to hold on tight and never let go. Is that meant to disappear? And should I hang around to find out? I don’t think I could forgive myself if I did. What if I realize that, “no,” loving him like my own flesh and blood is not the way it’s supposed to be?

“Was it your favourite plate, Mummy?” Tessa asks, flicking my knuckles to get my attention.

“Yes, darling it was,” I nod, biting my bottom lip, swallowing diffident tears. “Daddy always liked to use it, but I’m not going to let him use my plates for a while until he learns how to take care of them.” 

Tessa mouths, “Ah,” nodding as if she has just understood the meaning of life.

“Come on, Blossom,” I pinch her cheek. “Go wash your hands for dinner.” On her way she shoots Alex a squint, a finger shake, and says, “Naughty, Papa.” 

Alex forces a laugh and slaps himself on the hand.

It’s the right thing to do, I say to myself. Even if it’s just temporary.

***

I stand out on the balcony after putting Tessa to bed, in my dressing gown, inhaling the uncongested breeze we are lucky to have up here. Every now and then, if the wind is blowing in the right direction, I can smell the basil Alex and I planted together. I breathe a smile onto my face with the memory—our touching crouched bodies, cracking knees, dirt stuck below our nails—him nibbling on my ear as I’d pat down the soil, me drenching him with water after dropping mud down the back of my shorts. It was a time when we could be stupid and play pranks on each other without getting pissed off—inappropriately irritated at good intentions.

There’s a false sense of security standing here, eight floors high. Away from chaos. Untouchable. Restful. Conscious. I … feel. I move to the corner of the balcony and lift my arms into the air—trying to inhale what’s left of the happy thought. But immediately bring them down when I realize I might appear to be re-enacting The Titanic.

I look toward the sky hoping to witness a shooting star—an omen for good luck?—but can’t see any stars at all. The Sahara Desert is responsible for this night sky—the dark orange-brown sheath that hangs like fog illuminated by city light. I imagine watching sand encompass us like a violent hurricane from space, eventually suffocating our planet until all that remains is a dried-up prune. Pop! The Big Bang revisited.

When I look back down, Alex is standing in front of me. It seems he’s been talking to me the whole time, but I only catch the last few words. “ … and the aliens will invade us.”

“Sorry?”

“Was asking if you’d ever forgive me, but then realized you weren’t paying attention, so made up an alien story. Funny, the things you learn from kids, eh?” Alex smiles, looking into my eyes as if searching for answers.

“Can you close the door? Mosquitoes will get into the house.”

“Don’t think mosquitoes can fly this high, Mel.”

“Can you close it anyway?”

“Sure.” He sighs, briefly pauses at the door before sliding it closed behind him.

He returns holding two glasses of vodka. Citrus vodka. My favourite.

“Thought you might need a drink,” he says, handing me a whiskey glass filled to the brim with ice, garnished with lemon rind. It’s cold in my warm hands. Is that saying, “cold hands, warm heart” true? Is he trying to warm my heart?

“Thanks,” I say, hardly moving my lips.

“Well?”

“Well, what?”

“Will you forgive me?” Alex strokes my cheek.

“Oh. You were expecting an answer. Sorry, but I got distracted by the thought of you in bed with another woman,” I reply, gently removing his hand from my face.

“Mel …” He swirls his drink, looks into his glass as if it might offer a solution, while holding himself steady on the iron barrier with one hand. He scratches the back of his left knee with his right foot. It reminds me of the time my prep teacher taught us how to pat our heads and rub our tummies at the same time. “Can you … look, I’m so sorry. What do you want me to say? What do you want me to do? Get down on my knees and beg?”

I shake my head.

“Please, Mel. Please forgive me.” Alex places his glass heavily on the barrier. It vibrates and hums end to end.

“Alex, I can’t because—” I focus on his inert right hand gripping the hem of his Kinks T-shirt, willing myself to complete my sentence. No cushions—just needles. Just say it. I can’t go through life tacking hems in the hope they don’t unravel in the wash. I pull my dressing gown tight around my waist. “I want to separate for a while.”

“What? Mel, it shouldn’t have to come to this. We can work this—”

“No. No we can’t. No matter what you say I’m still going to feel the same when you’re finished. I don’t know if I can ever forgive you. I—” 

Scepticism mutes me like a button on a remote. I hang my head. Alex lifts it. Shakes his head in question.

“I … I don’t know if I can lie to myself anymore. Or try to convince myself that it never happened, or that you’ll never do it again.” 

Alex turns. Looks toward the swaying trees in the square. It hurts to know this hurts him too, that he can’t look me in the eye, and that from this moment forward, life will never be the same for us again. Does he feel like I do? Afraid of being alone?

“I don’t want to wake up every morning looking at you, lying beside me in bed, and wonder whether you came home the previous night at four a.m. because you had to take a band out to eat after a gig or because a fan felt like fucking you, and you said, ‘hey, what the hell.’” 

Alex scoffs with acerbic scorn, leans his elbows on the barrier, and cups his drink in both hands. He looks down, spits, waits for it to land, then lets his glass go. Thoughts of being charged with manslaughter run through my head during the glass’s short journey between leaving Alex’s hands and the moment a stray cat shrieks when it shatters on the rubbish skip.

“What the fuck are you doing?” I screech, switching from feelings of hurt and betrayal to panic and relief. “You could have killed someone!”

“And? What does it matter?” Alex says flippantly, yet rubbing his face in angst. “I’ll go to prison? I’m in prison now anyway.”

“Excuse me? What do you mean you’re in prison now anyway? If you feel like that, what makes you think you won’t cheat on me again? You obviously still feel the same way, otherwise why would you say that?”

I glare at him—his solemn face drawing my stare like a magnet. My vision fluctuates—double, triple, half. I’m either over-stimulated with rage, or the vodka is swimming to my head, trying to break the world record. But I don’t want to yell. I don’t want to wake up Tessa. I blink, attempting to focus on Alex’s stubble.

“Baby, I feel really guilty,” Alex says, crunching a piece of ice he’d been holding in his mouth.

“Well, you should.” Baby? Now he calls me baby?

“I mean really guilty. I almost thought about—” Alex pauses, levers himself onto the ground and rests his arms on his knees. A tear escapes and trickles down his left cheek—a drop of salty sadness I want to lick; to consume as a panacea—a symbolic gesture to mark the beginning of a pact to never hurt each other again. 

“Almost what?” I kneel down beside him, willing to listen, but not give in, even though my instinct is pushing me toward taking him in my arms and comforting him like a child. I don’t have to imagine what it’s like to lose someone you love, but I certainly can’t imagine losing two in a row. Am I being unreasonable? Am I making the wrong decision? Am I kidding myself thinking this is the best for all of us and not just me?

“Nothing,” Alex replies, resting his head between his knees.

Nothing. Nothing? This is what is blatantly wrong with us. We don’t communicate. Here I am trying to find out how he is feeling, instead of blabbering on about myself, and I still get nothing.

“Jesus, Alex,” I snap, whacking him on the back of his furry, neglected head. “Can’t you just tell me how you feel instead of hoping I work it out for myself? You constantly claim you can’t read my thoughts, well, you know what? I can’t read yours either. So spit it out. Please.” 

Alex’s body shakes like he is laughing. But then he lifts is head. His face is completely wet. I want to share this ache, to help each other through. But I know as soon as I let myself fall into his arms I’ll buckle and give him another chance. He may not know it, but I’ve already given him so many chances—silent chances—I’ve lost count.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” I say, cringing at my own sarcasm. “Am I supposed to be compassionate toward you now?” I immediately regret being so cold.

Alex turns his head so I can’t see his face. I reach for his chin and turn his head back around. I wipe away his tears with the back of my hand and lean my forehead against his. He closes his eyes and rubs my upper arm.

Our warm foreheads merge together like dough. I watch a couple of tears hit the ground and imagine a parade of crown splashes as if it were filmed and played back in slow motion.

“Did you fall in love with her?” I whisper.

“’Course not. But she reminded me of you, Mel. A lot. The you I knew when we first met. I miss that you, Melody. I want you back the way you used to be. I need you. I love you.”

I can’t help but wonder whether who he truly wants is his deceased wife. The thought makes me feel sick. I try to ignore it.

“Alex, I’m still me. I just … became a mother … and, okay, yes, you’re right. I want to be the way I used to be too. But, Alex, you have to admit, you pushed me in this direction.”

“What are you talking about?” Alex sits up, wipes tears from his nostrils.

“Alex, come on. Are you serious?”

He shrugs. Flings his hands in the air and lets them fall into his knees.

“You organize music events. I’m a musician. I stopped playing. Notice anything wrong with these sentences?”

“Melody, you can’t blame me for that. You have a mouth. Why didn’t you just ask?”

“Excuse me?”

“And besides, you looked happy. I knew you missed playing, but I had no idea you wanted to play gigs again until the other night when you told me.”

“Alex, we’re supposed to be in tune with each other.”

“Mel, sorry, but if that applies to me, shouldn’t it apply to you too?”

“What do you mean?” I cross my arms and slide away a couple of inches.

Alex huffs and leans his head backward. It impacts the barrier with a gentle thud. “When I come to bed after work in the middle of the night, you just turn your back to me to avoid being woken up. Never once have you opened your eyes to ask me how the event went—or whether I lost or made money—or even if I feel okay. When I’m stressed out about work and need to talk about it, your eyes glaze over and I feel like I’m talking to a brick wall. When I tell you I’m not feeling well, you respond, with, ‘You’re fine; you’re just working too hard. Try to get some more sleep.’ Have you ever stopped to wonder whether I really am sick instead of blowing me off? And when I’m in the mood to make love, you’re always too tired. Yet, when you’re in the mood I’m expected to jump at the idea despite how I’m feeling. And on that note—”

“Alex, stop. I get it. It looks like separating will do us some good.” I twist my tongue inside my closed mouth. I despise the fact that Alex is trying to make it sound like it’s my fault he cheated on me, but … maybe … maybe he’s right? I stand. Alex follows suit.

“Look, Mel. I’m really sorry for what I did, and you know what? I can handle the fact that you ignore me. It’s not a big deal, and I’m sure now that you’re aware of it you can work on it. And I’ll work on being a better husband. And I won’t cheat on you ever—”

“Alex, I’m going to go to London.”

Alex retracts his attempt to stroke my cheek.

“Then … I’m going to go on tour in America with a rock band. And if you want us to work out our marriage, follow me to London after I’ve returned from the tour, and we can try to start again.”

“You’re kidding?”

“No. I’m not.” I attempt a non-threatening smile, maintaining the strength of this everlasting wall I’ve been hiding behind since I was a kid. “It’ll be good for us. We need the time apart.”

“With whom?” Alex asks, his voice teetering on the edge of anger.

I will not hesitate. “Charlie.”

“Charlie? Wasn’t he …” Alex looks at the barrier, traces a crack of rust-stained paint with his middle finger, and clenches his jaw. His ears twitch. “ …wasn’t he the one … he was the one in the heavy metal band. Didn’t you date this guy?” He taps the barrier, sending it into a fresh convulsion.

“That was a long time ago. And you just said that you want me back the way I was, right? Well, this might help … don’t you think?” 

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me, Melody. You’re not going to fucking tour with your ex-boyfriend—full stop!” Alex pitches a punch mid-air.

“And why not?” I move closer, trying to make it clear that I’m no longer intimidated.

“That’s just … wrong!”

“Wrong? I’m not going there to sleep with him, Alex. I’m going to play guitar. And if that’s wrong, I think we need a whole new definition for you cheating on me.”

“We’re not talking about that now. Stop changing the subject all the time.” Alex paces back and forth, shoving the plastic outdoor chairs into the table, creating a noise we are no doubt going to get complaints about from downstairs.

“Alex, this isn’t changing the subject. I’m trying to tell you I need to get away. I need space. To get away from this. From this!” I hiss, gesturing back and forth between us. “I need to do something for me. Why can’t you understand that?”

“Why should I fucking try to understand anything, Melody? You want to leave me and spend time with an ex-lover!”

“It’s not about spending time with him. It’s about music. It will be good for me, and it might be good for you too. The space. You know? Maybe I’ll be a happier and more creatively fulfilled person if I have the opportunity to do this. Wouldn’t you enjoy being with me more if I were happier? Alex, I miss playing music as much as I’d miss you and Tessa if you weren’t in my life anymore. You have to try to understand, Alex. Please try to understand. I need to take this opportunity. I’ll regret it otherwise. If I’m happy, it’ll help us.”

“No, I can’t. I can’t let you do it,” Alex snaps without taking the slightest moment to think it through.

“Why not? What’s so wrong with it? Give me a valid reason.” 

“The answer is no. Just no. Full fucking stop.”

I swallow. Nod. Suck saliva to the back of my mouth so hard I hurt my tongue with my teeth. I want to scream. Break windows. Punch him in the face. Break his nose. Just give me some fucking space! Let me live!

“Well, what if I’m not asking you? What if I’m telling you?” I retort, grabbing his hand and digging my nails into his palm. His hands are as soft as Tessa’s. I want to make him bleed. I push them in. Harder and harder. He holds my stare. Then realizes he’s in pain and yanks his hand away. Looks at it. At me. His hand is shaking. I prepare for a slap.

Tessa runs out. Sliding the door with force.

“I can’t sleep. There’s a fairy in my mattress and she keeps poking me in the bum with her wand.”

“We’ll finish this later.” Alex closes his eyes and slowly exhales. “You can count on it.”
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While Tessa is eating her snack—half a slice of whole meal bread spread with Nutella—and I’m watching she doesn’t do anything that might compromise her well-being, she holds her new porcelain doll through the railings of the balcony barrier to introduce it to the view. Of course, in my absent-mindedness, the action doesn’t register as anything to worry about, and it slips from her hands, falls, and shatters on the garbage skip.

“Oh no, Mummy! Oh no!” Tessa cries, jumping up and down on the spot, bottom heavy, face flushed, fists clenched, tears welling up in her eyes. Doggy joins in the dance, scratching Tessa’s leg in the process, and then she screams even more, and kicks Doggy in her behind. Doggy yelps and scurries indoors to her blue furry bed to curl up into a sulking ball.

“What were you holding it through the barrier for? That was a silly thing to do.”

“She’s not an ‘it’, Mummy. She’s a ‘she’. Treat her with respect!” Tessa stops squealing and shakes her finger at me, lips pouting, saliva bubbling from the corners of her mouth. I rub an eye, wondering how she is such a sponge to my mother’s banter.

I enter the apartment with every intention of going downstairs to see if I can salvage the doll, but I literally bump into Alex by the front door. He steps on my foot by accident, but instead of apologizing he says, “I told you so.” He’s holding my guitar. Why?

“Oh, piss off,” I hiss, turning the door handle to exit, but he yanks my hand away and swings me around to face him.

“How about I do a little damage to this baby of yours, huh?” Alex raises the instrument horizontal to his head like a baseball bat.

“Whaddaya doing that for?” I gasp, the words flying from my mouth as one. I turn to my right, and Tessa is watching from the balcony door, hushed, hesitant to pass through, it seems, as her toes are placed exactly on the bronze hinge separating inside from outside.

“Blossom, I think it’s time you go back to bed. I’ll be there in just a minute.” I wink, nudge my head in the direction of her room.

“If you go on tour with that shitty little pinhead,” Alex sneers, “I’ll make sure you don’t get to take Tessa.” He flicks his head toward her—she hasn’t moved from the balcony door—and yells, “Tessa. Go to your room. Now!”

Tessa takes a deep breath, as if preparing to dip her head under water, and runs down the corridor—her hum bounces with each step. But instead of going into her room, she stops at the bathroom, and watches us from behind the door. I squint at her, shake my head, pray she gains some sort of telepathic gift to read my mind—please, you mustn’t watch. You mustn’t see your Papa like this. It’s not him, Blossom. This is not your Papa.

“Can you please put my guitar down?” I whisper, trying hard for my pauses in between words to not sound patronizing. “Tessa shouldn’t see you like this. Alex? Please?” I notice a tremble in my voice, and a little calm—the voice I used to adopt during my mother’s irrational fits to tame the rage.

“Well, I’ll make sure Tessa never has to see me like this again. As long as you’re not around, I won’t ever become like this. I’ll file for divorce … and for custody!”

“Don’t you threaten me,” I scream. “I have a steady job and I’ve been faithful. There’s no reason why you should get custody.”

“Well, I know people you don’t. I’ll find a way,” Alex retorts, lifting the guitar higher.

“What’s wrong with you? Stop it! You’re scaring Tessa! I didn’t want it come to this. I’ve never even thought of divorcing you, let alone going through a custody battle. This is ridiculous. I don’t want to divorce you. We just need a break.” 

“Well, you should have thought about that before.” Alex inches closer and closer with the guitar, now hovering over his head.

“Thought about what before? I’m just trying give myself a little joy in this life. Can you please put the guitar down? Please!”

“I’m the man of this house,” Alex roars, his face red, his voice becoming a deep growl. “You do as I say!”

“Excuse me? Who the fuck do you think you are? You don’t own me!” I growl, throwing an aggressive finger at his face. There’s no avoiding Tessa witnessing this now, and the least I can do is stand up for myself, give her a decent role model to look up to.

“In that case, get the fuck out of my house now!”

“Your house? Your house? Get a grip on yourself. Pull your head out of your arse for just one minute and think about what you are doing here. This is ridiculous! You want to smash my guitar into pieces because I want to play music? Alex!”

Alex moves the guitar backward, ready to swing, his eyes bloodshot, fingernails white from his firm grip around the neck—the strings crying out against his strength.

“Stop it!” I scream, bringing my hands to my ears.

The guitar splinters as he smashes it into the wall. A photo of my parents, in a silver metal frame, smashes on the floor. Splinters of wood and glass. Everywhere. Can’t let Tessa run in. Bare feet. Calm overpowers me like steam in a sauna—hot with guilty relief, dripping with self-consciousness—I now have a real excuse to leave. I step over my guitar and walk down the corridor, take Tessa’s silent hand, put her in her room. I stroke her cheek.

“Don’t worry,” I whisper, “Papa’s just in a bad mood. It’ll pass. Go to bed and I’ll come in soon, after I calm him down.” I wink. She lifts the collar of her night dress to her mouth, nods, and closes the door behind her.

Don’t make this worse. Don’t become equally to blame. 

But I can’t help myself. My mother is in me—somewhere—here—now—tearing at my inner wall—the cage of enmity. I go to the kitchen. Grab plates. Cheap. Useless. Alex’s face drops. Regret? Fear? Blank-out? What? You wouldn’t.

I throw a plate at him. Like a Frisbee. Mind blank. He catches it. Confused. Arousing venom sears my tongue, my heart, my everything.

You fucking arsehole. I throw another plate. He ducks. It smashes. Small pieces. Very small. Cheap shit. I knew it.

Alex moves closer. I throw another plate. But it slips from my firm grip, detours towards the corridor. And this is when I see everything in slow motion.

Tessa flings her bedroom door open, comes running down the corridor, arms open wide, towards me—towards my legs. The very instant I see her, the plate leaves my hand, a flying saucer towards her head. My baby! I just killed my baby!

Alex kicks the demolished guitar out of my path as I bolt towards Tessa on the floor.

“Alex, get me a towel!”

All the blood rushes from my face at the sight of Tessa’s blood gushing from her forehead. I’m going to faint. I can’t faint. I need to make sure Tessa is alive. Alex brings me the towel, crying, breathing heavily, swearing under his breath, pacing, pacing—he punches the wall.

I pick Tessa up, despite the dizziness, the back pain, the nausea threatening to collapse me, holding the towel over her jagged gash. I bolt down eight flights of stairs with her in my arms, afraid to use the elevator. I pause mid-way, lean against the wall to catch my breath. I look down and she opens her eyes.

“Mummy?” she whispers.

“It’s okay, Blossom. Mummy’s here.”

My legs wobble when Alex catches up to me—house keys jingling in his pocket. He takes Tessa. I follow him down the stairs, clutching tightly to the railing, trying to stay upright. 

When we reach the car and I sit in the backseat, Alex places Tessa on my lap and looks into my eyes—his blink breathes an apology one can only fathom through silence. Regret. We both regret this. We both regret this. 

We just failed as parents. We failed. We failed. We failed.

I failed as a mother.

I should have just bit my tongue and been the doormat.

***

The smell of the sterile hospital environment nauseates me; reminds me of all the times I spent waiting for the doctors to release my mother after one of her breakdowns. I’d sit in the nursery—waiting—stuffed toys bombarding me with sick voices, button noses, I thought them snobs, just staring at me like that.

“So how did this happen?” the doctor asks, removing a pen from behind his ear and jotting something down in Tessa’s file.

“She fell face-first into her porcelain doll,” I snap, before sound comes out of Alex’s open mouth.

“It happened so fast,” Alex adds. 

“We, er, have the doll to prove it, Doctor,” I say, regretting it instantly. 

“That won’t be necessary, Mrs. Konstantinou.” The doctor frowns. Tessa is right beside us and glaring at me, confused, with a thick white sticky gauze across her forehead. Her lips open and shut as if she wants to say something.

“Don’t worry, Tessa, we’ll buy you a new one,” I add, before she speaks the truth. My mother did that once—lied to protect herself in front of doctors. My stomach turns at the thought. What are you doing?

I was fourteen. She slammed my hand in my bedroom door while I was trying to close it in her face to escape her violent rage. She broke my two little fingers. When the doctor asked her how it happened, my father froze, but my mother said, with a nervous laugh, “You know how clumsy kids are nowadays. The poor thing put her fingers in the hinge of the door just as I was closing it behind me.”

***

I have sixteen missed calls displayed on my mobile phone when we get home. It’s past midnight.

Mum. I call her.

“Melody! Thank God. Why weren’t you picking up? I almost had a panic attack.”

“Um, Tessa had a little accident. She, uh … fell over holding her porcelain doll, and it smashed and cut into her head.”

“Oh, shit. Is she okay?”

“Yeah. I think she was in a bit of shock having to spend time in the hospital, but she’s fine.”

“You know, I dropped you down an escalator in a huge department store once. I got confused because you were hooked in my left arm, and in one hand I had shopping bags and in the other I was holding your pram. You began to slip and I intended on dropping the shopping bags to get a better hold of you, but I let go of you instead. Things like that happen. Don’t beat yourself up about it.”

“I’m not.” I am. “It couldn’t have been helped.”

She knows I’m lying.

***

Tessa is lying on the couch, on her side, head on the arm rest, sucking her thumb. She’s gazing outside, at blackness, blankness, silent leaves blowing in the wind; eyes glazed like marbles. I walk over to her, feel her head, ears, neck, for a fever. No fever.

“How are you feeling?”

She raises her eyebrows up and down in response—the Greek “no”—Tessa’s recent adoption to let us know she’s not listening, and doesn’t intend to.

“Blossom. I’m sorry.”

She turns, keeping her thumb in her mouth, faces the back of the couch, the wall. I deserve it. I lied to the doctor, and she’s not going to forget it. I don’t blame her. But what else was I supposed to do?

I sit at her feet—bare, dark grey with dirt and grime as if she’s trodden on my horrid aura these past few weeks. I rub them, but she retracts her legs, curls into a foetal position, Barbie hooked under her arm. My heart sinks as if all sources of nourishment have been vacuumed out of it, leaving it shrivelled and wheezing and whistling with misery.

“I’m so sorry. So sorry.” I swallow, my saliva hot in my throat, and move to stroke her hair. “I love you so much,” I whisper, my voice fluctuating like a pubescent boy. “Can you please forgive me?”

She raises her eyebrows again, flicks my hand off her head—rejected; spat out like fowl-tasting candy.

How do I fix this?

“Blossom, you have to understand that sometimes mums and dads make mistakes too. I made a really big mistake,” I say, smiling and holding my arms as wide as they can go, trying to simmer the situation down to a jocular blunder, “and so did Papa. And we are both so so so so so sorry. Haven’t you ever made a mistake before, Blossom? Surely you—”

“But I don’t do them on purpose. You … you were naughty!” Tessa squeals into a cushion. “You said to the doctor that I did it myself.”

I fold my hands in my lap, scrutinizing my thumbnails; the way they grow slightly towards the left. “I had to make that story up to protect us. If they’d understood I injured you myself, they might have taken you away from us. I couldn’t let that happen, Blossom. That’s why I had to lie. I know it was wrong and bad and I … promise it’ll never happen again.”

Tessa rolls onto her back and frowns—mumbles with her thumb still in her mouth, “Why would they take me away?”

“Because they would think we were bad parents and that you weren’t safe.”

Tessa looks at the ceiling, takes her thumb out of her mouth, curls her tongue around, and holds it steady between her teeth. She sits up. Wipes her wet thumb on her thigh.

“You’re not bad parents, Mummy. You’re good parents.”

“Thank you, Blossom, I’m very happy you think that.” I hold my arms out for a hug, guilt-ridden, but relieved, and Tessa snuggles up to me, nuzzling her face into my neck. She takes a deep breath, and sighs—snot bubbles on my skin. I wipe it away with the collar of my shirt. “Are you okay to go to bed on your own, or would you like me to come with you?”

“I’m okay. I can go on my own. Can I still play with Barbie?”

“Sure. But don’t stay up too much longer, okay? It’s really late, and you need to get a good night’s sleep.”

Tessa nods, and hops off the couch, clutching Barbie from her hair—the only one she hasn’t mutilated yet.

“Tessa?”

“Wha’?”

“Can you rinse your feet off a little before you get into bed?

Tessa rolls her eyes, “Yes, Mummy,” spins around and stamps as loud as possible all the way to the bathroom. 

Rattle, rattle … slide … crash! 

There goes another frame.

***

In bed, Alex turns onto his side and wraps an arm around my waist. I stiffen as his fingers creep toward my crotch. I want to reciprocate the affection, but I don’t want to give him the wrong idea. Is it okay to make love after this? After tonight?

I catch his wrist, move his hand away.

“Not sure if this is a good idea,” I whisper, kissing his forehead. He smells like … Prada Pour Homme? Oh no. He’s wearing the cologne. My pelvis trembles—a flash of Richard flits by like a laser beam on a skyscraper. Alex breathes into my neck and moves my hair to the side. I hear myself gulp. Alex pulls me closer, and runs his fingers up and down my stomach. I take deep breathes, trying to control my thoughts—trying to figure out if I can do this. 

What happened to our marriage vows? Through sickness and in health. Right? Could infidelity be like a sickness? A psychological defect? Could sleeping with another woman just be a symptom of an unhealthy state of mind? If so, then shouldn’t I be supportive and help him heal? Shouldn’t I determine the cause of the problem and find a cure? That’s what we do when we are physically ill, don’t we? We go to a doctor. The doctor finds the cause of the symptoms and prescribes medicine to treat it. We don’t feel upset and betrayed when our other half is physically ill, so why should we feel that way when they’re psychologically ill? Why does society make us believe that infidelity is unforgivable and untreatable? After all, surely it only happens when one’s self-esteem is low, and one is trying to find a sense of self worth again. Right?

Alex’s hand moves to my crotch again. But this time he doesn’t hover, and flicks his forefinger back and forth over my clitoris, bites my shoulder and breathes heavily into my ear. I don’t want this, I think, but groan regardless—impulsively. I can’t find the strength to stop him. I just can’t. I need to escape the day’s events. I need it like my mother needed her lithium.

I close my eyes, and let it happen.

I let my head spin …

***

Alex and I both lie on our backs, arms firmly at our sides. We stare into nothingness—indulge in silence—abeyance—a cloud of remorse code. Calm radiates from our bodies. I wish we could summon this calm when we temporarily forget we are parents who have responsibilities far beyond tending to our own selfish needs.

It could act like a natural sedative of anti-misdemeanour.
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Kettle boils. Coffee in mug. Wipe sleep from eye. Lose balance. Hm … bit dizzy. Weird. Pour milk in coffee. Gotta get that work done. Vision a little hazy. Oh … hot flush? Fingers tingly. Shake hand. Cut-off circulation? Doesn’t dissipate. Drop spoon in mug. Clang! Wipe splash off belly with sleeve of robe. Gotta figure out what I’m gonna take to London. Gotta tell Tessa’s preschool teacher. Insects crawl up arm; ants nibble fingertips. Um … Alex? Hazy. Cloudy vision. I open my mouth, but no sound comes out. Intense wave of heat penetrates through bones—head to toe, like steam flushing through my veins. Heart beats faster. Breath quick. Short. Stilted. Sweat. Everywhere. Legs fleshless. Chest achy. Can’t move! Stuck! Air hot—thick. Blocks the entrance to my lungs. Vacuum cleaner inserted into mouth—full speed, full suction. Heart palpitates in my ears—faster, harder, deeper, louder! I pull viciously at the collar of my night shirt.

“Somebody get this off! I can’t … breath!” I shriek.

Alex and Tessa come running into the kitchen; they fade like TV fuzz, their footsteps gliding on a gymnasium echo. Next thing I know, I’m in bed. My throat’s dry and my eyes are stuck together as if they’d been sealed with a soldering iron. I look up through one open eye and wonder if I’ve lost my mind. There’s a man standing over me whom I don’t recognize. Fuzzy, fat and furry. Whoa. Now that’s facial hair!

“It seems you had a panic attack, Melody. Then you passed out,” the man says, with a deep husky post middle-aged Greek grit. “It’s a little odd, though. Panic attacks come on from too much adrenaline.” He rolls his R so heavily I can feel my own tongue vibrate. “So you shouldn’t really have passed out.”

“Oh,” I say, juicing saliva from the back of my tongue and hydrating the walls of my mouth. What’s he on about?

“I’ve taken a blood sample. There’s nothing to be alarmed about. Just for safe measure. Okay?”

I nod. So does Alex who is standing by my side, scratching his chin, it seems, with deep concern.

“How did I get here?” I ask, and then realize who the man is. It’s Dr Leventis. He lives in our apartment building. I had a panic attack? That’s what my mother went through almost every single day of her adult life? Oh my God … How could I be so cruel to her? How could I not show a little more compassion? I have to tell her. I have to tell her I understand! 

I make moves to get out of bed, but Alex and Dr Leventis shake their heads in unison.

“You get some rest,” Dr Leventis says, as Alex pushes my shoulders back down muttering something I can’t comprehend. “I hear you’ve had an exciting week. Congratulations on the promotion, by the way. It sounds as if your husband is very proud.” 

I glance at Alex. He winks, emitting a silent apology.

Dr Leventis smiles politely as he snaps closed his medi-kit, puts on his black pin-striped suit jacket and winks at Tessa, who is kneeling on the bottom of the bed, by my feet, balancing her chin on the foot rail, and staring at the doctor’s every move with curious interest. 

“I gave your daughter’s wound a clean too. Looks like it will heal up very nicely. And quite fast too. It’s not a very large cut at all.”

“Thanks. That’s very kind of you,” I reply, with a crooked smile, wondering if Alex was put on the spot to explain how it happened.

“Take it easy. I’ve instructed your husband to take good care of you. I’ll call ASAP with the results of the blood test.”

Alex walks Dr Leventis to the door. I can hear them converse. “Thank you so much for coming on such short notice. Come visit us for dinner tomorrow night; I’d like to show some appreciation.” Dinner? What? He can’t be serious.

“Oh, I’m much obliged, but your wife should really spend tomorrow in bed. Tell her to get some rest.” Spend tomorrow in bed? But I have to finish my work off for Monday!

“Tell her not to take any notice of her husband and child complaining about not having anything cooked for dinner.” They both laugh. I imagine the doctor winking in jest and patting Alex on the back.

I look at Tessa, staring at the wall again, chin still hooked over the rail. Absent as if dreaming of rainbows. If only she were.

“Blossom, come here.” I pat the bed beside me. “You’re going to choke yourself if you keep doing that.” In silence, Tessa obeys, and cuddles into my side. I stroke her hair, without a word, knowing very well it’s not words she needs for comfort. Like mother, like daughter. This family is cursed. I feel a little nauseated. There can’t be anything wrong with me can there? Not now. Definitely not now, please.

Alex returns, sits by my side, and strokes my head the way I do Tessa’s.

“So you’re proud?” I ask, maintaining my gaze toward the foot of the bed.

Alex searches for my knee below the covers and gives it a little squeeze and pat. He sighs heavily, stands, and stretches his arms towards the ceiling. His tracksuit pants are halfway down his bum. I focus on the inch of crack that’s visible and have an urge to stick my finger in it. No. Stop it.

“I’ll go and make you some breakfa—er brunch,” Alex says, and kisses the top of my head. Twice.

***

For the remainder of the day, I’m pampered with odd forehead kisses from Alex and uncharacteristic cuddles from Tessa. The kind of cuddles that seem like a plea for permanency; as if letting go will mean never coming back. I recognize it because I used to be like that—during my mother’s fits of “normal”.

By the evening, I’m feeling fine, and wonder whether my body was subconsciously reacting to stress. Well … praying my body was just reacting to stress. Because I can’t stop thinking about my mother. She was my age when … it all started. Panic attacks. Then more and more, and more often; then medication, addiction, rage, depression, withdrawal, bipolar disorder diagnosis; gigs, festivals, more gigs, stress, tours, unhealthy lifestyle, alcohol on top of it all … then what? Habit. She was left with the bad habit of negative behaviour and ten records to show for it—each song a melodic cry for help to escape a life she was supposed to love; a dream she spent years aiming to reach.

If she had taken it easy in the very beginning would her bridge have remained woven, or would it still have frayed? Is today the day my bridge is beginning to fray? Should I choose to stop crossing it, burn the thread, seal the hole? Save myself, my family, before it gets out of control like it did with her? Before I realize it’s not the life I really want, when the fact of the matter is, all I want is to be appreciated, loved, exist on this earth for a reason? Isn’t Tessa a big enough reason to want to exist? Yes. Yes, she is. But … Alex isn’t.

How do you keep a chemical imbalance like that under control and still do all the things you passionately crave in life? Is it even possible? I don’t want to put my daughter through what my mother put me through because she was too stubborn to take a step back and see the bigger picture.

A couple of hours after I’ve put Tessa to bed, and pampered myself with a bubble bath, candle light, and Enigma, I poke my head through Tessa’s bedroom door. She’s still awake, examining a row of deformed Barbie dolls spread out in a line in front of her. 

“Hey, honey, what are you still doing awake?” I ask, wading through some stuffed toys on the floor and picking up odd dress-up items to return them to the basket.

“They were feeling sad because I chopped off all their hair,” Tessa replies in a tone a little more adult than I have heard before.

“Oh, Blossom.” I sit by her side and stroke her hair. “Are they feeling better now?”

“No. They are angry with me. They said that I’m a horrible person.”

I’m stunned and angry and want to punch the living daylights outta these dolls. I envisage snatching them and pulling their heads off.

“Why? Why did they say you’re a horrible person? That’s a terrible thing to say!” I say a little too loudly, engrossed in my own imagination.

“No, Mummy, it’s true. I am a horrible person.” Tessa begins to cry, and crosses her arms in front of her chest.

“You are not! Don’t believe a word they say.”

Tessa falls face-first into my lap, sobbing and heaving a little louder than I think she would naturally.

“Oh, honey, what’s wrong? Why so sad?”

She sits up, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Mummy? Are you going to die again?”

“Of course not! Why do you think I’m going to die? What do you mean again?”

“You died today, and maybe you’ll die again and not wake up!”

“Oh Tessa, I didn’t die today! I was just, sort of … well, sleeping.”

“Sleeping? Oh. Were you having a siesta?”

I laugh, “Well, yes, you could call it that.”

“Why?”

“Because I had a very hard day yesterday and didn’t sleep well last night, and my body just couldn’t keep me awake any longer. It needed a rest that I wasn’t giving it on my own.”

“Oh. But why did Papa look so scared?”

“He did?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, he was probably worried because he didn’t understand that I was just sleeping either. You see, my body didn’t give me the chance to let you know beforehand. It happened by surprise.”

“Oh. But he understands now?” Tessa scratches the corner of her mouth where a tear seems to be tickling her.

“Yes, he does. And so do you, right?”

“Yep.” She wriggles her legs beneath the duvet to get comfortable again.

“But, you still haven’t told me why you think you’re a horrible person.”

“I don’t think I’m a horrible person, Mummy! My Barbies do!”

“Oh. Right. Why do your Barbies think you’re a horrible person then?”

“I told you, Mummy! ’Cause I cut off their hair!”

“Right. Sorry. Silly me. I must still be sleeping,” I say, laughing a little.

She looks at me as if I’ve lost the capacity to comprehend the clear and simple. She’s probably right. There always seems to be a hidden meaning I feel the need to interpret. But maybe there isn’t. Maybe everything is just clear and simple. Maybe I take life too seriously and we are just material for mulch; on earth to merely keep the damn balls spinning.

“Mummy, I think it’s time for you to go to bed,” Tessa says with a stiff nod, attempting to imitate me. “It’s eleven o’clock. At night!”

“Oh, is it? Goodness, we’d both better get some sleep then, hey?” I get up, tuck her in as she clutches onto her Barbie dolls again, and kiss away the remaining tears from her cheeks.

“Sweet dreams, say the jelly beans, it’s time to sleep that means.”

“Nighty-night says the little mite, then switches off the light.” And with that, Tessa turns the light out herself, and says, with pure conviction, from within the darkness as I close the door behind me, “I don’t think we need to sing that anymore, Mummy. Lullaby’s are for babies. And I’m all grown up now.”



twenty-three

Once I get to London, and Tessa and I are settled in, I’ll pull myself together for this tour. Don’t know what I’ll say to Richard—oh … Richard—but I’ll find a way for him to approve my leave. And then, once I’ve had my fun (because I could really do with a little leisure in my life) I’ll work on my marriage; I’ll make sure Tessa receives the upbringing she deserves, and most of all, I’ll stop beating myself up over the choices I’ve made.

I have a beautiful daughter who needs me. She needs me to become the woman I am not. Strong. Stable. Able. I’ll teach her to play guitar, piano, to sing, to appreciate art, whether it be music or some other avenue she has an interest in. I’ll teach her to love herself as much as, if not more than, she loves her passion. I’ll teach her to be confident, to never rely on a man to make her feel whole, to respect herself. I’ll teach her that happiness does not come from others, or things, I’ll teach her that it comes from self-worth; and if it is happiness she seeks, I’ll make sure she knows she’s not going to achieve it by becoming something—she’s going to achieve it by allowing a passion to become her, void of pressure to tell the world why, or the expectation that she should have something to show for it in the end. I’ll teach her that life does have meaning—life means living.

***

At the kitchen table on Friday morning, I sip freshly brewed coffee, Alex-style; reinvented, composed, considerate, and cautious to not ruin the air of calm settling on us all today. Tell me why I want to leave him again? Why is it, as soon as a man does something nice, you wonder whether all the disagreements between you were a result of your irrational temper and lack of patience?

And now I’m craving his attention—a stroke on the cheek, a kiss on the forehead, a smile that says more than words ever will. I want a guarantee he won’t let our relationship die. I want him to tell me the date he’ll arrive in London. I’m positive, that after a few months of separation we’ll be able to wipe the slate clean. Start fresh. In fact, I’m looking forward to it already. Why so happy all of the sudden? Why do I feel like I’m dressed in silk, ready for a ball? Bipolar? Exaggerated highs, exaggerated lows? Shit. Oh, who cares? I feel great!

The atmosphere is so positive in the house today that I’m somewhat hesitant to bring London up. But I have to, and I will. Right now. If there’s anything I’ve learnt over the past few weeks, it’s to never wait for the right moment to speak up. There never is a right moment. Speak up before it’s too late, or spin cycle in self-inflicted shit.

I walk to Alex’s office—stand opposite his desk. With a sigh, I say in the kindest voice possible, “Let me know when you’re ready to talk. Okay?”

He nods, with a melancholy smile, and rubs his hands over his face. A mannerism I’ve long associated with imminent anger. But I realize now, it’s just his way to find a moment behind a closed curtain, to express emotion in private, without being judged. I kick myself for not noticing that before. Perhaps if I had, I wouldn’t have been so afraid. Perhaps I would have found something in common—our way of coping: masking savage woes in the hope problems might disappear on their own.

“Sure,” Alex says, looking me directly in the eyes. “Just finishing something up. Gimme five.”

I nod, sick at my inability to express compassion towards him all this time. 

I head back to the kitchen—stare at my empty mug. Should I clean up? Cook a meal? Bake a cake? No. Alex has already tidied everything up. Now? Now that I’m leaving he decides to support my all-men-and-woman-are-equal rant?

I don’t know what to do with myself. I’ve spent so many years having something to do at all times, that I need something to do. I just want to be bored and enjoy it. I want to sit in front of the TV and relax, but I can’t. Everything inside me is moving, muscles twitching. I pace the house, feeling a psychological magnetic pull toward the pile of press proofs on my desk. But I don’t want to start them. I don’t want to sit still.

I walk into my study—watch the wind toss the proofs off my desk—scatter them all over the floor. I ignore it—go to Alex’s office, smile, he smiles back. I leave Alex’s office, head into the kitchen, still no mess, leave the kitchen, sit on the couch in the living room, turn the TV on and off, get off the couch, stand on the balcony with the dog, throw the ball, leave the balcony, enter the bathroom, splash water on my face, leave the bathroom without even drying it, head down the corridor, see a Tessa fingerprint on the wall, spit on it, wipe it off with the hem of my night shirt. Oops, Alex saw that.

“What was that?”

“What do you mean?”

“What do you mean what do I mean? You spat on the wall.”

“So?”

“So? That’s disgusting.”

“So?” I laugh, and Alex mumbles something in Greek and disappears. I follow him—stare at him again with an odd, half-possessed—half boredom induced pout.

“Don’t you have work to do by Monday?” Alex asks, smirking.

“Yeah.”

“So why don’t you do it?”

“Don’t want to sit still.”

“Don’t do it then.”

“I’m not.”

“Well, can you find something to do other than stare at me? Almost done. Just need a minute.”

“Okay. I can be patient.” I think.

The phone rings. I rush to the cordless in desperation for something to do even though Alex is only an arm’s length away from the fixed line. My hands are sweaty, and I drop the receiver onto the black marble tiles in the entrance hall. It smashes to pieces. Batteries fly to one corner and the earpiece to another. I call out, “I’ll get it! I’m coming! Don’t pick it up!” I rush to his office to answer the phone in there. Sit on Alex’s aristocratic black leather seat opposite his desk, and cross my legs like a young schoolgirl, feet hooked under my bum.

“Hello?” I gush, wiggling from side-to-side.

“Hello? Mrs. Hill-Konstantinou?”

“Yes, speaking.” I freeze.

Alex looks up, squints and twitches his head in question.

“It’s Dr Leventis here.” Am I sick? No. I feel fine. Of course, I’m not sick.

“Oh, hello, Dr Leventis.” My voice waivers. I cough, swallow a prickle of unease.

“I’m just calling to let you know the test result.”

“Am I okay?”

Alex stands with a supportive smile. Crouches in front of me, rests his hands on my knees, when Dr Leventis tells me the result. Relief and shock merge to combine the perfect ingredients of nausea.

“Thank you, Dr. Leventis,” I reply, trying to maintain a little joy in my voice.

The phone beeps when I hang up. My hand drops into my lap with a thud. It’s not bipolar making me happy. It’s the hormones.

“I’m not sick, Alex,” I say, disappointment cutting through my effort to sound pleased. “I’m pregnant.” 
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“You’re going to have to tell your supervisors that you can’t take the job,” Alex says, massaging his brow, voice laced with a concerned mellow air.

“What? Why should I do that? My life doesn’t have to stop just because I’m having a baby.”

“We’re having a baby, Melody. We.” Alex walks out onto the balcony. I follow him. He stares at his feet—smiling.

“What are you smiling about?” I half-whisper, leaning against the white prickly wall. “My life is finally going in the direction I want it to, and what, you’re smiling now because you think you’re going to get your way? Is that it?”

“Melody, you have life inside you,” Alex says, holding his hands in the air, as if gesturing to some godly miracle about to rain down on us. “You should be happy about it.”

“Well, Alex, I’m not. We haven’t been happy about us for a long time. We need this break. If you want any chance of surviving as a couple, we need this break. Maybe I won’t be able to go on tour anymore, but—”

“Maybe? Mel—”

“Let me finish.” I rub my brow, taking a deep breath so as not to raise my voice. No tour. Why? Why me?

“Listening.” Alex licks his lips—clicks his tongue with attitude and folds his arms.

“There’s nothing stopping me from moving to London and continuing this job. I’m not going to sit around here all day cooking meals and washing dishes to the same dead-end tune. It’s enough. I deserve more than this. And if I can’t have music, I think I deserve the opportunity to have a proper career. At least that way, I can give Tessa the upbringing she deserves. And, see, now it’s not only Tessa we have to think about, is it? We need the money. I mean, your events are great, when they work, but your job is like gambling! We can’t rely on that anymore.”

“Mel—”

“Alex, stop.”

He puts his hands in his pockets and huffs like an impatient child.

“I do not want to divorce you. I want a break. That’s all. A break. If you love me like you say you do, you’ll understand how important this is. This can only help us. We. Need. This. Break.”

Alex takes my head in his hands and looks at me as if he’s about to say the most important thing I will ever hear. But he doesn’t say a word. Instead he kisses me on the nose, leaves the balcony, and walks out the front door.

***

Two hours later, after sitting on the couch watching Greek-dubbed American cartoons with Tessa, biting my nails and trying to convince myself that Alex just needed some space, he comes back home with a guitar. The vivacious rattle of the door handle startles me, and I stand up in shock.

“I hope you’ll play it for me once in a while,” Alex says, standing by the open door. “You know. When I come to London.” Alex puts the guitar down, protected in a case made with soft-toned brown and beige material, and gently shuts the door behind him.

I’m speechless. My gaze shifts from Alex to the guitar, to the front door, as if somehow the door is responsible for materializing this scene like a hologram. But a smile creeps up on me like drizzle turning to rain; a silent voice marking victory; a sense he has finally understood and accepted me for who and what I am. I walk to him, slide into his arms, and rest my head on his chest. His heart is beating fast, but the longer I stay wrapped in his embrace, the more it slows down. I balance myself on his feet—and we rock from side to side, to the same rhythm, as if we are silently singing the same tune.

Alex kisses me on the top of my head and says, “Se’agapo, moro mou.”

I look up. Nuzzle the tip of my nose into the dimple in his chin.

“I love you, too, baby,” I reply. “I love you, too.” 

***

It’s eleven thirty at night and my mother just called to tell me they’ve arrived at the hotel. I’m relieved to hear they’ll visit around ten to ten thirty tomorrow morning.

The good thing about visiting on a Saturday morning is she doesn’t expect us to be dressed or geared to go out anywhere. Visiting on a Saturday morning means she’s prepared to laze around all day, enjoying everyone’s company as if the primary resident of this household. Queen Bee-tty. I can deal with Saturday morning visits, because I know we’ll simply chill out on the balcony and eat take-out souvlakia. Pressure low. Spirits high.

Tessa is finally asleep, and Alex has put his work to rest for the night. I pour us each a glass of red wine, take the glasses out onto the balcony, and light a few tea light candles. Is this our goodbye, see you in the next life? Melancholy soars through me like a hot flush. Why do I feel so sad? It’s not an end. It’s a new beginning. And we’re celebrating. Yes. We’re celebrating.

I sit in silence sipping my wine, looking into the brownish sky, imagining the stars I’d see if I were sitting on my parents’ veranda on the island. Somewhere up there is us, a happy us, in some parallel universe, living the way we’re supposed to be. I truly believe that the earth is our practice ground—the place where we are to test things out, to make mistakes, to discover what we believe in, what we are passionate about. Death is when we move on and go up there—to the real world; to start again, to rectify our mistakes and live a happy and fulfilling existence. There is no hell. Earth is hell. This is where we are allowed to sin. Up there, is where we no longer want to.

I can hear Alex fiddling with the old record player. The needle crackles as it lightly touches the vinyl before Elvis Costello’s raw, defeated voice, murmuring synthesized strings, and solo guitar twang surrounds me like membrane. Alex comes out, downs his whole glass of wine and sings along to I Want You, kneeling at my knees …

We listen to the song over and over again. Over. And over. And over. We make love to it. Over. And over. And over. On the couch, on Alex’s desk, on the floor, drowning each other in defeat—in the dark—swimming in song, in lyrics that speak to us like hidden thoughts.

No poetry.

Just us.

***

“Hey, are you coming to bed?” I call out to Alex who is in the bathroom brushing his teeth, a little too loudly, forgetting that Tessa is asleep nearby.

“Yeah, just—getting something,” Alex calls back, dropping volume halfway through his sentence.

Alex tiptoes back into our bedroom holding my new guitar. He hands it to me with a boyish grin on his face.

“Er, what are you doing?” I ask.

“Play for me.”

“Play for you?”

“Yeah, play for me.”

“Now? It’s two o’clock in the morning. I’ll wake Tessa up.”

“No you won’t, I’ll close the door and you’ll play softly.” Alex hands me the guitar, smirking, I assume at my dropped jaw, and gets onto the bed, with a little bounce, the way he used to when we’d just met—when we’d spent twenty-four-hour blocks without getting dressed and made love like wind-up rock gods.

I take the guitar, identical to my last, cross my legs and rest it on my knees.

“Um … what would you like me to play?” I ask, swallowing an excess of saliva.

“I don’t know. You choose.”

“Er, okay. How about a bit of Joni?” Can I remember any Joni?

“Why not?”

“Actually, no, I know …”

I play the song I wrote the other night, when I stole one of Alex’s cigarettes, at a volume so low any true rock artist would say was a crime. A steady and crisp drone of four/four rock chords act as a pillow for my soft, drawn out vocals:




so you want to live the life of a star

and you want to be at peace with mankind

really want to be a mother and father

so you want to know the meaning of life

want to be the ripple and wave

really want to know yourself completely

so you want to start your own revolution

and you want to teach your daughter it all

and you really want to fight this depression

do you really want to hold emotions to ransom

do you want to be cruel to be kind

do you really want to lose precious intentions

so you really want everyone to hear you

and you want everyone to see

but do you really want to be this famous?




“Melody?” Alex asks, tears lingering in the corners of his eyes, when I finish playing.

“Hmm?”

“Do you think we are going to be okay?”

I put the guitar down and gesture for him to lie in my lap.

“Yes,” I nod. “We’ll get there. In time.” I stroke his forehead and tears trickle onto my knee. Warm. Calm. And hopeful. A baptism of new life.



twenty-five

Our buzzer rings and Tessa jumps up and down squealing with erratic glee. My parents are here. I wonder if Mum will be happy to see me, or too distracted by one of Dad’s mishaps to give me a long and meaningful hug—the daughter-turned-friend kind she always fantasized about and tried to discuss with me, odd smile breaching common aloofness, before I’d take off for school.

Her voice would muffle behind the crunch of cornflakes—the swish of milk between my teeth. When I’d swallow, she’d be looking at me—head tilted—that smile on the brink of dwindling—corner of her mouth twitching in anticipation. Oh, how I wish I wasn’t such a cold-hearted teen and listened in those moments when her voice was gentle and warm; when she needed to love me; when she needed me to love her despite the shit she put me through. Why didn’t I see it then? Why didn’t I stop chewing when I saw that smile? I wonder now if I had hugged her, given her what she seemed to be inadvertently asking for, whether we’d consider each other friends today. Perhaps if I’d hugged her—said, I understand—she wouldn’t be so bitter and cold. But I understand now. Is it too late?

I open the door. Dad looks up from picking something off the hem of his blue and white plaid shirt, while Mum hisses some obscenity, I think, at him for not being careful about his appearance. Once they realize the door is open, Mum’s face changes shape as fast as a portrait shot along a reel of negatives, to a beam of genuine pleasure. Dad stops picking and relaxes his shoulders—he often gets a break from Mum’s nitpicking in the company of others—and shakes Alex’s hand, doing the whole male Greek meet and greet—heavy pats on the back to masculinise the pecks on each cheek.

I fall into my mother’s arms and breathe in her freshly hennaed hair—a pleasing scent of wet autumn leaves and mud. For a long time I denied that I ever did her wrong. I convinced myself that being a child I didn’t know any better. But I do now. And now that I’ve had a taste of what she often went through, I feel a thumping need to let her know I’m sorry.

Mum doesn’t try to pull away after the obligatory three seconds like I think she might. She instead pulls me in closer and tighter, scrunching my hair in her grasp behind my neck. She is gentle the way she used to be when I was too young to care.

She whispers, “It doesn’t matter anymore.”

I release her embrace and stammer a couple of unarticulated gurgles of surprise.

“Alex called. He told me. And anyway, no-one is to blame for anything. Stop feeling guilty. The past is the past!” She flings her arms in the air and reaches for Alex to give him a kiss hello. Alex winks at me over her shoulder, when Tessa pulls on Dad’s jeans. Dad picks her up.

“G’day, Blossom. Oh, my have you grown since the last time I saw you! You’re heavy!”

“Yeah, I’m all grown up now.” She wriggles out of his arms, leans against the wall, puts her hand on top of her head to mark the spot, “See? Look how tall I am.” 

“Oh. Before I forget,” Mum says, pulling me aside to talk over Dad and Tessa, “I’ve got something for you.” She dips into her handbag and pulls out a framed, enlarged black-and-white photo of the five of us having dinner together on the island from last year. We all look so happy. We were happy. “Cool, huh? Anyway, I thought you might like to hang it on a wall somewhere.” She looks around, already trying to pinpoint the perfect position, eyes shifting over the walls as if seeking out a mosquito.

“Thanks, Mum, it’s really nice.” I hold out my hand to take it.

“Where would you like me to put it?”

“Um, just leave it on the kitchen table for now. I’ll find a home for it later.”

“Oh, Mel? The hotel is really nice, by the way. Great choice, really great choice.”

“I thought you’d like it there. Wholesome, I thought.”

“You’re right. They’re kind.” Mum nods with over-eager enthusiasm.

After making some coffee, we all drift into the lounge room. Alex and Dad sit on one side of the corner couch. Properly—legs crossed in the same direction. And do they realize they’re holding their coffee cups in the same manner? With erect pinky fingers? Since when does Alex ever do that?

“So, you know how I was telling you about that crazy client the other day, right?” Mum asks, brushing non-existent crumbs off her slick, black satin pants. She’s about to continue when she catches Dad looking at me questioningly.

“Mummy’s going to get me a little brother or sister, Betty,” Tessa blurts out, stretching her leg and pointing her toes to tap my mother’s knee for attention. Alex laughs, briefly rubs has hands over his face and shakes his head. Dad’s eyebrows raise and his nostrils flair as he grins. He opens his mouth to speak, but Mum jumps in first, “Of course she will, sweetheart,” and takes a breath in preparation to continue, but pauses before exhaling. Her eyes widen like an owl. “Sister? Brother? What?” Mum squeaks, the bridge of her nose wrinkling like a pinch of skin.

“I’m pregnant,” I say, stroking Tessa’s arm in a semi-conscious trance. Mum’s eyes shift from my face to Alex’s, to Tessa’s, and back to my face again. Dad leans forward, balances his elbow on his knee, rests his chin in his palm and hides his huge smile with his thick folded fingers.

“You’re kidding?” Mum cries. “Congratulations! This is cause for a celebration! Got any bright ideas, James?” She winks at him—infested with jovial cynicism. Oh, don’t. Please not now.

“Let’s go to the beach,” Tessa squeals, jumping off the couch into a superman position.

I rub Tessa’s back as if to console her zeal. “Blossom, I don’t think Grandma would really enjoy that. She doesn’t like the beach.”

“Then why does she live on an island?” Tessa screws her nose up in thought.

“Good point,” Mum says. “How about you show me how to enjoy it then, Tess?” 

“What, you’d really like to go?” I ask, astounded at her change of tune.

“Sure. Why not. I’ve got to stop being such a stick in the mud. Don’t I Tess?” Mum pinches Tessa’s belly. Tessa whinnies like a horse and playfully flicks Mum’s hand away.

“I think it sounds fun. How about it, Mel?” Alex is agreeing with Mum? I hum in thought, not feeling quite up to the forty-minute drive. Of course, Tessa starts yelling and screaming with fruition, and before I can utter my opinion she runs into her bedroom and out again with her bathing suit, floaties, and goggles on, strutting her stuff in the living room like a model.

“I love the beach. Don’t you love the beach, Mummy?” Tessa asks as she jumps onto the couch, treating it like a trampoline. I tsk tsk and gesture for her to stop and sit still, incoherently mumbling the request to avoid sounding too strict or grumpy.

“Look. I’m not feeling too hot, as you can imagine. I’m actually quite tired,” I lie. “And I keep neglecting to finish off some work I’m supposed to have done by Monday. So, why don’t you guys go without me? Tessa will love it, and it’ll be a good opportunity for me to focus, and finish my work. Is that okay? Do you mind?”

Tessa protrudes her bottom lip in a forced whimper, and runs on the spot. Her bare feet pattering like she’s running on dough.

Mum, Alex, and Dad shrug in hesitant agreement forming a trio of conquered sighs and grumbles.

“Why don’t you take the car, Alex? It’ll be a pretty tight squeeze with five anyway and it’s better than the bus.”

“You sure?” Mum asks, tilting her head with concern. I haven’t told my parents about the move to London yet. Guilt pricks like an irate toothpick.

“Yeah. It’s no problem. You all go and have fun. Tessa needs it anyway,” I say, rubbing the back of my neck.

Everyone scurries around in preparation. I stand in the entrance hall, hoping to be of some help, but no-one needs me. I watch everyone scatter—leaving luminous trails of colour behind them—it floats around me like a sprinkler-induced rainbow as my vision goes a little hazy from fatigue. I can hear Alex emptying out the sheet cupboard, most likely looking for the beach towels we stuffed in the back, and our old bathing suits to lend my parents.

“Sorry, it’s all I got,” Alex says, as he hands my dad a pair of Speedos.

Dad shrugs with a curt wince and a brusque laugh. “Ta. No worries.”

Within minutes everyone is standing in the doorway, holding so many bags I can hardly see their faces peering above them. Bags filled to the brim with snorkels, flippers, goggles, floaties, towels, beach mats, inflatable mattresses, picnic lunches, beach balls, cameras—Where did Alex find all this stuff?

“Right. We’re off.” Alex kisses me on the cheek.

“I wuv you, Mummy,” Tessa says, in baby squeak as she hugs me around the legs.

“Okay. Have fun.” I kneel down to give Tessa a kiss and she gives me a two-eyed wink, and then shoots out the front door, which Alex is holding open.

Mum and Dad kiss me goodbye in turn as we wait for Alex to load the elevator with the gear.

When I close the door behind them, I can hear Tessa giggling as she runs down the stairs, despite Alex inviting her into the elevator. She’s always hated the elevator. She thinks it’s boring.

I look around at the quiet empty house and smile with relief.

Peace. Finally. 

***

The house implodes into a lull—a silent angst drunk with anticipation for the week ahead and a secretive intoxicating thrill. I dawdle down the corridor toward Tessa’s bedroom to put her washing away, cracked plastic red bucket digging into my hip. My bare feet sink into the rough squishy carpet. I lie down on Tessa’s bed—sinking like I do when drunk and passing out on the couch. Although this pregnancy has set me back music wise, life is finally feeling like my own. “My life,” I say to myself in Tessa’s Barbie handheld mirror. “I’ll do it. It’s just going to take a little longer than we expected. Right?” I touch my stomach. “Everything happens for a reason. The best thing Mum ever taught me.”

About three hours later, I’ve completed two thirds of the work I’m supposed to have done. Made and consumed three strawberry and honey smoothies, let the dog drink from my glass (something I never do), and written lyrics for two songs.

I should ring Charlie to say I can’t go. No. Don’t do that. What if I have a miscarria— Sheesh! What are you THINKING? Slap, slap, Melody. Slap, slap.

I turn on the radio—dial through all the cheesy Greek pop that modern Greek teens go Beatles Frenzy over, in search for Rock FM. When I find it, I raise the volume so high it makes the furniture rattle. I don’t immediately recognize the band, but before I’ve had the chance to listen more carefully, I notice my mobile flashing, and turn the radio off.

I answer my phone and it’s the guy from the air-conditioning repair centre—calling three weeks after us initiating a need for their services. I call Alex as soon as I hang up.

“Parakalo?”

“Hey, it’s me.”

“What’s up? You all right?”

“Yep. Having fun at the beach?”

“The sea’s a bit cold for me, but Tessa’s loving it.”

“Well, you’re all going to have to come home as soon as you can.”

“Why? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong, it’s just that the guy we called to fix the air-con is on his way, and the only key to the back balcony where the outdoor unit is secured is on your set.”

“You’re kidding? Can’t you get him to come on Monday?”

“I already tried that. But he said he’s making a special trip for us today because he’s booked out for the next month.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“He said it’s going to get really hot over the next few weeks.”

“Where do these fucking handy people think they get off? Could have done with a bit more notice.”

“I’m sorry. I tried.”

“Fine. We’ll be home as soon as possible. You sure you’re okay?”

“Yeah.” 

“Okay. We’re on our way. See you soon.”

***

Two and a half hours later, I finish my work. They’re still not home. The doorbell rings. It’s the air-con guy—sweaty bald head shining under the muddy yellow hall light.

“I’m really sorry to have dragged you out here on a Saturday for no reason. But I’m afraid my husband still hasn’t returned, and he has the key to the balcony.”

The man grunts and re-enters the elevator—his thick white suit scratching between his legs as he moves. I close the door. The realization that Alex should be home by now flicks my consciousness like a Venus Flytrap. On the verge of panic, I pick up the phone and dial Alex’s cell.

“The subscriber you have called is not available, and will be notified of your call via SMS.”

My heart booms. Try not to panic. You’re overreacting. Just try again in a couple of minutes; maybe there’s no signal where he is. Okay, breathe. Try Mum’s phone.

“The subscriber you have called is not available, and will be notified of your call via SMS.”

Fuck. What were you thinking? If Alex’s phone is out of range then why would Mum’s be in range? Sit down. Stop being silly. Where’s Doggy?

“Doggy? Ella tho … You wanna biscuit? Here you go. Good girl …” Has it been a couple of minutes yet? Okay, try again.

“The subscriber you have called is not available, and will be notified of y—”

Dial again …

“The subscriber you have called is not a—”

Again, Goddamn it …

“The subscrib—”

Christ. Okay. Let’s calm down. I sit cross-legged on the floor.

Maybe Tessa was having such a good time at the beach they didn’t want to spoil her fun. Maybe they’re on their way home right now, and I’ve happened to call while they’re driving through the mountainous area, and that’s why there’s no signal. He could have called to let me know. Am I overreacting? I think I’m overreacting. No, maybe I’m not overreacting; because Mum would have been the first to tell Alex to call me so I don’t get worried. So if they’d decided to stay on at the beach she would have told him to call me back … Or maybe Alex didn’t say anything to my parents. Maybe they have no idea I called. Yes. That’s probably what happened. Alex wouldn’t think to call me if he was running late. He doesn’t think like that. He doesn’t know I worry. I’ve never told him I worry. I’ve never been worried before because I’ve always had too many other things on my mind. Okay. Melody. Stop it. Make yourself another smoothie and go back to the balcony. Play with the dog.

***

It’s now three and a half hours since I called Alex. I try again.

“The subscriber you have called is not available, and will be notified of your call via SMS.”

This is too much. This is too much … Dad’s phone! I never tried Dad’s phone!

“6977 261 451 … It’s ringing! Oh, thank God!”

“Melody?”

“Dad! What’s going on? Where are you? … Hello? … Hellooo?”

I’ve been cut off. Great. Where the fuck are they? Now I’m beyond worried—now I’m just pissed off. They could have at least let me know what the hell they’re up to. 

***

It’s now four and a half hours since I called Alex. Twilight hangs like paper over a lampshade. I’m bloated and full and lethargic. Doggy is sitting in my lap, licking my face now and again. She jumps off my lap, runs inside towards the door, and barks at the handle. Finally, they’re home. I walk to the door, surprised at the lack of noise behind it.

“Well, you really wanted the air conditioner fixed, didn’t you?” I ask, looking down to nudge the dog away from the door as I open it. I’m about to lean forward to give Alex a kiss when I realize it’s not Alex at all. It’s a police officer raising his finger toward the doorbell.

“Ma’am? Are you Mrs. Melody Hill-Konstantinou?”

My head pounds as if lodging a flail. I swallow hot tears—tears that have been boiling on full for hours. They singe my throat on the way down and blister my mouth on the way up.

I vomit at the officer’s feet.



part four



Please Take Me Back

Patience

silences snow on a grey woollen sweater,

and then drowns you.

Doubt

paints a black and white silent film

on your forehead. 




Chorus:

Please don’t tell me my baby’s gone.

Please take me back to Saturday morn.

Please don’t tell me my baby’s gone.

Please take me back to Saturday morn. 




Hope

chews toffee apples

and then breaks your teeth.

Desire

sprinkles sea salt in your wounds

in the desert. 




Chorus 




Oh why does reason

hide desire, hope, and doubt

in a patient box,

all for

fate to leave the box near the fire?




Chorus


 

Listen to this song by clicking here.



twenty-six

The police officer escorts me to his car. A fist reaches inside my stomach and whisks my entrails like cake mix. This is nothing like heartbreak, nothing like betrayal, nothing like the lies I despised more than infidelity. My whole world has no more life to give. Plants have stopped growing and babies have stopped being born. And I don’t even know what has happened yet.

The police officer drives me to the hospital. In a trance, I watch life—the living—rapidly pass by the window—night lights reflecting in the side-view mirror—epileptic reverie. I don’t know if I should cry. Maybe they will be alive when I get there. All the officer said was that there’d been an accident. Alex’s car toppled over a cliff trying to swerve out of the way of an oncoming truck speeding around a bend. The truck didn’t even crash. I try to twist down the window, but I’m clutching the handle so hard I break it off. I stare at it—shaking. It’s a sign, I think. They’re broken.

Dad is sitting in the waiting room—waiting for me. I’m sure he shouldn’t be there. He should be in his room, but a nurse seems to be supervising from behind the reception desk. I hug him tightly. So tightly he has to pull away. He has one arm in a sling and a big gash is weeping just above his left eyebrow. His arms and legs are already starting to bruise—pale lilac patches of pain. He dry retches when he opens his mouth to speak.

“Where are they? I have to see them,” I say, fiddling with something in my handbag to distract myself from the abundance of possibilities swimming through my mind.

“Sweetheart, sit down … er … for a minute.”

“No. Look, I’m sorry, I’m so relieved you are okay, Dad, but I really have to see them.”

“I know you do, but plea—” Dad coughs and clutches at his side, grimacing until the brunt of the pain subsides. “Please,” he heaves amidst tears streaming down his cheeks. “Please just … just sit down. You have to know—” He loses balance, and I drop my handbag to break his fall. He moans as a nurse runs out to aid us. She lowers him into a seat.

“Sir, we really ought to get you back to your room.”

The nurse smiles a smile of low self-esteem—fighting to be classed as a smile, but insecure about whether it belongs here.

Dad has dry blood smeared from his cheek bone to his ear and down his neck.

“Shouldn’t someone have cleaned him up?” I ask, directing my chin toward Dad’s face.

The nurse nods and apologizes—claims Dad forced the doctors off him because he wanted to be in the waiting room when I arrived. I sit next to him and gently cup his cheeks in my hands. His tears trickle pink between my thumb and forefinger as I wipe them away.

“Dad. Listen to me.” 

Dad stares blankly into my eyes—his windows foggy with woe.

“What room are they in? I need to see them.”

“Sweetheart—” Dad moves my hands away with his uninjured arm. He turns his head in the opposite direction where people are leisurely rolling in. “Alex … Betty.” He shakes his head. “They didn’t …” he breathes in sobs, hunches over, nursing his abdomen.

I take a deep breath in anticipation, but I can’t exhale—it’s stuck in limbo. I refuse to believe the connotations of what he neglected to voice.

“Tessa? What about Tessa?” My heart beats like a twig suck in bicycle spokes.

“She’s alive, but she’s … in a coma, Melody.”

Alive. He said “alive”.

“Tell me where she is. I have to be there when she wakes up,” I say, getting out of my seat so fast my handbag goes flying across the floor.

I didn’t hear him. I didn’t hear anything. He didn’t say anything. No. Nothing. Alex and Mum are waiting for us—waiting for Dad and me to bring Tessa home. We were only all standing in the same room together this morning. It’s impossible for them not to come back from the beach. Dad came back from the beach, Tessa came back from the beach, but it was such a tiring trip that she fell asleep in the backseat. Yes. She fell asleep. Now all I have to do is wait for her to wake up. When she wakes up, Dad and I will take her home to where Alex and Mum are waiting. Yes. They’re waiting. They’re waiting at home. And we’ll all eat souvlakia on the balcony like we planned. Everything will be fine, you’ll see. Everything will go back to the way it was. You’ll see. You’ll see, Mel. Everything will go back to the way it was.

***

I’ve been sitting at Tessa’s bedside for two days listening to machines talk her through chokes and vacuumed air.

“I love you, Blossom,” I whisper for the hundredth time, stroking her silky smooth cheek, and tracing her cracked lips with every single finger at least once over. “I’m sorry I didn’t come to the beach with you. I should be the one in this bed, not you. I’m the one who has been a bad girl. I’m the one who should be punished. Not you. Not you, Blossom. … I’ll never let anything bad happen to you again. I love you, Blossom. … Blossom? I’ve been such a bad mother. I’m sorry. … From now on, you come first. I promise. I promise, Tessa. Please forgive me, please … wake up.”

I sing Joni Mitchell’s “River.” Her eyes flutter. I will them to open, but I guess I’ve been forbidden to grant miracles after receiving a decent share of my own. A great job and a tour. What was I complaining about? Was it a test? Was I supposed to turn them down, to discover that family was so much more important before it was too late? Did I miss the train? I missed my train. You stupid, stupid woman!

I don’t want to leave her side until she wakes up. I have to be the first person she sees when she does. I’ve been waiting hours to go to the toilet just in case Tessa wakes up and I’m not here. I even pissed into a basin yesterday to avoid it—twice. Dad walks in, just released from hospital care, and sits beside me. His face hollow, body frail, legs like chopsticks.

“I was driving,” he says, without even saying hello. “I killed your husband. I killed your mother. I put Tessa in this horrible state.” Dad sobs, face embedded into his palms.

“No, no, no, don’t say that. Don’t say that, Dad. They’re fine,” I nod, licking my dry lips. “They’ll be at home when we get there. Don’t worry, you haven’t killed anyone,” I smile out of need. “They’ll be home when we get there. Everything will go back to the way it was. You’ll see.”

“Listen to me. Alex is dead. Betty is dead. Pretending isn’t going to bring them back! It’s my fault. It’s all my fault! I’m too old to drive. I shouldn’t have. And I’m sorry, Melody. Please … please forgive me.”

He kneels down on the floor as if preparing to pray; his wrinkled brow beseeching me to love him. I do love you. I bend over and rest my forehead against his. Stunting this pain with imaginary reassurance thumps my temples like a migraine. I can’t hold it in anymore. It hurts as it sweats from my glands—fills my mouth with rancid saliva—pain’s placenta. It summons energy from my body—to thrive, to inject my soul with grief, with mourning, so it has strength to infect its next victim when I let it out. I open my mouth to scream, but I can’t manage more than a silent wail as I drop to where Dad is kneeling at my feet. We hold our gaze until I see emptiness mirrored in his face. It is at that moment, that emptiness claims my soul—when pain runs rampant through a violent moan.

***

I’m gaunt and weak and Dad tells me to go home. I’ve forgotten about Doggy, but I refuse to leave until Tessa wakes up. He reminds me it could be days, weeks, months. I beg him to go and feed Doggy for me, but then realize he’s still in a lot of physical pain and it’s probably not a good idea for him to leave without assistance. We sit for a few more hours, hoping, imploring for Tessa to open her eyes and … she does.

“Tessa? Tessa! Blossom?” I touch her arm—give it a little shake. “Can you see me? Hear me? It’s me, Mummy. It’s Mummy, Blossom.”

She stares. Blank. Lost.

“Tessa. Blink if you can hear me. Tessa?”

Tessa’s lazy green eyes stare like embedded marbles—glazed—as if she’s wearing foggy contact lenses. Desolate. Perhaps left behind.

I stand in my kitchen doorway—kick off my shoes. My feet face forward, knees locked, arms by my side. My fingers feel nail-less—yanked from their natural habitat. A wave of rheumatism washes through my body and a heavy pounding numbs my right eyebrow. I stare at the reflection of the coarse ceiling through the photo frame lying on the table. I pick it up—hands shaking. I watch a tear fall as if not my own, precisely upon Alex’s face. Weightlessness creeps from my shoulders to my fingertips and the frame crashes to the ground. The sound depleted. Glass shatters everywhere. It wasn’t long ago my mum put it there. “The hotel was great,” she said. “Great choice, really great choice.”

If Tessa were here she’d help me clean it up. I step on the glass—invincible shavings of ice scorched on the fire—cut my naked foot. I take a banana from the fruit bowl. It’s brown and mushy, but I peel it anyway. I eat the banana standing, staring at some blood trickling from beneath my little toe—the toe I’ve always hated; the toe that makes varnish look like dirt under the nail. The silence in this household hurts my head. I flatten the banana to the roof of my mouth with my tongue—the sound of gumboots in mud. I clear some space on the floor with my healthy foot and sit with my legs crossed. I move my right knee up and down—up and down—I can’t stop it. It’s like a twitch—I can’t stop it. It swings so high that it flaps against my breast and my hip cracks. It hurts. I stop. I can’t remember why I came home. The fridge starts to hum. I don’t like it. It hums life. I pull the plug. I lean against the leg of the table—road vibrations on my skull. Can’t understand how they travel eight storeys high.

***

The shutters are open in every room. Curtains blow about. Doors slam. Bills fly off the bulletin board. I haven’t washed since the knock on my front door. I smell. Of salt and bad breath. My eyes are red, my nose split, and my mouth sticks together every time I close it. Time shrouds my head like a scarf. Still and protective until the convertible picks up some speed and blows it away.

I hear whimpering. I limp to the balcony spreading blood across the lounge room floor. I find Doggy curled up in the corner—her nose crusty, her eyes half closed. I bring her food and water. I sit by her side surrounded by urine and feces—ambivalent about the stench. There’s a knock at my front door. I wonder if I should open it or just play dead.

Someone puts a key in the lock. Alex! I get up and run to the door. It opens before I get there.

It’s Dad and Serena.

“Alex? Is Alex with you? Where’s Alex?” I look out into the corridor and inside the elevator to see if he’s hiding. But he isn’t.

“He’s sitting with Tessa in the hospital, isn’t he?” I ask. Dad and Serena look at me— pity prettying their eyes. “Alex is a good father. He’ll take good care of Tessa … Serena, would you like a coffee? Dad? Coffee?” 

“No,” they say in unison.

“So, Serena, when did you get here? What a surprise.”

Serena looks down, her eyes focusing on the blood on the floor and my injured little toe. “Melody, I came as soon as I heard.”

It’s that voice. The voice I hate. The social worker’s calm, soothing, phony escape from reality.

“Oh, don’t worry. Tessa will be fine. She’s opened her eyes now. Soon she’ll be back to normal. Everything will be fine. Everything will go back to the way it was, you’ll see,” I say in confidence as I limp my way to the couch. 

Dad shakes his head and leaves the room. My bedroom door opens and closes. Serena and I sit and listen. It sounds like he’s closing the window and the shutters too. He must be sitting on my bed. In darkness. Serena wipes up smudges of blood from the floor, cleans my toe, and wraps a Band-Aid around it.

“There you go. We never liked those toes anyway, right?”

I nod. Serena looks up to me from her crouched position at my feet, rubs my knees, and smiles in sorrow. It seems as if she’s trying to hold back tears.

“Do you want me to make you something to eat?” she asks, taking a deep breath and holding it with puffed cheeks.

“No, I think I’ll wait till they get home, so we can eat all together.” 

“Melody. Stop it. Stop pretending for one minute and look at me. Look at me now. They’re not coming home. Alex is gone. Your mum is gone. Tessa is in the hospital, and she just woke up from a coma. For God’s sake! She hasn’t even spoken yet! Nothing is fine! Stop pretending. I know you think I’m being cruel, but you have to see the truth. I’m the only one who’s not going to play along with this silly game. You have to trust me. Let go. Let it out. Scream in my ear for all I care. Deafen me. The sooner you accept what has happened, the sooner you can get on with your life. … Goddamn it, stop fucking looking out of the fucking window and look me in the eye. Melody!”

I look at her. Cheeks hot with disbelief. But I don’t see Serena’s face. I see Alex’s. Tears stream down my cheeks. I fall into her arms and nestle my head into her chest. I scream into her shirt, “Alex, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I should have come with you. I’m so sorry. Take me with you. Take me and Tessa with you. I’m sorry, Alex. I’m so sorry.”

Serena rocks me backward and forward in her arms. “Melody, it’s okay. Just let it out. Let it all out.”

“Oh for fuck’s sake!” I scream, snapping out of my imaginary world, furious at Serena’s social-worker tone. I stand and kick the couch.

Click.

Reality succeeds to gnaw through my brain. “I need to fucking strangle something!” I roar, feeling myself go red in the face. My throat constricts—I’m swallowing knives. I hold my hands out to reach of something solid to twist, to throw, to grip, squeeze to death. I go to the window—rip the curtains down and cradle the mass of fabric in my arms as if a human being.

“What the fuck have I done in this life to deserve this?” I heave, letting myself drop to the floor. “And Tessa! Her father is gone! Her grandmother gone! How do I explain that to her? How is she going to understand? Serena? Can you fucking tell me what I have done to deserve this? This is fucking insane! Is this for fucking real? Serena. Help me. Help me,” I plead, banging my fists on my chest so hard I feel like I’m bulldozing myself to the ground.

“I don’t know,” I whisper, dropping my arms to my sides, “just … just hit me over the head with a frying pan or something. I can’t take this. I want out of this body. I want out.”

Serena doesn’t move. She just stares with her bottom lip trembling.

“What? What are you staring at? You’re here to help, aren’t you?” I roar, levering myself up from the windowsill. Serena nods, holding her hands over her mouth. She cries. I feel nothing for her. 

“So help me!” I scream even louder, but she doesn’t move. I run into the kitchen and grab a steak knife out of the drawer. I need to feel physical pain. I need to take the focus away from this twisted situation. But before I manage to touch it to my palm, Serena is behind me, sticking a fork into her bicep, and instead of feeling the need to cure my pain, I’m mesmerized by the amount of blood that is gushing out like a squirt gun.

“What are you doing?” I ask, frantically wiping away my tears.

“Well, it distracted you, didn’t it?” Serena replies, opening a drawer and pulling out the first-aid kit.

“You’re nuts.”

“Yes. I am.” Serena smiles and nods. Simple as that. Mission accomplished. “I’ll help you through this,” she says, not at all phased by her injury. “I’m here for you as long and for as many days as you need.”
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Day One:

I get back from the hospital—sat with Tessa for eight hours—all I’ve eaten is a packet of dry water crackers. She still isn’t speaking or moving her legs. They keep saying to give her time. What time? Next thing I know, we’ll all be dead and it’ll all be pointless. Fuck walking. I’ll carry her. For the rest of my life, I’ll do whatever she needs. I don’t even care if I ever touch a guitar again. In fact, I don’t want to. Screw music. Music makes me feel, and I don’t want to feel. I want to be numb.

I stand in the hall. Stare at the floor—imagine carpet fibers expanding like thick slugs—a devil’s accomplice—around my feet and legs like vines—they pull me into the ground where I belong. I need to piss.

“I’m making you a sandwich with feta and tomato. Is that okay?” Serena calls out as I head toward the bathroom.

“Fuck the feta and tomato,” I mumble as I pull my pants down and sit on the cold flimsy toilet seat that sounds like two plastic plates knocking against each other in a sand pit.

“What? I didn’t hear you.”

I sit on the toilet, legs spread, surely exposing my naked unshaven crotch to Serena who is looking at me from the other end of the hall with impatience. Well, no, not impatience, I’ve never met a more patient person in my life, it’s more like patience with a stern attitude. I begin to piss and slam the bathroom door closed with my feet. 

I hang my head in my hands, elbows digging into my knees. My labia warms—burns slightly, as the last trickles of urine seep into my pubic hair.

I turn to face the mirror without wiping myself, without getting up. My face is pale, eyes bloodshot and murky green, as if they have been marinated in sewage. 

I stare at myself. For too long.

The muscles in my thighs twitch—naked legs goose pimply—hairs standing on end like antennae. My vagina stinks. It’s damp with discharge embedded into three-day old underwear. I need to wash.

Serena knocks on the bathroom door.

“What are you doing in there?”

“Huh?”

“You’ve been in there for almost an hour. Have you got diarrhoea or something? I wouldn’t be surprised; you’ve hardly eaten anything substantial.”

“Um. Yeah. Diarrhoea.”

“You need anything?”

“No.”

“Well, I’m waiting on the balcony with your sandwich. I sautéed some mushrooms for you too. And cut up some lettuce. It’s all you had. I’ll go shopping tomorrow.”

I nod. Undress. Jump in the bath. I can hear Serena hovering by the door. I turn on the tap. Hot. Very hot. The bathroom steams up instantly.

“Okay. Have a bath and then come and eat. You need to eat.”

I nod again, digging my teeth into my knuckle so hard I make it bleed.

Day Two:

Pasta. Twist fork. Lift to mouth. Insert into mouth. Chew. Pause. Stare at Alex’s record collection. Tears. Breathe in heave. Breathe in pasta. Gets sucked into wrong hole. Cough and splutter like child. Spit out pasta. Serena cleans it up.

Day Three:

Serena walks me to the couch and turns on MTV. They’re showing REM live in the centre square. I feel like I’m going to throw up. It’s Alex’s production. And it’s going ahead without him. I frantically search for the remote, hot tears stunting my breath. No, no, no, no!

“Remote! Where’s the fucking remote?” I cry, banging my fists on the coffee table like a misbehaving child. She turns around to leave. Ignoring me. The remote is sticking out of her back pocket.

“Give me the fucking remote!” I scream at the top of my lungs.

Dad races in.

“What’s going on?” he asks, sleepy, weary, red around his eyes—he’s been crying, alone, in Tessa’s bedroom all day. “Serena? What are you doing?”

“She’s got to face the truth. No better way than to look it straight in the face.”

“It’s too soon.” He shakes his head. “It’s too soon,” he says again and leaves the room.

Serena glares at me with her arms crossed like a teacher disappointed in a student for not doing their homework.

I take a deep breath. Trying not to scream. But as soon as I will the anger to subside it’s replaced with a grief so heavy I can’t even hold myself upright. I can’t decide whom to cry over—Alex, or my mother. Oh, Mum. Just when I started to understand … Was my understanding the only other thing left that you needed in this life? Was it your cue to leave? The room spins and I lower myself to the couch. Serena doesn’t move.

“Please,” I beg, putting two pillows over my ears. “Please!”

But instead of giving me the remote, she pulls the TV plug out of the wall and walks out onto the balcony, sliding the glass door closed behind her. She turns her back to me—looks out into the square.

I watch, stunned that she finally gave into my pleading. She buries her face in her hands, and her shoulders shake up and down.

Day Four:

The phone rings. I look at Serena and shake my head. I’ve ignored every single call since the accident.

“I’m answering it,” says Serena, picking up the cordless and holding it in the air as if giving me an opportunity to take it myself. I flick my hand with dismissal.

Beep.

“Hello? … I’m sorry, Melody can’t come to the phone right now, but maybe I can take a message? … Oh … Oh … well, I think she finished them before … yes, yes, indeed … I’ll get them posted off tomorrow morning first thing … yes, okay, I’ll tell her … Oh, thank you … yes, that’s great … Mm-hmm … she’ll appreciate that … Yes, thanks for understanding, Jodie. Bye.”

“Fuck. I forgot about the proofs,” I say when Serena hangs up.

“Don’t worry, she was fine. I’ll just post them off tomorrow. She also said you’re welcome to take your old job back, as they’re unable to wait for you to fill the position in London.”

I smile, and give a half nod, feeling queasy over my disgusting infatuation with Richard Viadro. Why couldn’t I just appreciate what I had?

“She did say, though, that Mr Viadro welcomes an application from you for any other position that might arise in the future.”

“Okay … let’s talk about something else?”

But we’re interrupted by Dad walking in the front door with two big bags from the local Zacharoplasteio. He holds them up with a big grin. The first I’ve seen since the day he arrived in Athens.

“I’ve got cake,” he says with a half-possessed wink. “Let’s make ourselves fat.”

Day Five:

“I want to sell this apartment,” I say to Serena while she washes some dishes. She nods as if she knows I won’t do it. “And I need your help. I can’t handle going through all the paperwork. I just want to move out and forget about ever living here. I’ll give you power of attorney.”

Serena pauses, scratches the side of her nose with sudsy fingers. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. And I need you to call … you-know-who. I can’t bear to speak to him.”

“Who? Charlie?”

“Yeah.”

“I already have.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. Don’t worry about anything. Just, you know, let yourself heal.”

“Let myself heal?” I scoff. “Let myself heal,” I repeat sarcastically as I walk out of the kitchen. “Huh. That’s a good one.”

Day Six:

“Mummy!” squeals Tessa, from a wheelchair, as I enter her hospital room.

“Oh my God! You’re speaking?” I bend down to give her a big squeeze and cup her face in my hands. “She’s speaking,” I exclaim to the orderly, who looks young enough to be my son, as he fiddles with the height of Tessa’s chair.

“She’s speaking,” nods the boy with a wink. “When you have minute,” he whispers, “Doctor wants speak you about your daughter’s ‘wheelchair situation’,” he quotes with his fingers, and winks again.

Wheelchair situation?

“Your daughter and I, we did go for walk, just now. She like wheels, very much.”

“Oh?”

“Yes.” He winks again. “Will fetch Doctor. Will be just, one, two minute.”

The orderly leaves, and I squat down to Tessa’s level and take her hands.

“How are you feeling, Blossom?”

“Good. Look, Mummy, I’ve got my own personal car!”

I can’t help but laugh at her enthusiasm. “Well, yes, I suppose you do. But you’ll have to learn how to drive. Have you got the patience?” I ask, trying to swallow the wretchedness of the situation and stay upbeat for Tessa’s sake.

“Yeah-eah! Everyone’s got more patience than you, Mummy.”

I wince. “Yeah, I suppose you’re right … um … Blossom, I have to speak to you about something.” I sit on her bed and pull her chair close to me, so our knees touch. “Something that isn’t very nice and you might get upset.” I pretend I’m talking about going to the ice cream parlour to avoid an outbreak of tears.

“Mummy, don’t worry. You’ve told me already.”

“Pardon?” Yeah, when you were in a coma.

“It’s okay. Papa and Betty are happy now. They told me so.”

“What? They told you—”

In prances the doctor, stethoscope dangling around his neck like a gold medal.

“Good afternoon, ladies!” He puts his hands in his coat pockets, leans forward and swings his buttocks side to side as if preparing to role-play a dog.

“Hi. What’s this situation, the orderly said you needed to speak to me about?”

The doctor puts his hand on my upper back and walks me to the door where he obviously thinks Tessa won’t hear.

“Your daughter didn’t suffer any spinal injuries. So her paralysis is temporary, initiated by psychological trauma.”

“You mean she’s … pretending?” I gasp, wondering why the hell Tessa would want to do something like that. The doctor laughs.

“No, no, no. She’s not pretending. It’s very real. But she is very likely to walk again, with rehabilitation. And she’s young. Children always recover faster. She’ll be fine. With the right support, and love from her parents. She’ll be fine.”

My throat tightens at the word “parents”. Tears form behind my eyes. I look at the ground and take a deep breath. Smile a forced smile and thank the man.

I go over to Tessa and take the handles of her wheelchair.

“Right. Let’s go for a spin together then, huh?”

One Week Later:

Tessa is due home tomorrow. I want to jump with joy and celebrate, but I feel numb. I’m living the life of an empty shell. My body has been taken over by a person I don’t know. And this person drags the real me along to watch. This person forces me to become reacquainted with daily routines I wish I could turn to glass and smash against a wall. I watch my limbs move—do all the things a human body is supposed to do when it’s alive, but I’m not alive. Not really.

I can’t imagine ever feeling alive again.

I lie in bed with the duvet puffed up beside me, pretending it’s Alex. I can still smell him on our sheets—the sheets I refuse to change. I imagine listening to his rhythmic breaths and little interrupted wheezes like the ones puppies make when they’re dreaming and flinching their paws. I used to lie awake at night wishing he would shut up. Now I lie awake at night wishing I could hear just one little wheeze.

I place myself a little farther away from his side of the bed than I would normally sleep so that, in a realistic situation, I wouldn’t feel his body heat. Keeping my eyes closed, I visualize an image of him next to me. I convince myself if I stretch my hand over, I’ll be able to touch him. Then I stretch my hand over—but not all the way—I stretch it to almost where he would be, and then, with my eyes remaining closed, I picture him only millimetres away from my fingertips, and if I really wanted to, I could just reach a tiny bit farther and touch his precious skin.

And I fall asleep, with Alex just millimetres out of reach.
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Two months later:

Serena is in the kitchen with Tessa making dinner. She has propped Tessa up on five thick couch cushions in her wheelchair so she can reach the counter and help slice vegetables. I eavesdrop from the entrance of the living room while Dad sits on the couch flipping through my old photo albums.

“Serena, Papa was smart. He had a very important job. Did you know he had a very important job, Serena?”

“Um, no. Why was it so important?”

“Well, he was always writing emails to people. And you know where?”

“Where?”

“To other countries!” 

“Really? Wow. That’s sounds very important.”

“Yeah. Papa was a very important man.”

I’m picking at my fingernails when I realize I’m smiling.

I sit next to Dad on the couch. He’s staring at a photo of me, him and Mum on the island when I was small. Mum, so beautiful, so young, so healthy, is holding me in her arms under the sun—her apricot-coloured dress flowing in the breeze, with huge Janis Joplin type orange-rimmed spectacles balancing on the tip of her nose as she eyes the camera from above the frames. She looks so free and happy—a few years before being diagnosed with bipolar.

“Tessa’s got Mum’s smile,” I say, stroking my finger over her face.

Dad coughs up a little melancholic laugh while shedding a few stray tears salted with memories.

“Whatcha thinking about, Dad?” I ask, rubbing his upper back.

“Uh, nothing …” he replies, tilting his head to the side, wiping tears into his hair by his temples.

“Sure you are. Tell me. I can handle it.” I nudge him gently with my elbow.

“Orh. Just how happy I was when I met your mum.” He sniffs. “Can you remember much of when you were that young on the island?”

“Yeah, quite a bit,” I nod, as I try to convince myself I do. Funnily enough, I get a flash of her laughing and throwing me up in the air—catching me just before hitting the ground.

“Your Papou and Yiayia always asked me when Betty and I would have a second kid.”

“Oh, yeah? Why didn’t you?”

“I didn’t think Betty could have handled it. She started getting depressed, you know, and I didn’t think it would have been good for her. Or for the kid … sweetheart …” Dad looks me in the eyes. “I’m sorry you had to go through so many horrible things with her. And I’m sorry I wasn’t more supportive of you. But I was just … you know … trying to get a grip on everything myself too.”

“I know, Dad. Don’t worry.”

Serena pops her head out from behind the kitchen door.

“Why don’t you go and stay with James on the island for a while? It’d do you and Tessa good, I think. I could stay here and sort out a sale for this apartment, if it is, in fact, what you want to do.”

“I’m not sure, anymore, though. Maybe I’ll keep it.”

Serena nods and disappears into the kitchen again.

She has asked us to go home with her, back to Australia—for the three of us to live in the house she inherited from her grandfather. I feel I’d be intruding, but she keeps insisting it’s big enough for a family of ten, hates living in it alone, and had decided to put it up for rent before she came here because she hardly uses any of the rooms. But if we go with her, she said she’ll remove the ad.

I don’t know what I want. I don’t know what would be the right thing to do. I’ve spent my life running away from pain. Would moving back to Australia be a repeat of the same thing? Maybe I should just keep living here, in this apartment—face-to-face with reality. I don’t know if I can leave Dad either—living in that big house in the middle of a mountain all alone. Who would help him if he fell down the stairs, or locked himself in the garage?

Tessa rolls into the living room with a plate of chicken curry on her lap.

“Here, Grandpa. Here’s your curry.” Tessa hands Dad a steaming hot plate on a brown rubber-based tray.

“Thanks, cherry pie,” Dad replies, kissing her on the forehead.

Reminded of Alex and the forehead kisses he used to give Tessa, I swallow so hard, trying to inhibit tears, that everyone turns their heads.

“Don’t worry, Mummy,” Tessa says. “I’m going to bring your curry in too-oo.” 

Silently shaking myself from despair, I call out for Serena. “Can you help her bring them in? She has to do it one by one!”

Serena yells back, “Let her do it. It’s good exercise. She wants to anyway.”

Tessa rolls back into the kitchen and returns to the lounge with another plate of curry on her lap. But this time it’s resting on a tea towel—the tea towel Alex incessantly kept by his plate when we ate dinner.

“Papa told me to tell you he loves you very much, Mummy,” Tessa says as she hands me my curry. I freeze, plate mid-air. Dad’s mouth is contorted mid-chew. I can even hear Serena holding the pot still above her plate, ready to fill her dish.

Silence.

“Tessa? Blossom? He spoke to you?” I whisper, bending down close to Tessa’s face.

“Yeah,” she shrugs as if it’s completely normal, her eyes shifting left and right as if thinking she might have done something wrong.

“When?” I quickly stand and look around the house to see if I can catch a glimpse of him.

“Just now. He helped me make the curry with Serena.” Tessa frowns. I hear Serena put the pot back on the stove. She pauses at the living room doorway, and eats standing up, unfazed. Does she know about this?

“Does he speak to you often?” I take hold of the wheelchair and wheel her around the house in a frantic search for some physical evidence. I have to convince myself what Tessa is saying is true. Dad is about to get up and follow me, but he changes his mind after Serena flashes him a look.

“Yeah, all the time,” Tessa says. “When you put me to bed, he comes and sings the sweet dreams song with us. Mummy, he sits right next to you. He puts his hand on your tummy.”

At the thought of such a thing, I abandon Tessa in the corridor, run to our bedroom, and bury my head into Alex’s pillow, still clothed in the same pillowcase it was in when he died. And I cry

And cry.

And cry.

***

Half an hour later Serena taps on my door. I don’t say anything, but she comes in anyway and lies next to me. My breath must stink because after initially lying on her side to face me, she turns onto her back.

“Bad breath?” I ask, candidly, squinting with curiosity.

“Um … yeah,” Serena chuckles. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” She laughs even harder—so hard she brings her knees to her chest to accommodate it.

I don’t manage a laugh, but I do summon a little smirk as I get up to brush my teeth. Serena turns onto her stomach, takes the duvet with her, and rolls up into a human-sized cocoon. When I get back from the bathroom, she’s still lying there, hidden under a big pile of feather-down and soft pastel aqua linen.

“Did you eat your curry?” I ask. I hear a muffled “yep” before she exposes her teary face. I’m about to ask what’s wrong, but notice mascara stains all over Alex’s pillow. I panic, snatch it out from under her head and stare at it in my shaking hands. Serena sits up, opening and closing her mouth like a fish out of water. I rush the pillow to the bathroom and try to soak up Serena’s tears with my bath towel in frantic desperation. Unable to control my anger, I yell, sitting on the bathroom floor, hugging Alex’s pillow as if it were my own child and someone was threatening to take it away.

“You’ve ruined it! You fucking bitch! You’ve destroyed Alex’s pillow!” 

Serena kneels down to try and comfort me, but I push her out of the bathroom with my feet—she topples backwards and lands on her back with a thud. I slam the door closed, mortified, humiliated from my own aberration; my heartless ingratitude. Eyes wide with shock, I cover my mouth with rigid fingers, push my top lip into my teeth to stunt whatever other slander I might utter during this irrational tantrum. I couldn’t expect anything less than verbal abuse in retaliation, but after all that, Serena still remains calm and apologizes to me.

“Melody?” she whispers through the keyhole. “I’m sorry.”

I stand up and open the door. She’s bawling—make-up running all the way down to her chin.

“No, Serena. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
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I had always dreamt of hiring an old beat-up Volkswagen van, with a mattress in the back, and taking a three-month road trip around Australia. So that’s exactly what me and Alex did, before we had Tessa. We drove from Melbourne to Darwin and flew back to Athens from there. I had always wanted to see Alice Springs with my own eyes—the TV never did it justice.

After reconciling with Serena, I have a nap and I dream of the night me and Alex camped, in the middle of nowhere, probably illegally. Surrounded by vast nothingness—a fierce silent roar—more powerful than any sound this earth is capable of spawning.

Imagine standing in the middle of a field. Imagine red dirt. Distance and more beyond it. Imagine searching for the end of this distance, where the stars join to it like pins to a tent in loam. Imagine looking up to a cluster of approving eyes. Lying naked beneath them with the man you want to spend the rest of your life with. Imagine a silence that echoes the touch of your hand to his cheek. Imagine existence being loud and small, the way the Sun lights up the Earth. Imagine you are the Earth and he is the Sun, that silence is tangible, and the stars are the souls of your previous lives. Imagine distance is the place you’ll find life and death, where soil is your skin, and the dry fields your bones. Imagine love is the desert.

***

I wake up when it’s dark, still clutching onto Alex’s pillow. Serena is lying next to me, examining my face with remorse.

“G’day stranger.” She strokes my hair.

I sit up and look at the stained pillowcase and suddenly remember.

“I’m so—” I croak, attempting to apologize again for my  ehavior.

“Don’t worry, I understand. I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking straight.”

We lie there, for too long, on our sides, like fresh lovers wondering who is going to make the first move.

Serena breaks the ice. “I made an appointment for you at the gyno. Tomorrow, ten a.m.”

“Thanks. Where’s—”

“James is watching TV with the photo album still open on his lap, and I just put Tessa to bed.”

I jump out of bed and bolt towards Tessa’s room, hoping I haven’t missed Alex. Maybe he’s singing to her without me. But when I get there, Tessa has already fallen asleep. I turn around and Serena is standing right behind me.

“Honey, he’ll come to you when the time is right. He may have been a bit of an idiot to cheat on you, but he loved you. I know that for certain. Believe me. I’d have been able to see it in his eyes on your birthday if he didn’t.”

I nod and sigh and run my fingers through my hair.

“Are you hungry?” Serena asks. “Do you want me to heat you up some curry?”

“No thanks.”

“You have to eat something. You haven’t eaten all day.”

I shake my head.

“You’re eating. And that’s my final word.”

Serena goes into the kitchen and I make my way into the living room to sit with Dad. He’s entranced by the TV. Watching, but not really seeing.

How is he coping with this? How does one mourn their wife and support their mourning daughter at the same time?

“Dad?”

“Hmm?” Dad hums through tight lips.

“Do you want me to take you back to the island?”

“If I’m getting in your way.” He nods, still staring at the TV.

“You’re not getting in my way at all. I just want to know how you feel.”

“Whatever’s best for you, sweetheart,” he replies without a flinch.

Submissive. Always damn submissive!

“Dad, for once in your life can you speak up? I’m not Mum; I’m not going to dictate how to live your life.” I raise my voice a little too much, bordering on loss of control. His frown creates an air of irritation I’ve never sensed before.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” I shake my head. “That was a terrible thing for me to say. I’m sorry.”

“That’s okay. I understand.” He faces the TV again.

Bite your tongue. Melody. Don’t. “I’m really sorry,” I say again, hoping it will tame the urge to voice an opinion that is surely not sought after.

“I said, it’s okay,” Dad replies, his tone increasing a tad, but still refusing to show any sign of life.

“Do you want something more to eat?” I ask, hoping to make things right.

He grunts an affirmative response, so I get up to help Serena in the kitchen, but before I have the chance to walk out the door, he stops me.

“Mel.”

“Hmm?”

“You know what? It’s not fucking okay. I loved your mum. I don’t give a shit if she ordered me around, or told me when to comb my hair, or … or anything! I let her tell me what to do because that’s what made her happy. That’s how our relationship worked. You have no right to judge me.” Dad pokes himself in the chest with a thump. “You have no right to judge her. I loved her. I loved her, Melody. And I will always, always love her!”

I can’t help but smile. He spoke. And he said something real.

“Okay. I said I was sorry, Dad.”

“I know,” he replies in a calmer tone. “It’s okay … and I would like you to take me home. But don’t even think about asking me to live with my sister. I don’t want to stay with her. I want to go back home. I want to go back to where I’ll remember Betty. And don’t tell me I need to move on. I’m too old to move on. I want to stay right where I am, and I don’t care if every single day is filled with grief, because that grief is the only thing that is going to keep me alive. If I don’t have that grief, Betty will stop living in my heart and if that happens, I’ll stop living. I’ll stop living … so, Melody don’t even think about calling my sister. I’ll be fine on my own. I want to be on my own.”

“Okay, Dad.” How did he know I was thinking of calling his sister? “I’ll take you home. I’ll take you home tomorrow if you like.”

“Yes. That would be nice. I would like that. Thank you.”

***

I have another dream about Alex. At the Patti Smith concert. Tessa was on stage, head-banging to rev up the stagnant Greek crowd. Alex took me in his arms, kissed me and whispered, “Teach Tessa.” And that was it. He disappeared and left me staring at a teenage Tessa playing air guitar to silence. Everything was silent. Except for Patti’s voice: not to die, but to be reborn, away from the land so battered and torn. And then I woke up.

Those lyrics, being a Jimi Hendrix cover, reminds me of Dad’s obsession with him when I was young. It also reminds me of the gold Gibson guitar I wanted to buy him. So, while Dad is packing away his things, preparing for his journey back home, I call the guy at the music shop to tell him I’m coming to buy the electric guitar I had looked at a couple of months ago. I give him my credit card number so we don’t have to worry about money when we arrive.

“Dad, I’ve got a surprise for you.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, come with me.”

“Okay, when I’ve finished packing.”

“No, you can do that in twenty minutes. Just come with me.”

Dad stares at me and Serena grinning from ear to ear in the doorway. 

“Now. Come on!”

I take the clothes out of his hands and throw them on the bed. I grab a scarf and blindfold him. And the three of us accompany Dad to the music shop.

“Can I get an ice cream, Mummy?” Tessa asks as I roll her onto the footpath.

“Sure, but on the way home, okay? We have to do something else first.”

“Where are we going?” Dad asks as he trips over a crack in the pavement and Serena takes the weight of his fall.

“Whoops! You all right?” she asks, straightening his blindfold.

“Is this thing necessary? I could just close my eyes, you know.”

“It’s necessary!” me and Serena exclaim and then laugh at the synchronicity.

“Jinx!” Tessa squeals, jiggling left to right in her chair.

When we arrive at the shop the guy is standing in the entrance, still dressed in his flannel shirt and ripped jeans.

“G’day, how’s things?” he asks. I put my finger to my mouth—signal him to hush. He mouths “Sorry,” recedes his neck into his shoulders and tiptoes backward a couple of feet.

“Who was that?” Dad snaps. “Where are we?”

“We’re right … here.” I pull the blindfold from his head as if revealing a rabbit in a top hat.

Dad’s expression turns from annoyed to stunned when the guy opens the case to reveal the famous gold Gibson Les Paul. Speechless, Dad bends down and strokes it like a cat. He looks up, chuckles like a school boy, lifts the guitar out of its case and hangs it over his body, then jiggles it up and down.

“Wow. I forgot how heavy these were,” Dad grins, showing his crooked stained teeth.

“It’s a present … from Mum,” I lie. “She never got the chance to …, you know, have it wrapped.”

Without a word, he lifts the guitar to his mouth and kisses the strings right by the bridge, then lays it in its case.

“Thank you, Betty,” he whispers, as if in prayer. “I couldn’t have asked for anything more precious.”

***

Before setting off to take Dad to the port to catch the ferry, I go to see the gynecologist. The baby is in good shape, and the doctor said it wouldn’t be a problem if I wanted to move back to Australia before it was born. So, today I decide it’s what I’m going to do. I have to stop thinking about the possibility of leaving Alex’s spirit behind. Surely he can follow us?

I won’t sell the apartment either. I can’t bear to think of someone else living amongst our history. It’s Tessa’s home. I won’t take it away from her. If I never return to Greece myself, maybe she will, so I want her to always have a place to stay.

Serena and Tessa stay while I drive Dad and Doggy to the port. I’m worried about him, but he insists he’s going to be okay. I suppose I’ll just have to take his word for it. At least he’s taking Doggy with him. I’m going to miss the sweet little soul, but she’ll be much happier running around with the goats than being shipped off to the Land of Oz.

People are already boarding the ship when we arrive. And it occurs to me only now that this is goodbye. Will I ever see him again?

“Dad, you know you are always welcome to come back to Australia with us,” I say, focusing on the flurry of feet scurrying past us for fear of looking him in the eye and breaking down.

“I know.” He smiles, with a glint of hope shining in his eyes for the first time since the accident. “But Greece is my home. I can’t imagine living anywhere else anymore.” Tears trickle down his cheeks and onto mine as we embrace.

Oh my God. He’s leaving. He’s really leaving. Stop it. Don’t make him sadder. Keep it together, Melody.

“Have you got Mum’s ashes?”

Dad nods and looks out to sea.

“What are you going to do with them?” I ask, not really sure if I want to know.

“Well, remember that chest your mum and I found on the shore near our home last year? You know—the one that sits next to her piano?”

“Oh. Yeah?”

“Well, I’m going to put her ashes inside that—loose, without the urn—along with the lock of hair and baby teeth she kept of yours.”

She kept my baby teeth?

“I also wrote her a song I was planning to play for her when we got back from Athens. I’ll write up the lyrics and the sheet music for it and put that in too. Then I’ll go back to the place we found the chest together and throw it back in the sea.”

“You wrote her a song? And she never heard it?” The thought makes my heart ache.

“Yeah, it’s okay. I don’t feel bad about it, sweetheart,” Dad says, wiping away a tear hanging from the end of my nose with his knuckle. I hadn’t even realized I was crying.

“I sing it to her in my head every night. I’m sure she can hear me from somewhere. Don’t you think?”

I nod and give him one last hug. “I love you, Dad.”

“I love you too, Melody … aw, don’t cry. You and Tessa will be a lot happier in Australia. And I promise I’ll come and visit once you’re settled in.”

“Okay, go.” I flick my hands in the direction of the boarding ramp. “You’ll miss the boat.” I bend down to give Doggy a quick hug and a pat. “Give … Mum a kiss … for me … before you … throw her into the … um … sea.” The words escape my mouth in bursts as I try to swallow thick lumps of grief, sorrow, relief and looming happiness wrapped all into one, as they walk to the ferry.

“I will, sweetheart. I love you.”

Dad waves and blows me a final kiss goodbye. Then he and Doggy disappear. Behind a humming motorized door.



thirty

When I tell Heather I’m moving back to Australia she bawls her eyes out like a drama queen and insists on coming over to help me clear out the house. I had intended on going through Alex’s belongings on my own, but with both Serena and Heather adamant as to why I shouldn’t do it on my own, I seem to have no choice in the matter. But they’re cramping my style. Every time I try to sneak an item of Alex’s clothing into my baggage, they catch me out. They won’t let me take anything.

“But I have to take something,” I cry.

“Why? What’s the point? Who’s going to wear them?” Serena retorts, as she folds my underwear into perfect little squares and fills all the small pockets of my suitcase with them. 

“Exactly,” Heather says, nodding with her eyebrows so high I wouldn’t be surprised if she pushed her scalp off her skull. “Who’s going to wear them? I can’t imagine you letting your second husband wear Alex’s clothes.”

“I’ll never have another husband.” I look down at the long-sleeved shirt I was trying to hoard—a deep, yet faded navy blue, with dark brown stitching around the hems and high square collar. It’s the shirt he was wearing the day we met.

“Well, don’t go cutting yourself off from the world,” Heather says. “That won’t do you any good either.”

“Since when do either of you know what’s best for me?” I ask, bringing the shirt to my nose to smell. I hope to breathe in remnants of cologne, but all I get is the standard laundry powder aroma.

Heather tries to answer, but Serena interrupts.

“What Heather is trying to get at here …” Serena gives Heather the stare—her social-worker stare that seems to mean, I’d stop while you’re ahead if I were you, “ …is that keeping Alex’s clothes locked away isn’t going to bring him back. It’s better to be rid of them, so you don’t keep going to them for comfort. If you keep them, every time you feel sad you’ll just wallow in his clothes. It won’t do you any good.”

“Don’t you think it’s a bit early to be forcing me to do this?” I ask, snatching another shirt from Heather’s hands. “It’s only been a few months.”

“When do you think it is a good time to do this? After we get back to Australia?” Serena asks, flinging a shirt over her shoulder and letting her arms drop sluggishly by her side.

“Yeah, but what if Tessa is right? What if he does come and visit us at night?”

“Even if he does, Melody, having his clothes is pointless. It’s just more weight.”

“I don’t know. I just feel having some of his things around might lead him in the right direction once we leave.”

“What are you talking about?” Heather asks, glancing at me, at Serena then back at me. “Has Tessa said that Alex visits her?”

“Yeah, not only that, but she says he speaks to her too. He never comes to visit me. I don’t get it.”

“Maybe she’s just pretending. Maybe that’s just her way of dealing with the loss,” Heather replies, emptying my sock drawer onto the bed.

“But maybe not. She’s always been quite logical with her inventions. She even tells me I’m silly for thinking dolls can talk. Anyway, I’ve always believed that spirits linger around in some form or another, whether they are reincarnated, or simply let to roam free, if for some reason they didn’t finish what they were put on earth to do. What if that’s what it is? What if he’s going to linger as a free spirit for the rest of eternity because we never had the chance to reconcile our differences?”

“God, that’d make me miserable.” Heather rummages through Alex’s shirts.

“I thought you didn’t believe in God,” Serena asks as she investigates the top cupboard for a soft piece of baggage.

“I don’t.”

Heather frowns.

“I just believe … oh, I dunno … I suppose, in notions true believers might like to debate about. Anyway, I—”

“Oh, this’d look nice on my husband,” Heather interrupts, holding one of Alex shirts against her torso and looking at herself in the mirror. “Can I—”

I glare at her. 

She drops it back onto the bed as if it stinks and continues to sort through my socks for ones without holes.

“Do you think it’s possible to feel miserable when you’re a spirit?” I ask, hoping for dear life that it’s not.

“Of course not,” Serena says jumping up and down, trying to hook the handle of my sports bag with a coat hanger. “Don’t be ridiculous.” She catches it and it drops to the ground. “Heather, get your bloody head out of those shirts. Jesus … Melody just pick one. You can have one. I wasn’t going to let you because I’m still letting you sleep in the same bloody bed sheets you slept in together and that’s probably worse, and not to mention unhygienic, and in my opinion, just gross. But I give in. I can’t possibly be the person responsible for not letting you keep one of your husband’s shirts. It’s your right—I just couldn’t live with myself. Go on. Pick one.”

She waves her right hand in the direction of Alex’s shirts on the bed, and nurses her forehead with the back of her left wrist.

“Hey,” Heather squeals. “I thought you said not to give in no matter what.”

“Yeah, well, I made the rule. I can break the rule,” Serena huffs, laying out the shirts she seems to think I should choose from.

“So you two have been discussing it behind my back, have you?” I ask. “Great. They are my husband’s shirts, if either of you can remember correctly.”

“Well, I’m giving you a say now. Go on. One shirt,” Serena repeats, slapping Heather’s hand away from the one she wants to take for Chris.

I look at all the shirts, each one bound with the memory of a specific event, specific date, specific time of year, holiday, season, celebration, and I can’t choose. How can I pick just one shirt, when I long so much to take them all?

“Can’t. Can’t take any,” I cringe and turn to look out the window.

“You want me to choose for you?” Heather asks.

“No. Forget it. You’re both right. It’s probably better if I don’t.”

Heather empties Alex’s part of the wardrobe into two massive cardboard boxes. I want to ask what she’s going to do with them, but I bite my tongue. If she tells me where she’s going to put them, I’ll probably end up traipsing all the way to wherever they are in the middle of the night to retrieve them.

I look down at my dresser drawer and remember the family photo my mother gave me the day they arrived in Athens is in there. I open the drawer and pull out the photo. I stare at it. Mesmerized by our smiles. Were we really that happy?

I wish I could have Alex here for just five more minutes. Five more minutes to see his amazing smile; to let him know that no matter what happened between us I will always love him. Five more minutes to feel the warmth of his skin against my lips. I would do anything for five more minutes. Of Alex. To tell him all is forgiven; to feel him close—just one more time—One. Last. Time.

“Mummy, what’s this?” Tessa asks, putting the brake on her chair as soon as she approaches the doorway. She’s holding onto a 2mm resin-coloured guitar plectrum. Serena and Heather look at me in dread and stop folding the clothes. I can smell their anticipation like a dog. I ignore it.

“It’s called a plectrum, Blossom. You use it to play guitar,” I reply, managing a brief smile.

“Orh! Cool! Can I play the guitar, Mummy?”

“Um …” I hum, glancing toward the guitar Alex bought me sitting in the corner by the window. I remember my dream: Teach Tessa.

“I guess,” I say, pursing my lips in thought. “Do you want to have lessons?”

“No, Mummy. I mean, can I play with it na-ow!”

“Oh. Why not. Wait, just let me get it out of the case for you.” 

Serena and Heather exchange surprised glances as I reach for the guitar. I lie it down on the ground, open the case, trying not to breathe in the scent of fresh wood and hand it to Serena to hold. I wheel Tessa into the living room, sit her on the couch and place the guitar in her lap. Tessa is still clutching onto the plectrum as if her first ever coin. Without any further instruction from me, she places her whole hand over the first fret and plucks the bottom string. She plays an F. She shrieks in excitement and grins from ear to ear looking at the three of us for approval.

“Yay!” We applaud.

“What’s this called, Mummy?” Tessa points to the neck of the guitar.

“It’s called the neck.”

“Um … what are these?”

“They’re called keys.”

“Like what you lock the front door with?”

“Um, yeah, sort of, except the keys on the guitar lock a certain note into a string.”

“Oh!” She looks up and down the guitar as if searching for something else to inquire about. “How about this?”

“That is called the bridge.”

“What’s it for?”

“Well, that is one of the most important parts, Blossom. If the bridge isn’t straight, or built properly, then the strings won’t sing very well—the guitar will be out of tune.”

“Out of tune?”

“Well, I guess that just means, not quite right—when strings are out of tune, they sound a bit sad.”

“Are you out of tune, Mummy? Because you sound a bit sad.”

I squat and squeeze Tessa’s knees.

“Blossom,” I nod. “I am a little bit out of tune. But I’ll find myself a better bridge very soon. And then I’ll be in tune again. Okay?”

Tessa nods and smiles and plucks the E string with fervor, banging her head up and down to the erratic beat.

“Rock ‘n’ roll,” Tessa says with a cheeky grin, and licks her lips.

And we all break out into laughter.



thirty-one

In the evening, Serena, Tessa, and I watch a movie and order pizza. When Tessa finishes eating, we transfer her to the couch and sit her between Serena and me. I stroke her hair while Serena massages her legs to keep her muscles warm—doctor’s orders. She falls asleep—ear to my stomach, and breathes a smirk onto her face as if the corner of her mouth is being hitched up by a peg.

“Do you want me to put her to bed?” Serena whispers, removing Tessa’s legs from her lap like fragile explosives. 

I shake my head. “Thanks, but I’ll do it. I might lie in bed with her for a while. Do you mind sitting on your own for a bit?”

“No worries, I’ll just do the dishes,” Serena winks.

“Ha, yeah, you do that,” I titter.

I lift Tessa off the couch. The warmth and weight of her petite legs fall limp in my embrace; her small tired body sinks into my arms like dough, over-exposed to heat.

I lay her in bed, admiring the rosy innocence flushed through her cheeks, her emotional strength, and will to keep on keeping on. I haven’t even seen her cry. Perhaps she doesn’t need to. Perhaps Alex and Mum really do talk to her during the night. If so, she probably sees more of them than she did when they were alive.

I lie next to her, without touching, being careful not to press down on the mattress too fast. Her body heat radiates through my clothes like a hot water bottle even without physical contact; a feeling I have been deprived of for way too long. I listen to the purr of silence surround her soothing elfin wheeze, when fleeting warmth caresses my cold fingertips and toes—and I know we are not alone.

I imagine it’s Alex—I hope it’s Alex, watching; somehow granting Tessa the life I never had. A thick curl of hair falls over Tessa’s face as she wriggles onto her side. I delicately remove it from her face, and I have a sudden urge to sing. I sing Joni Mitchell’s, “Both Sides, Now”—the song my mother used to sing.

As I reach the end of the song, my unborn baby moves for the first time. I lay flat on my back, and focus on a drip of paint, frozen in time, in the corner of the ceiling. I listen; crackling stillness; feathery buzz—the room fills with an overwhelming sense of love and I smile; I let it infuse me like a drug.

“Alex,” I whisper, tracing my fingers around in a circle on my stomach. “I’ll call you Alex.”



thirty-two

I’ve prepared everything for our departure early so Tessa and I can spend our last day in Athens at the Acropolis—490 feet above sea level among the ruins of an ancient city built during the fifth century BC. You can see Athens in its entirety from up there, when you spin full-circle; where the air seems to blow in from another world.

Fresh, clear, and flavoured with fragments of history, the wind dashes across my face, marinated with late Cretaceous limestone dust that once accommodated the feet of countless ancient civilians. The grounds are bristled with tufts of dry and newly sprouting grass, and scattered with rock shavings, large and small and just plain humungous. A thick film of beige dust has settled over the entire area, and I can’t help but wonder, when I rub it between my fingers, whether I am touching the remains of a Greek God or Goddess.

I have never taken Tessa up there before, but I’m not going to drag her to Australia without seeing it at least once. What would I tell her when she grows up? Sorry, darling, but you lived in Greece for the first four years of your life, but never saw its most significant monument?

Climbing to the top along the slippery cobblestone path proves to be difficult with Tessa’s wheelchair, but I manage to get her as far as the entrance, where the wide but bumpy road ends and the stairway to heaven begins—a stairway I now wish Tessa could walk up herself. 

Shading my face with my right hand from the scorching early September sun, I look around scanning for women tourists.

Perhaps someone has a child carrier Tessa could fit in.

To my surprise, a short, plump old lady wearing white sneakers and black widower’s attire taps me on the shoulder and says in English, with an exquisite and gentle Greek accent, “You want take child, I take wheelchair. I wait here, yes?” She removes her long, thick, black scarf from around her head and ties it around my neck and shoulder like a handbag. “This will help, agapi mou. She can sit, like chair. See?” She pushes her hands into the scarf to open it up.

Stunned at her kindness, all I can immediately manage is an ebullient nod and smile.

“Thank you. Thank you, so much,” I say, brainstorming how to demonstrate my appreciation. “Um, wait. One moment.”

I dash to the kiosk and I buy the lady a cheese pie and a bottle of water. The lady takes a seat in the wheelchair, and a hearty bite out of her pie, then holds it in the air as if toasting a glass of wine. Nodding and smacking her lips together, she says, “I wait here. You no worry. You no worry, agapi mou. Go. Go see brilliant structure.” A flake of pastry drops off the pie and onto her chin as she takes another bite. A protruding skin-coloured mole secures it in position as she nods again in thanks.

“Thanks so much. We won’t be long,” I say, nodding and smiling in gratitude as we begin the daunting climb.

***

“Darling, this is called the Parthenon,” I puff, pausing at the grand entrance and shifting Tessa’s weight to my opposite side. “It used to be the temple of the Greek goddess, Athena.”

“What’s a temple, Mummy?”

“This is a temple, Blossom, this big building. It’s sort of like the castles you see in your fairy tale books.”

“What’s a goddess?”

“It’s a girl deity, sweetheart.”

“What’s a deity?”

I laugh, twisting my hair with one hand and shoving it down the back of my T-shirt to stop it blowing in my face before moving on. “A deity is someone who isn’t human, and who has special magical qualities. It’s also someone that the everyday man worships, just like people worship God, or, you know, the Pope, or Queen of England.”

“But if Athena wasn’t human, why did she need a temple?”

“Um, she didn’t use it. The people who lived in the city, here, used it.”

“But that doesn’t make sense, Mummy.”

Almost out of breath, and wondering how I am supposed to explain such a complicated story to a four-year-old, I remove Tessa from the sling and sit her on a stray column block. I bend over forward, stretch and shake my legs and arms to loosen myself up.

“Blossom, because that’s what the history books say. Anyway, it doesn’t really matter now, does it? Just think—you’re standing on something that was built thoooousands of years ago.” I swing an arm backward, with a heavy, out-of-breath sigh, to signify the amount of time that’s passed. “Isn’t it amazing up here?”

“Mummy, you’re standing on it, not me,” Tessa says with a giggle.

“Ha! Aren’t you clever to make a joke like that?” I put my hands on my hips and take a breath of fuel. “Okay then,” I chirp, lifting her off the column block and hovering her above the ground so her feet are touching it, “Now you are standing on it.” I wobble with her weight and summon one last morsel of strength to lift her up to my waist. “Come on. Let’s go sit on that bench over there. I need a rest.”

On a wooden park bench in the middle of the Parthenon, while we’re sharing a bottle of water, a thin white kitten with one blue eye and one brown, jumps up and sits next to Tessa.

“Oh, Mummy, look,” Tessa squeals, bringing her fists to her mouth. “Can I pat her? Please?”

I take a quick look to make sure her eyes aren’t weeping. They’re not.

“Sure, but we’ll have to remember to wash your hands afterward, okay?”

Tessa chuckles and wriggles her fingers in excitement.

“Slowly, Blossom, don’t scare the little thing away.”

And as she pats the kitten, with her gentle and dainty little fingers … her right leg swings below the bench.



thirty-three

Six months later:

Serena, still being the most selfless person I know, is now living off the very large and unexpected inheritance from her grandfather (and probably will be able to for the rest of her life) and volunteers full-time for United Nations in Melbourne.

The apartment in Athens is empty. Well, not all the time. Dad says he likes to go there on occasion to get away from whatever it is he wishes to get away from—I don’t dare ask what that something is, but at least he sounds well enough. It’s ideal for me, too, because at least I know the apartment isn’t going to disintegrate, and he can make sure Alex’s record collection stays safe.

On my dresser in my bedroom, in Serena’s house, sits the black-and-white photograph that Mum gave me the day of the accident. Every night before I sleep, I say a little prayer to it—my own personalized religion—three members and going strong with only one of them actually alive.

The day I gave birth, I got my five minutes. Whether it was real or my imagination, I don’t care to know. But there was Alex, standing by his son’s crib, kissing life into his tiny little face.

“You came to me. You finally came to me,” I whispered, as I sat up in bed, nursing my cesarean stitches.

“Shh.” He put his finger to his lips. “Don’t say anything. I hear you. Every night, I listen.” He stroked my cheek; it tingled as if he was transferring energy into my soul.

“Melody, I’m sorry I hurt you,” he said.

Then he faded away.

***

“Heya, kitten, how’s the bub?” Charlie asks, when I answer the phone. It’s the first time we’ve communicated, one-on-one, without Serena acting as my safety blanket.

“He’s great, thanks, Charlie. How are you?” I ask, trying to be polite, but I don’t want to speak to him. His voice makes me feel sick about accepting the proposal to tour. Realistically, I could have just accepted Alex’s help, despite his affair. It was still in the cards for him to get me a gig. Did I say yes to Charlie out of spite? To piss Alex off? What was I running from? My own insecurity?

“Er, ya know, same old same old,” Charlie replies, clicking his tongue. “Um, I was just thinkin’ … wanna join Serena and me for a beer later this arvo?”

He was “just thinking” my arse. Charlie’s been pestering me to come out for a beer for months. Well, not pestering me directly—pestering me through Serena. I suppose I’d better just get it out of the way. I’m tired of finding excuses.

“Um … look … Charlie, I’ll come, but I can’t stay for long ’cause I’ll have the kids with me.”

“No probs. The more the merrier. See ya there.”

Is there really any need to go for a drink with Charlie? What are we going to talk about? Babies? How pleased I am that Alex’s poo isn’t as runny as it was yesterday, or that it looks slightly green and “Do you think I should take him to the doctor?” Should I show him what it looks like in the nappy to get a more educated opinion? This should be interesting …

***

Afternoons at the local pub are rampant with screaming kids and tipsy parents trying to escape life by living it. There’s a sign on the front door that says:

 Dear Mums and Dads, 

Our furniture has been trained to sit quietly and not run around and jump on your children, so we would appreciate if your children would sit quietly and not run around and jump on our furniture.

Thank you.

Serena and I decide to drink chardonnay before Charlie shows up. Tessa silently reads a library book about fairy gestation, sips on a Mars bar milkshake and hums along to background music. Talk about multitasking—I think I may have a genius child on my hands (or is that just me being a proud parent?)

Baby Alex, thank God, is asleep for now in his baby carrier. He reminds me so much of his father I sometimes have to look away when I’m in public in fear of sending myself into a trance.

“Hey, hey, hey!” Charlie sings, as he leaps and bounces into the beer garden, full of cheer.

“It’s Saturday,” I reply, with sarcastic joy, as he pecks me on the cheek as if it were only yesterday we’d hung out.

“Is it?” Charlie frowns at his watch. “Oh, ha! Right, gotcha,” he chuckles pointing a finger at me and wobbling his head in jest. “So! Good to see ya, Melody. Finally. I suppose this is thee lurvely Tessa? What’s up, chickie-dee?” He bends down and holds his hand out for her to shake.

Tessa, being in the middle of slurping her milkshake, forgets to take the straw out of her mouth before sitting upright, and the opposite end of the straw regurgitates shake into Charlie’s hand. Without comprehending what has happened, she lets the straw drop from her mouth and into her lap. She says hi, with timid apprehension, and then puts her hand into Charlie’s milk-filled hand to shake. Gives a whole new meaning to handshake really.

Charlie, not really giving a shit—exactly the way I remember him—wipes his hand on his jeans. I silently gag as I witness him lick the stickiness from between his fingers—consuming not only smeared milkshake, but the little denim fibers that are stuck to his hand too.

How could I have ever been attracted to this? Ugh!

“And this must be your little stud muffin, huh?”

I nod, keeping my pasted smile in full motion. Serena crosses her legs and leans her head against the red brick wall with a teetering grin.

“Hey, Alex! How’s it hangin’ little fella?” Charlie tickles Alex on the belly, waking him up. Alex screams, the way babies do only when in public, and heads turn our way.

“Oh shit, matey, I’m sorry,” Charlie says, biting his thumbnail like a schoolboy about to be scolded.

“Don’t worry about it,” I console, lifting Alex from the crib. “It would have happened at some point during the afternoon. You just … you know, sped the process up a little.” In my attempt to sound reassuring, I realize I sound bitter and sarcastic. “Um, Charlie, I didn’t mean to sound—”

“Nah. Nah. It’s cool.” He reaches into his back pocket. “I’ll be back, just gonna get a Stubby. You ladies right for drinks?”

Serena and I nod in unison. Once he’s out of sight, I raise my eyebrows at Serena while trying to nurse Alex back to sleep.

“He’s nervous,” she says, downing half her chardonnay in one go. “He’s not usually so … jittery. It’s been a big buildup to you two meeting again, you know. You put it off for so long it’s become this big … THING.” Serena flicks her eyes into the back of her head and her fingers out like a jazz dancer.

“Yeah, I suppose.” I bend over and pretend to vomit.

“Yeah, that was pretty gross, I have to admit.” Serena laughs. “Here, give Alex to me. I’ll calm him down.”

As I hand Alex over, I realize my breast milk has leaked. “Um, maybe I should just feed him. That’ll calm him down. I think I need a bit of, um … relief,” I say pointing my chin toward the wet patch on my left breast.

Just as I pull my breast out, Charlie returns. He glances at me briefly, but then turns to Serena.

“Hey, Serena,” Charlie blushes, folding up the cuff of his right jean leg. “Check out my new boobs— I mean, boots!”

I burst into uncontrollable laughter and in my gusto, squeeze my breast a little too hard and squirt Charlie in the eye. Then Serena bursts into laughter too. Charlie wipes it away with his milkshake hand, which sends me into hysterics, cackling like a hen in heat.

“I bet you don’t want to lick that off your fingers!” I squeal, struggling to catch my breath.

Charlie looks at his hand, as if a foreign object. Tessa giggles, straw clenched between her teeth. She reaches into Alex’s supply bag and pulls him out a baby wipe. I’m so proud. She’s known the man for two minutes and is already offering him a helping hand.

“Oh, thanks, chickie-dee!” Charlie exclaims, taking the wipe and bouncing on the spot like a pogo stick.

Tessa pulls the straw out of her mouth and says, “Charlie, my name’s not chickie-dee. My name’s Tessa.” 

I’m instantly reminded of the day Charlie and I met at the band competition.

That’s my girl … you tell him.

Following in my footsteps? Or just plain cheeky?



thirty-four

I’m sitting in Serena’s red-tiled kitchen in my chunky white dressing gown, drinking decaf espresso at her large perfectly-square chocolate brown table. Serena is making me and Tessa French toast and squeezing some fresh orange juice. She serves us our breakfast and then goes to fetch The Age from the letter box before joining us at the table. As I reach for the Real Estate section to look for a place to rent, Serena slaps my hand away.

“If you so desperately want to be independent, look for a job, and when you finally have some money, then I’ll let you spend it. I’ll babysit for free.” She winks and sits down opposite me.

“I have the money. I told you. I have the twenty grand Mum gave me.”

“No! That’s for you to make a record. Your mum wouldn’t have wanted you to spend it on anything else.” She passes me the business section. I flip to the Classifieds, and right there in front of me, in bold capital letters, is the all-too-familiar UTD Publications logo. Since when did they have a department in Australia?

“Serena. Shit!” I thump my finger on the ad and spin the newspaper around.

“Well, that’s fate for you. Call ’em up.”

“You reckon?”

“Of course. Why not?” With one look at my face, I know she knows what I’m thinking. She shakes her finger at me. “No, no, no, no, Mel. Don’t start thinking like that. It’s moving forward. It’s a new beginning.”

“You sure?”

“Of course I’m sure. Call them.”

I jump up and approach the collector’s spin dial phone in the hall. All it takes is two minutes explaining my history with the company to the receptionist and she puts me through to the Human Resources department.

“They want me to come in for an interview!” I scream down the hall when I hang up.

“Great! When?” Serena yells back, poking her head above the newspaper.

“Now. Shit.” I run down the eight-meter long hall and lose a slipper in my haste. “Can you—?”

“Yes.” Serena nods, waving her hand for me to go and get ready.

“Alex needs—”

“Yes, I know. Don’t worry about it. I got it. Get dressed!”

“—a nappy change!”

“I’ll deal with it. Go.”

“It’s a bit runny, honey.” I contort my face, trying to make her laugh.

“I’ll. Deal. With. It. Get dressed,” she growls wide-eyed.

I’m about to run back down the hall to my bedroom when I’m struck by a daunting thought.

“Um … Serena, in what?”

“What do you mean? You’re being a drama queen.” 

“What am I going to wear?” I whisper, as if speaking more quietly might make me seem less insane.

“Oh, right. Come on, Tess. Let’s help Mummy choose some clothes.”

***

While seated in the waiting room, I check my face for squashed bugs in my compact mirror. Comfortable in a soft jade Indian silk skirt and sleek black body-fitted blouse with a low neckline, I silently congratulate myself for not slipping into my comfort clothes. No more floppy male shirts and black trousers for me.

I can’t believe I’m about to have a job interview at UTD. I can’t believe I have this second chance. Am I dreaming? Did I imagine the whole newspaper ad and phone conversation with the receptionist, and find my way here while experiencing some kind of alien possession? What if I’m waiting here like an idiot without an appointment?

“Mr Viadro will see you now,” the receptionist says, tapping the counter. Mr Viadro? I stare at her. Jaw open.

“Um, Ms Hill? I said you can go in now,” the receptionist repeats, pointing toward a door with her pen. On the door is a plaque that reads, Publisher.

I walk into Mr Viadro’s office, hoping it’s not him; hoping I can escape the humiliation only I can understand. But no, there, sitting behind a grey stained-glass art-deco desk, with a pale orange backdrop, is button boy.

“I had a feeling it was you, Melody,” he says, holding his hand out to greet me. “When HR told me you were coming in for an interview this morning, I took the liberty to cancel all my appointments and interview you myself.”

I try to speak, to thank him, but I stammer something incomprehensible.

“I’m sorry, I’ve shocked you. Can I get you a cup of tea? Coffee? A glass of water perhaps?”

“Er … water … please … thanks,” I stutter. Either I’ve completely lost it, or Serena is playing a practical joke on me.

“Sure, take a seat and I’ll tell Helen to fetch you some.”

I sit down and Richard pokes his head out of the office door and mutters to the receptionist.

“So, Melody, it’s great to see you again.” He sits back down behind his desk. “Before you say anything, I’d first like to apologize for having to re-employ your position in London. And I’m terribly sorry for your loss. It can’t have been easy and I want you to know if there’s anything at all I can do, just let me know.”

“Thank you, Richard.” I fold my hands in my lap and try to inconspicuously smell the air for remnants of cologne. If it’s Prada, I’m bolting. I can’t live every day with that scent rubbing unwanted memories into my face.

Richard scans the floor for something, gets up, comes around to my side, bends down next to me and picks up a black pen.

“I wondered where that got to,” he winks, returning to his seat.

Nope. Nope. Don’t recognize the smell at all. Okay. Relax. First sign is peachy.

“Second, I’m not going to interview you because I know very well how qualified you are, and I’d like to offer you a position here at UTD Australia.”

“Oh?”

“Yes. Now—” Richard leans back in his seat and scratches under his arm. “It’s not the position that has been advertised because I believe you are far too talented to simply be a commissioning editor. In fact, I’m going to offer you a position I have just today, decided we need—a position I have not yet had the opportunity to advertise. Now, I’d just like to make it clear that this is in no way favouritism.” Richard pauses, seeming to expect an emotional response. But I keep a straight face, and nod to let him know I’m following.

“I’ve created this position due to the fact that UTD Publications is in great need of some innovative talent and improvement. Some of the books being made these days are just atrocious and so utterly old-fashioned. Sales are dropping worldwide, and I believe we need someone, like you,” he points his pen at me, “for us to bounce back in the market. I’d—” 

The receptionist enters with my glass of water.

“Yes, thanks, Helen. Hold all calls until further notice, hmm?” he says, gesturing for her to close the door behind her, again with his pen. They seem to like pointing pens around here. What, do they double as magic wands?

“Right. Where was I?”

“Bouncing back in the market?” I prompt, feeling unusually like I belong in here and at a desk like this. This whole corporate concision is tempting. I can smell fresh crisp stationery and paper; hear the photocopier upstairs running on overdrive through the ceiling; women chatting at the coffee station next door in friendly Australian accents. Perhaps I’ll meet someone like Heather. I could probably find myself millions of Heathers here—in an English-speaking country. The thought makes me buzz.

“Yes. Yes! Melody, I’d like to offer you the position of Creative Director. You’d have your very own office, much like this one, on the floor below, and the flexibility to work from home twenty hours a week until your son qualifies for preschool. Now, those are very unusual benefits, Melody, but I like you. I like what you represent and I like what you are capable of. Therefore, I am more than happy to offer you this incentive to join our team. So, what do you say?’

“I—” want this. I want this bad.

“Of course, excuse me for pushing you straight into the ballgame, you’ll need time to think this over, discuss it with your—”

“No. Er, Richard, your offer sounds wonderful. I …”

I look out the window and see a band lugging their sound equipment into the pub across the road, but without a second thought I draw my attention back to Richard’s kind and charming hopeful smile.

“Richard, thank you so much,” I say, holding my hand out to shake. “When would you like me to start?”



epilogue

Eight years later:

I had Dad bring over a few things from Athens when he visited, after I’d finally saved enough money to buy an inner-city Victorian townhouse big enough to fit it all in.

Tessa is going through some pre-teen blues, and has all of her father’s records sprawled across the lounge room floor, feeding her need to wallow in adolescent angst. Little Alex is picking out all the ones with psychedelic-coloured covers, not really knowing what’s what.

“How about this one?” he squeals, holding up Jimi Hendrix’s Axis: Bold as Love album over his head and prancing from foot to foot. “This looks awesome!”

“No, Pinhead! I don’t want to listen to that one! That’s old people’s music. Get it out of my face. Jeez, you don’t know anything about music. Why are you pissing me off?” Tessa retorts, getting to her feet to move away.

“Hey!” I call from the kitchen counter, labouring over my first homemade mousaka. “Don’t speak to your brother like that. Let him have some fun, for crying out loud.”

I close my eyes and hear a big grunt and a shove and a thud as I assume she pushes Alex onto the couch and out of her way. I open my eyes, hoping the catastrophe is over and Alex comes running towards me, still holding the Jimi Hendrix album above his head.

“Mum, can we listen to this?” Alex moves his silky black hair out of his face, stares at me with his sparkling blue eyes and displays a ridiculous fake smile, while wobbling his bum side to side like a happy dog.

“Sure, honey, but not just now. We’re about to eat dinner.”

“Orh!” Alex contorts his face and jumps up and down, making an effort to land as hard as possible on each impact.

“Orh, nothing. Go and tell Tessa to put all the records away ’cause we’re going to eat, okay?” I remove the mousaka from the oven. It smells delish. Baked eggplant, ground lamb, smothered in tomato and kefalotiri (a hard Greek cheese), seasoned with onion, garlic, bay leaves, cinnamon and dry red wine. The aromatic steam fills my nose with pride and makes my mouth water. I did it. Yes!

As Alex is about to tell Tessa what to do, she joins us holding a limited edition single of Joni Mitchell’s “Blue”.

“Mu-um,” she cajoles, in her typical I-want-something way.

“Ye-es,” I reply, mimicking her tone.

“Can you teach me how to play this for the end-of-year concert on Grandma’s piano?” Dad also got Mum’s piano shipped over for me. It’s got an entire room of its own, and the walls are decorated with my parents’ album covers and band photos.

“Um, you might have to get your piano teacher to help you with that, but I can play the general chords on guitar for you and teach you how to sing it properly. Does that sound okay?”

“Cool.” Tessa does a little dance on the spot and gives me a peck on the cheek.

“What was that for?” I ask. “An hour ago you said you hated me.”

“Well, I love you now,” she replies with a wonky grin.

“Okay, then, if you love me now, do you think you could set the table?”

She nods, screwing her face up to the side, grabs plates out of the cupboard and the cutlery out of the drawer. When she’s finished, I bring the mousaka and a jug of water to the table. I pour myself a glass of wine. But Alex has disappeared with the Jimi Hendrix record.

“Alex, Dinner!”

He comes running down the corridor and sits at the table and hangs his head in his hands.

“What’s the matter?”

“I want to listen to that record,” he whines.

“You will, when we finish dinner. Now eat. … Um, Tessa?”

“What?” she snaps, exposing a full mouth of mushy mousaka.

“Why have you set the table for four?”

“Oh. Whoops! I forgot Grandpa left this morning … um, Mu-um?”

“Hmm?” I hum, trying not to sound annoyed that I haven’t yet had the chance to taste my very first traditional Greek meal.

“When can I come and see you play at the pub?”

“I told you, when you’re eighteen and old enough to get in the pub at night,” I reply monotonously, due to repeating it for the millionth time.

“But you used to take me there when I was a kid.”

“That was different.” Can’t I buy any more time? “That was during the day. And there are different laws for after dark.”

“But you said that Grandma used to take you to her gigs when you were a kid.”

“I know, but she wasn’t supposed to.”

“Why not?”

“Because.”

“Because why?”

“Tessa. I said no. Full stop.” I sigh, dreading the feeling this might actually be the night I give in.

“Please.” She drops her knife and fork, folds her hands under her chin, and bats her eyelids.

“Okay, how about I make you a deal?” I hope I don’t regret this.

“What kind of deal?” Tessa wriggles in her seat, a habit she hasn’t yet grown out of.

“When you turn thirteen, you can come along with Serena.” That’s it. There’s no going back now.

“But that’s a whole month away,” she squeals, almost deafening me.

“A month will fly by, hon.” I keep my cool.

“Why don’t you ever become famous, Mum?” she asks in a breezy, relaxed tone as if her previous outburst hadn’t even occurred.

“I can’t just snap my fingers and become famous, Tessa.”

“But Serena said you got offered a contract and you turned it down.” 

What? How could she? She knows how impressionable Tessa is. Christ.

“Tessa, I don’t need to be famous. I have you and Alex and enough stuff to do at work. I don’t have the time.”

“But you wouldn’t have to work if you were famous.”

“Of course I would. I’d have to work harder, and I’d have to be away from you guys all the time. I don’t want that. I’m not interested.”

“Orh … well, I thought it would be cool to have a famous Mum.” Tessa bats her eyelids. Again. Who taught her that? “Anyway, nice mousaka.”

“Really? Thanks.”

“That’s cool. I didn’t know you could cook stuff like this. You should do it more often.”

“Yeah, I know. It did turn out pretty cool, didn’t it?”

“Orh, Mum, stop trying to sound … young,” Tessa groans, flinging her head backward.

“What do you mean?”

“You keep saying cool.”

“That’s ’cause it is cool.” 

Tessa rolls her eyes and shoves her mouth with too much food. Unable to chew it properly, she spits some out onto her plate.

“That’s disgusting!” Alex cries. 

“Yes, it is,” I say. “Can you watch your manners, please?”

Tessa rolls her eyes again, picks up a small amount of food on her fork, makes a huge display of how much is on her fork, by presenting it to us like jewellery on a TV Shopping channel, delicately places it in her mouth and chews in slow motion with her eyes closed.

“Mu-um?”

“What, Alex?” I huff, dropping my cutlery in my plate.

“Was Jimi Hendrix Dad’s favourite musician?” 

“No Pinhead!” Tessa barks. “You asked me that before and I said no!”

“Tessa, calm down.” I take a sip of wine. “Alex, Jimi Hendrix is Grandpa’s favourite musician. Dad’s favourite was Elvis Costello.”

“Orh. Well, can we listen to Elvis Costello then?”

“Honey, please, can you wait till after we’ve had dinner? Dinnertime is conversation time. You know that.” I touch Alex’s hand.

But he doesn’t give up. Alex gets out of his seat, runs down the corridor towards the music room.

“Where you going? What about dinner?”

I look at Tessa for answers. She shrugs.

“Why is he in such a mood?” I ask.

Tessa shrugs again.

Alex returns holding my guitar. He sits on the couch, with it on his knees, and slowly plucks the bottom string with his tongue sticking out of his mouth.

“Alex, what are you doing?” I smile. In shock, in awe, in admiration.

“Well,” Alex replies, “If you’re not gonna to let me listen to Dad’s music, I’m gonna have to make it myself, aren’t I?”

***

During sound check I only have to tune my guitar once now that it’s accustomed to my regular bashing. The sound engineer wishes me luck with her reassuring wink from behind the mixing desk. Sensitive about my lighting needs, she reminds the lighting guy not to use red. He nods, laughs and gives a thumbs up.

When the venue is full, I step back onto the stage, breathing freely; knowing that my engineer is going to make me sound like an angel despite still being a bit croaky from the flu. My footsteps vibrate through my body, as laughter turns to talking, talking turns to mumbling and mumbling turns to absolute silence.

I look down at my bare feet, making sure they’re inside the lucky circle I stuck to the stage with gaffer tape for security. I convinced myself that as long as I stand inside it, everything will work out the way it’s supposed to. I look up and out into the small crowd of about two hundred. I spot Serena, Tessa, and Alex drinking lemon squash at a table closest to the stage. I wink at them before letting out a hot steady note that thrusts the crowd into whistles and applause. Each hair on my bare arms rises, one by one, as each succeeding note escapes me like a precious secret wrapped in their individual unique gift boxes.

I continue my all-original set, and each song receives a bigger applause than the last. Relief flushes through me like divine déjà vu, immersing me in a warm bath of velvety freedom. I did it. I did it again and I’m alive.

“Thank you!” I say as I put my guitar down. “I’d just like to let you all know I’ve finally released that album I’ve been going on about for the last six months. It’ll be in stores next week and it’s called On the Other Side. Keep an eye out for it. Have a great evening everyone, and thanks again for coming.”

Amidst uniting applause and cheering and whistling and static amplifier fuzz, the background music begins to play. Serena gestures with her own unique sign language that she’s going to take the kids to the burger joint over the road. I nod and sign back that’ll I’ll be right behind them. But just as I’m stepping off the stage, guitar in hand and leads hanging around my neck, I spot Richard entering the pub. He waves and puts his hands in his pockets.

“What are you doing here?” I ask, resting my gear on the ground. “I’m just about to leave, Serena’s got the kids and they’re—”

He puts his fingers to my lips. “I just came here to tell you something,” he says with a cheeky grin on his face. “After having a very serious discussion with my daughter, and discovering that she would like it just as much as I, having grown to love Tessa and Alex like brother and sister, I have come to let you know that we would very much like to accept your offer.”

“Really?” I ask trying to compose the potent thrill buzzing through my limbs. “You’ve finally decided to move in with us?”

“Yes,” he says, pulling me in for a warm hug. “Let’s cross that bridge, shall we?”



To receive the all-original soundtrack Melody Hill: On the Other Side, go to jessicabellauthor.com/contact and send Jessica your book purchase receipt. The soundtrack is also available to purchase at iTunes and other online music retailers.
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