
        
            
                
            
        

    
  Praise for Last Summer


  ‘. . . an absorbing and compelling tale about the fragility of human relationships, and how we can never know with certainty what the future holds and, when it arrives, how we will react.’


  Good Reading


  ‘Vivid characters as recognisable as your own family and friends, facing the challenges that affect us all, make this a very human read.’


  Better Homes & Gardens


  ‘In a poignant, intelligent, believable and acutely observed tale Ladd delves into her characters’ imperfections without judging them or poking fun, and she tells us things about ourselves.’


  Adelaide Advertiser


  ‘. . . riveting . . . presents a vivid snapshot of contemporary suburban Australia and how we live now.’


  News Mail


  ‘. . . a stunning exploration of loss, life, families and friendships . . . begins with a punch and within the first few pages I had laughed, cried and held my breath as I read on. The pace never falters and I found the writing and storyline literally breathtaking . . . written so beautifully and honestly.’


  Writing Out Loud


  ‘An insightful, natural storyteller.’


  Australian Women’s Weekly


  ‘It is clear on reading Last Summer, though, that Ladd is an artist, first and foremost. Her ability to reproduce the phrasing of a liar, to provide meaning with an action left half done, to describe the slow and painful progress of someone attempting to clamber over the ramparts of a wounded heart, these cannot be reduced to her professional interest in human psychology. We must conclude that an artist’s instinct and craft is at work here, too.’


  Booktopia


  After the Fall


  Two married couples: Kate and Cary, Cressida and Luke. Four people who meet, click and become firm friends. But then Kate and Luke discover a growing attraction, which becomes an obsession. They fall in love, then fall into an affair. It blows their worlds apart. After the fall, nothing will ever be the same again.


  Praise for After the Fall


  ‘. . . a subtle, moving and perceptive story of love, loss and hope.’


  Sydney Morning Herald


  ‘I loved After the Fall. I absolutely devoured it . . . Kylie’s writing is so beautifully descriptive, capturing emotions and moments in a few delicious phrases. And her characters are so real, so vividly drawn in all their complexities, that re-reading the novel seemed to be a re-visiting of old friends.’


  Kerri Sackville, MamaMia.com.au


  ‘A fascinating dissection of infidelity told from the point of view of two couples. Voyeuristic in its storytelling, After the Fall is a gripping insight into the anatomy of an affair, in the tradition of Anita Shreve, Josephine Hart and Anne Tyler.’


  Maitland Mercury


  ‘Ladd illustrates just what makes human interactions so difficult.’


  Oz Baby Boomers


  ‘An engrossing dissection of an illicit affair . . . the reader is swept along by the intensity of the characters’ emotions. A fascinating insight . . . Riveting.’


  Townsville Bulletin


  ‘A dissection of deceit and the heady days of new love.’


  Bayside Bulletin


  ‘Starting an affair is like falling—there’s the initial thrilling sense of plunging, followed by out-of-control plummeting, and, inevitably, pain. That’s how author Kylie Ladd describes it in this story of a friendship between two couples that ends in an affair. Told from the perspective of each person, the book has a deliciously voyeuristic feel that will have you hooked.’


  Cosmopolitan


  ‘This gripping novel examines the nitty-gritty of the affair and how it affects each person involved. From gentle Cary, who was hoping to start a family with Kate, to Cressida, coping with her dying father and her husband’s infidelity, to playboy Luke and indecisive Kate, all four react in very different ways. I found it hard to put this book down, and it stayed with me long after I had finished it . . . five stars.’


  NZ Girl


  Kylie Ladd is a novelist and freelance writer. Her essays and articles have appeared in The Age, Griffith Review, O Magazine, Kill Your Darlings, The Hoopla and MamaMia among others. Kylie’s first novel, After the Fall, was published in Australia, the US and Turkey, while her second, Last Summer, was highly commended in the 2011 Federation of Australian Writers Christina Stead Award for fiction. Her previous books are Naked: Confessions of Adultery and Infidelity and Living with Alzheimer’s and Other Dementias. She holds a PhD in neuropsychology and lives in Melbourne with her husband and two children.
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  For Cameron and Declan.

  My daughter, my son.


  A love story is not about those who lose their heart but about those who find that sullen inhabitant who, when it is stumbled upon, means the body can fool no one, can fool nothing—not the wisdom of sleep or the habit of social graces. It is a consuming of oneself and the past.


  MICHAEL ONDAATJE, THE ENGLISH PATIENT

  



  I don’t believe in an interventionist God


  But I know, darling, that you do


  But if I did I would kneel down and ask Him


  Not to intervene when it came to you


  Not to touch a hair on your head


  To leave you as you are


  And if He felt He had to direct you


  Then direct you into my arms

  



  Into my arms, O Lord


  Into my arms, O Lord


  Into my arms, O Lord


  Into my arms.


  NICK CAVE, ‘INTO MY ARMS’
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  Skye saw the blood before she felt the pain. It surprised her, the sudden red welling near the base of her thumb, smearing the tile she was holding up to demonstrate her technique. Some technique.


  ‘Damn!’ she exclaimed. She would have said something stronger, except she was surrounded by a class of grade five students, all eager ears and impressionable minds.


  ‘Bet that hurt, miss,’ remarked a tow-headed boy at the front of the group. Louis, she thought it was. She was still learning their names. She nodded, sucking at the webbing between her thumb and forefinger, willing herself not to cry. Shit. She’d been showing the children how to use tile clippers to shape the materials for the mosaic they’d be working on together, but now all they’d remember from the lesson was her clumsiness.


  ‘Perhaps you should rinse it under the tap,’ ventured a serious-looking girl. Rowena. Skye knew that one. Rowena was a teacher-pleaser; she’d spent their whole first class together last week waving her hand in the air and wearing a pained expression whenever another student got an answer wrong.


  ‘Good idea,’ said Skye, removing her injured hand from her mouth with as much dignity as she could muster and hoping she wouldn’t bleed on the desk. ‘The clippers slipped,’ she added. ‘They can do that, particularly when you’re using tiles with a high glaze. I was about to warn you all to be careful.’


  Rowena nodded. She’d remember.


  Blood was still oozing from the gash as Skye washed it at the sink in the corner of the art room. Bending forward so that her long hair screened her from the gaze of her students, she surreptitiously sucked at it again, then inspected the wound more closely. The cut was deep, almost down to the tendon. It probably needed a stitch or two, but there was no way that was going to happen. Stitches meant a trip to the principal’s office, meant admitting her carelessness and standing around awkwardly while a replacement teacher was found. Stitches begat incident reports and raised eyebrows; stitches eroded confidence and the possibility of further work when this grant had run its course. And she’d been so thrilled to get the grant, given her limited experience and that the hours could be juggled with her job at the gym.


  ‘Do you need any help? Is it still bleeding?’ asked Rowena, materialising at her side. She was probably anxious that the class had been left for three minutes without a teacher, thought Skye; then she saw the concern on the girl’s face and softened.


  ‘It hurts,’ she admitted. ‘I think it’s almost stopped, but I could use a bandage. Do you know where they’re kept?’


  Rowena shook her head. ‘Not in here. There’s a first aid kit in our classroom though. Should I go and get it?’


  ‘That would be great,’ said Skye, turning off the tap and wrapping a paper towel around her hand. It bloomed pink as it came in contact with her thumb, the stain spreading like a Rorschach blot.


  Rowena set off, stopping only to admonish Louis for throwing crayons at another boy. He waited until she had finished and was a good five paces away before picking up another, taking careful aim and hitting her squarely in the back, between the shoulder blades. Rowena, Skye was impressed to note, didn’t even turn around.


  Five minutes later Rowena hadn’t returned, and Skye was onto her third paper towel. Though she’d managed to get the class to go back to their work, she was beginning to get nervous. Should she still be teaching? Was there a blood rule, like in football? A dark-skinned boy kept glancing at her hand, dropping his eyes whenever she tried to smile back reassuringly. Yet when the door finally opened, Skye felt more annoyed than relieved. Rowena had brought another adult with her, probably a teacher. She hoped he wouldn’t talk about this in the staffroom.


  ‘Miss Holt, Mr Cunningham said he should come with me,’ said Rowena. ‘He was in the classroom when I went to get the bandaids.’


  The man stepped forward with his hand outstretched, then dropped it when he saw Skye’s makeshift dressing. He placed a white box on her desk.


  ‘Ben Cunningham,’ he said. ‘I was just doing some lesson planning. When Rowena told me she needed the first aid kit I thought I should probably have a look. Lucky it’s only a teacher who got hurt, and not one of the kids.’ He smiled to show he was joking.


  Skye didn’t smile back. She was too surprised, her mind racing. ‘Don’t I know you from somewhere?’ she blurted.


  ‘I don’t think so,’ he said, looking confused. ‘I’ve only been at the school since the start of the year. You’re our new artist in residence, right?’


  Skye hesitated. It seemed such a serious title for what she was actually doing: working one day a week with the two grade-five classes to create a mosaic on a bare concrete flank of the tuckshop. ‘Just for this term, yes.’ She nodded. ‘And I’m clearly off to a great start.’


  Ben laughed. ‘Things can only get better. If it’s any consolation, my guys all seem really excited about the project. When they came back from your class last week they didn’t stop talking about it.’


  Skye barely heard him, so intently was she trying to figure out where she knew him from. Brown hair, brown eyes, medium build, broad smile . . . He seemed so familiar she was sure they must have met. ‘You don’t have a daughter who does gymnastics, do you?’ she asked.


  Ben looked startled. ‘No kids here. 5C is enough for me.’


  ‘Oh,’ Skye mumbled, still perplexed. ‘I teach at the Y, three days a week. I thought I might have known you from there. It’s so hard to keep track of all the parents, though mostly it’s the mums who bring the children in, of course . . .’


  She was rambling, but she couldn’t seem to stop. It was infuriating, recognising his face but not being able to place him. This must be how her father had felt at the end of his illness, she thought, when the words that he wanted seemed always out of reach—close but untouchable, like birds in a tree.


  ‘How did it happen?’ asked Ben as he peeled back the sodden paper towel and bent over Skye’s injury to examine it. It seemed to her somehow a courtly gesture—anyone watching them might have thought he was about to turn over her hand and kiss it, maybe pledge his troth. She glanced around the art room, but 5C’s eyes were on their workbooks, their designs for the mosaic just beginning to take shape.


  ‘I wasn’t holding the tile clippers tightly enough,’ Skye admitted. ‘They were sharper than I’m used to.’


  ‘I can tell. It’s pretty nasty.’ Ben looked up, and she was struck by the velvety brown of his eyes. Eyes like Arran’s. Vegemite eyes, her father used to call them. ‘Sure you don’t want to go to hospital? I could take you after school, if you don’t want to leave your classes.’


  Skye shook her head. She appreciated the offer, but she was due at the Y at four, and Hamish wouldn’t be impressed if he had to swap her shift at short notice. ‘I have to teach,’ she explained. ‘The gymnastics, like I said. It’s hard to get someone to fill in. Can’t you just put a bandaid on it?’


  ‘I can do better than that.’ Ben rummaged through the first aid kit and drew out something that looked like a doll-sized bow tie. ‘Presenting the butterfly bandage,’ he said with a flourish, then added, ‘St John’s Ambulance Senior First Aid certificate: workplace level two. I’ve been dying to put it into practice.’


  Skye laughed. ‘You don’t get out much, do you?’


  ‘It was offered as part of the course last year,’ he said, pressing the edges of her cut firmly together. A few more drops of blood appeared, and he dabbed at them gently.


  ‘Last year?’ Skye said, not following.


  ‘Teacher training,’ Ben replied. He positioned one white wing of the bandage just below the cut, smoothed it down, then stretched the middle section up and over the breach in the webbing, deftly anchoring it on the other side. ‘There,’ he said with satisfaction. ‘The trick is to keep it tight. And don’t try any cartwheels for a week or two.’


  ‘So you’re only just qualified?’ Skye asked. ‘This is your first year out?’ She would have guessed he was in his mid-twenties, like her, not fresh out of uni.


  ‘Yeah,’ he said, tilting his head as though admiring his work. ‘I did a few years of science before I transferred to teaching. I wanted to get into vet school.’


  ‘What happened?’


  ‘Didn’t get the marks.’ He shrugged, then reached back into the kit. ‘I’m going to put another one on, at a different angle, just to be sure.’


  ‘I think you’ve missed your calling,’ Skye said as he adeptly taped the second butterfly strip in place.


  ‘Oh, I don’t know.’ Ben grinned. ‘Primary teaching, vet science—there’s not much difference. I’m still caring for animals.’


  At Skye’s laugh Rowena looked up, startled. She swore the girl would have shushed her if she’d dared.


  Later, after the bell had rung and the class had filed out, Skye tidied up the art room, tucking stools under benches, returning errant pencils to a central jar. As she closed the supply cupboard she noticed a smudge of dried blood on the back of her wrist, and went to wash it off. That would be another scar to add to her collection, she thought, careful to keep the water away from her new bandage. There was the raised white line under her chin from the time she’d fallen off the beam while competing, and her shins and elbows bore the evidence of similar scrapes over the years. A filigree of faint purple streaks flowered around her left knee, testimony to the reconstruction she’d undergone some years ago, while a burn on the underside of her forearm was the legacy of not paying attention while cooking rice. Some boy had just dumped her and she was distracted, distraught. Funny that she couldn’t even remember his name now, though she did recall how her mother had comforted her as she wept in her arms. It was before she first left home; twenty, she must have been, and Nell rocking her and stroking her hair and telling her that scars don’t kill, they teach. Skye smiled at the memory, glanced up into the small paint-speckled mirror hanging above the sink and suddenly realised who Ben reminded her of.


  2


  Hamish felt Jess jump up from where she was lying on his feet, and knew that Skye was in the building; Skye was the only one she got up for. He always wondered how Jess knew, with the entrance to the gym along the corridor and down four stairs. Could she smell Skye, even from that distance, or was there something about the way Skye came to work—banging the door, hurrying in, invariably a few minutes late?


  ‘Who’s coming, girl? Who is it?’ he asked the border collie, now standing by his desk watching the door. Jess waved her tail in response but wouldn’t be drawn into turning round for a pat. Funny how Skye was her favourite, though she only saw her at the gym and on weekends. Hamish was the one Jess lived with, after all, and had done since she was six weeks old, when Skye had given her to him to mark their first anniversary. At the time he’d been annoyed and hadn’t bothered to hide it.


  ‘A puppy? God, Skye, I can’t look after a puppy,’ he’d protested when she thrust the squirming bundle into his arms.


  ‘Yes, you can,’ she’d replied, unperturbed. ‘She can keep you company while you’re studying, and you can take her with you when you go for a run. I thought she could also have her own spot at the Y, seeing as you’re there so much—we’ll get her a basket, keep it at reception. I’m sure Ian won’t mind.’


  Ian, of course, had minded, and pointed out that he was running a fitness centre, not a pet shop. Still, two months later, when he left for another position and Hamish was promoted to assistant manager, the dog had moved into his office with him and somehow become a fixture around the place.


  ‘See?’ Skye had said. ‘I told you it would all work out. You’re too pessimistic sometimes.’


  Hamish had been tempted to tell her that next time she wanted to surprise him maybe she could just take him out for dinner, but he’d bitten his tongue. It had worked out. Jess spent her days at the Y with him, lay on his feet while he juggled staff rosters or studied, and was always waiting for him, thumping her tail, when he got home after his uni classes at night. She was used to having him around, and it bothered him to imagine leaving her on her own all day next year once he’d finished his degree and secured the sort of job where dogs weren’t allowed in the building, but he pushed the thought from his mind.


  Skye burst through the door, her gym bag over one shoulder. ‘Sorry I’m late,’ she said, bending down to fondle Jess’s ears. The dog arched her back ecstatically at the attention. Skye straightened up and glanced at the clock over Hamish’s desk. ‘Actually, I’m not that late,’ she amended. ‘Not for me, anyway.’


  ‘Not for you,’ Hamish agreed, standing up from his desk and coming around to kiss her. ‘You’re not changed yet though.’


  ‘Too hard at school,’ she said, setting her bag down and pushing Jess away as the dog took the opportunity to lick her face. ‘My class took forever packing up, so I didn’t have a chance. Hey, talking about school, the weirdest thing happened to me today—’


  ‘What have you done to your hand?’ Hamish cut her off, noticing the white bandage against Jess’s dark fur. ‘Are you OK?’


  ‘Just an accident in class.’ Skye held it out to show him. ‘I told the school what to order before I started, but then forgot that that meant everything would be new and sharp, not like my stuff at home. The tile clippers got me. I’ll have to wear them down somehow before I hand them out to the kids, or else they’ll all be missing digits before we’ve got anything on the wall.’


  She wanted him to laugh with her, Hamish knew, but there wasn’t anything to laugh about. Any sort of cut was serious. ‘How are you going to teach?’ he asked. ‘You won’t be able to do anything with your hand like that. You should have rung me—I could have called in Vanessa or Louise to take your class.’ He sighed. ‘Technically, you shouldn’t even be spotting with your hand like that. And what about helping them with their back walkovers, or whatever it is they’re up to?’


  Skye pulled her hand away and reached down to snatch her bag back up from the floor. ‘Stop making such a fuss!’ she snapped. ‘This is just like you—always worrying. It’ll be better in another week or so, and until then I’m perfectly capable of doing a back walkover with one hand.’


  She went to leave but Hamish jumped in front of her.


  ‘OK, OK, I’m sorry,’ he said, though he wasn’t really. Skye couldn’t do a handstand with that injury, for fear of opening up the cut again; couldn’t use the vault or the bars, help a student with her dismount. He had no idea why he was apologising; for some reason, with Skye he was always the one who said sorry first. ‘Where are you going?’


  ‘To get changed,’ Skye snapped. ‘I’m late, remember?’


  Jess sat on the floor between them, anxiously glancing from one to the other.


  Hamish tried again. ‘What were you going to tell me earlier, about what happened at school?’


  ‘It doesn’t matter.’ Skye bent down to rub Jess’s head. ‘See you later, girl. Be good.’ She left, he noticed, without a word or even a glance at him.


  For the next half hour Hamish stared diligently at the spreadsheet in front of him. He needed to sort out the rosters for next term. Louise had told him she could no longer work Tuesdays, and it looked as if there were going to be enough enrolments for a new boys intermediate class. Maybe Dan could teach it, he mused, though he’d have to drop one of his spin classes. Hamish didn’t think that would bother him; Dan had recently complained that one of the middle-aged women in his Thursday night group seemed to be getting a little . . . attached. That was the word he’d used. Hanging around to talk to Dan after class; showing up early with a faceful of make-up, despite the fact that she would sweat it off within the first ten minutes. The benefits or drawbacks of being a gym instructor, depending on your point of view. Similar things had happened to Hamish when he’d started at the centre as a personal trainer. He didn’t miss those days. He was happier behind a desk.


  Usually he was anyway, but today something wasn’t right. He fiddled some more with the spreadsheet, then pushed the mouse aside. He couldn’t concentrate. Jess dozed at his feet, the computer hummed softly; he should have been able to finish the roster in five minutes, but all he could think about was Skye. Skye angry at him for being concerned about her injury, Skye stalking out of his office without looking back. Oh, it was nothing, he knew. They argued all the time, and things were always fine afterwards—that was just Skye. Still, it unsettled him. He didn’t like conflict. Hamish stared down at his desk. This, he reminded himself, was why they weren’t living together. With his final exams looming he didn’t need any distractions, and there was no doubt that Skye was just that: a wonderful, impetuous distraction. Besides, he reasoned, it was good that she’d moved back home to live with her mother. They’d needed each other since Charlie had died—both Nell and Skye were still grieving. Give it another six months; with any luck, by that time she’d be feeling better and he’d have a real job, away from the gym. Things would be easier when they could spend time together without the pressures of his course, when he no longer had to be her boss. Skye could maybe drop some of her sessions at the Y, spend more time on her art; he’d work regular hours and leave behind this eternal grinding loop of uni, gym and study. They’d walk Jess together in the evenings. Hamish smiled. After a decade of coming to work in shorts and t-shirts, he was even looking forward to wearing a suit.


  Ten minutes later, the roster still uncompleted, Hamish found himself in the spectators’ gallery above the main gym, trying to catch a glimpse of Skye. He was responsible for her class, he’d told himself on the way up the stairs, Jess padding beside him; he needed to check she could still teach with her injured hand. But who was he kidding? All he really wanted was a wave or a nod from her, something to smooth things over between them so he could get back to work. Jess settled herself on the floor, lowering her head to her paws with an air of resignation.


  It took him a minute to spot her amid the blur of tracksuits and leotards. She was demonstrating a routine on the mat next to one of the beams: leg swing mount, moving into a snap turn. She paused to make sure the class was paying attention, executed a meticulous arabesque, then concluded the sequence with a switch leap. Two of the students clapped, and with a grin and a flourish Skye sank effortlessly into the splits.


  She was a natural performer. He’d admired that in her from the moment they met. As the staff coordinator when she was first employed, Hamish had been asked to sit in on a few of her classes to make sure she was as capable as her references suggested. Most new teachers would have been nervous in such a situation, aware they were on probation, but Skye had seemed to relish the extra attention. He remembered watching her with the senior girls as she took them step by step through a complicated manoeuvre on the bars. Her legs were strong and shapely from years of training; her ash-blonde ponytail danced; her hands moved fluidly from one position to the next: up, over, grip, regrip, spin, dismount. And all the time she smiled. Not in that false, lip-glossed competition way, but with genuine enjoyment, because she was good and she knew it, because they were watching and she could make her slender, supple body do whatever she chose.


  Hamish knew the feeling, knew it well, though he had never exulted in it the way Skye did. He’d been in high school when he first realised he could succeed at any sport he turned his hand to. With his long legs and lean frame, athletics came easily to him, but so too did rugby, swimming, basketball . . . He was pretty good at his schoolwork, but after a while no one seemed to care about that, not even his teachers. They just wanted to talk about the try he’d scored, or the new record he’d set, and whether he thought the first eighteen might finally have a chance of beating arch rivals Scotch College. By the time he was in year twelve, he was captain of five different teams and almost too busy to study. It made sense to apply for a degree in physical education. The entrance score was low, and it was what he was best at. Everyone had always told him so.


  Four years later he wished he hadn’t listened to them. Working at the gym had been fun for a while, but then started to bore him. He took a year off to travel, and when he got back worked as a personal trainer. The money was good, but even that palled after a while. He didn’t much care about his clients’ pinch-test results; he’d never cared about his own. He wanted to do something with his brain, he realised, not just his body. Moving into management helped for a bit, and then one day a middle-aged man Hamish was preparing for a marathon mentioned that he was a futures trader. As they ran together his client explained the industry and what he did all day; maybe Hamish should look into it, he suggested. He could study part time while he worked at the gym. The idea appealed, and then stuck fast. A future was what Hamish needed, after all. He’d been good at maths at school, he reasoned, at least on those rare occasions when he wasn’t training or competing, and this had the advantage of longevity. Fitness was a young person’s game, and he was in his thirties now. Recently, whenever he filled in for an absent instructor his lower back ached afterwards; his knees had begun to seize up in cold weather. None of that would matter in an office. Flesh was weak. He needed a plan B.


  Maybe Skye’s art could be that for her, Hamish thought as he moved to the front of the spectators’ gallery, hoping she’d spot him. After all, it was another form of exhibitionism; she would still be on display. Nell seemed to think Skye had some talent, and as a painter herself she should probably know. Hamish had no idea. All the same, he’d encouraged her with it, because she couldn’t teach gym forever.


  Not that you could tell Skye that, of course. The only time he’d dared suggest such a possibility—that one day her limbs might fail her or arthritis set in—she’d been immediately offended. The trouble was that she thought she was unique, immune; imagined she’d always be able to do exactly what she pleased. Hamish found himself thinking about the first time they’d slept together, just a few weeks after those probation classes. She’d certainly done as she liked then; she knew what she wanted and how to achieve it. He’d been well aware of the attraction between them, and had been planning to ask her out. If he’d considered seduction at all, it was in terms of dinner, crisp sheets, candlelight . . . And then, after one of her evening classes, Skye hauled him into the storage area for the mats, had his shorts down and her hand round his cock before he could even be sure the door was shut. He hadn’t completely enjoyed it, to be honest, though the smell of foam still turned him on. Skye’s students had left and the gym was emptying, but the rhythmic thump of a step class continued next door, and with it the fear that at any moment someone might burst in and catch him screwing his staff. Skye, of course, hadn’t been bothered. She’d taken charge, despite the seven-year age gap between them, despite the step class and the unlocked door and her sports bra that he couldn’t undo. Later, when he knew her better, Hamish realised that the risk was part of the appeal. Unlike him, Skye got a kick out of taking chances, and probably wouldn’t have minded being caught. Perhaps, he wondered, she might even have enjoyed it, felt as if she was back in front of the judges, legs splayed, toes pointed.


  ‘Are you hiding out from the boss or perving on the students?’


  It was Vanessa, one of the other instructors, who’d sneaked up behind him while he was lost in thought.


  Hamish moved closer to the guard rail to hide his erection. ‘Neither,’ he protested. There were plenty of opportunities for voyeurism in his job, but the level ten girls below, all flat chests and hipbones, did nothing for him.


  ‘Just as well,’ cautioned Vanessa, then peered down into the gym herself, where Skye was coaching her class through a sequence of flip-flops. She observed for a moment, then said, ‘I know who you’re watching. She’s a good teacher, isn’t she? They all love her.’


  ‘You’re a good teacher too,’ Hamish responded automatically. And Vanessa was, he thought, but Skye was better. It wasn’t just about showing off; she was passionate about the things she taught, and that made up for her lack of formal qualifications.


  ‘I bet you say that to all the girls.’ Vanessa laughed, standing a little too close to him. She wasn’t wearing very much, he noticed, just a crop top and a tiny pair of shorts.


  ‘Did you need me?’ he asked, returning his gaze to the bars and mats.


  ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘I want to swap a class next week if I can. Wednesday, at five, the mixed junior development group. I’ve got an appointment I can’t get out of.’


  She expected him to ask her about it, he could tell, but he couldn’t be bothered. All the instructors were casuals, and they were always swapping classes. He’d lost interest in their reasons years ago. ‘I’ll see what I can do,’ he replied. ‘Can you think of anyone who could take your place?’


  ‘Dan might,’ Vanessa said. ‘He told me he wanted to do more gym stuff . . . or what about your girlfriend?’


  ‘Skye doesn’t have the time now she’s got her arts job as well. That’s her preparation day.’


  ‘Oh, I forgot about that,’ said Vanessa. ‘So she’s not here as often, then. Do you get lonely in that office of yours?’


  Hamish snorted. ‘Not much chance of that. There are always people like you coming in to disturb me.’ Then he softened, and added, ‘I’ll ask Dan about that class, if you like.’


  ‘You’re a sweetheart. I owe you.’ She blew him a kiss and turned to go, but tripped over Jess stretched out on the floor. The dog’s aggrieved yelp made the gymnasts look up, and Skye, spotting Hamish, smiled and waved. Then she held up one finger, as if instructing him to watch, and moved fluidly into a back walkover. A one-handed back walkover, Hamish noted wryly. Not many people could pull those off. He was torn between admiration and annoyance. She couldn’t be told; she always had to prove her point. Beside him, Vanessa rolled her eyes and bent to apologise to Jess.
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  ‘The word mosaic comes from Ancient Greece and means “of the muses”. Does anyone know what a muse is?’ Skye stood before 5C holding up a green glass tile, the colour of grass after rain. She waited hopefully, but no hands went up. ‘Rowena—you have a shot,’ she prompted.


  Rowena screwed up her face and glared at the desk. She hated answering questions when there was a chance she could be wrong. ‘Muse . . . like amusing? Or music, maybe?’ she ventured.


  ‘Good try,’ said Skye, smiling at her. ‘Music must be from the same word. In Greek mythology, the muses were goddesses or spirits who inspired ordinary people to create something beautiful—poetry, songs or art. Mosaics are an art form that has been around for thousands of years, since well before the time of Christ. Originally they were made of pieces of coloured stone or ivory, even shells, and used on floors, but by the time of the Roman Empire they had started appearing on walls and ceilings as well.’


  Skye glanced at the class, who were fiddling with their sketchbooks or staring out the window. She was losing them. They didn’t care about any of this history—they just wanted to start cutting out tiles and sticking them down. Still, she persisted. To really understand something you had to know where it had come from, how it had been shaped.


  ‘There was a famous mosaic in Greece called the Unswept Room,’ she continued, trying another tack. ‘It was designed for the floor of a dining hall, with tiles—or tesserae, as they’re properly called—placed to look like bits of food and other refuse dropped from the table, then left there. Apparently it was so realistic that guests entering the hall would either wrinkle their noses in disgust or send the servants to fetch brooms.’


  That was better. They were listening to her again, and Skye felt the familiar pleasure of having engaged her audience. Nothing had ever elated her more than when she was competing and the crowd had spontaneously begun clapping along with the music to her floor routine. She’d been surprised and pleased to find that, on the good days, teaching could be just the same; that there were moments when your students went with you and didn’t look away.


  ‘OK, then, so has anyone here made a mosaic before? Or seen one?’ she asked.


  A few hands went up. ‘Last year in art we made letters—our initials—out of torn-up bits of coloured paper glued onto cardboard,’ a boy in the second row answered.


  ‘That’s a good start,’ said Skye. ‘Ours is going to be much bigger though, and made of glass and tiles. Plus it will last for years and years. Do you still have your initials?’


  The boy shook his head. ‘No way. Mum threw it out pretty much as soon as I brought it home.’


  ‘There you go,’ said Skye. ‘But no one’s going to throw this one out. You’ll be able to bring your own kids to see it.’ She was rewarded with a smile, and selected another hand.


  ‘There’s a mosaic-covered statue down by the Yarra,’ said a girl with thick black hair. ‘It’s a great big thing, like an animal. There’s lots of different colours.’


  ‘Oh, that’s a good one, Natasha,’ exclaimed Skye. ‘It is Natasha, isn’t it?’ She was still learning. The girl nodded. ‘That sculpture’s called Angel, and I think it’s made up of about four thousand tiles. It stood in the moat at the National Gallery for years.’ No flicker of recognition on any of their faces. They were too young to remember that. Skye looked around again. A thin brown arm on the periphery of the classroom tentatively edged forward. ‘Yes?’ Skye said, encouragingly.


  ‘Excuse me, miss, but at home my parents have a picture of a mosque with mo-say-ic.’ The boy spoke haltingly and with an accent, stumbling over the unfamiliar syllables.


  ‘A mosque—that’s like a church or a temple, only for Muslims,’ Skye explained for the benefit of the class. She turned back to the boy, who blinked at her nervously. ‘Where is it, do you know? And can you tell us about the mosaics?’


  He swallowed, his face serious. ‘It is in Iran, where my family is from. The colours are very bright—blue, red and yellow. They are triangles.’ He paused for a second, as though carefully considering his words. ‘They make the ceiling dance.’


  ‘That’s a wonderful expression,’ Skye said. ‘Sometimes tiles do that, if they’re placed at a certain angle—they can cause a flat surface to appear three-dimensional, as if it has curves or crests. There’s some beautiful mosaic work in the Middle East. They use it on the outsides of their mosques, as well as internally. Is this one in Tehran?’


  ‘No,’ the boy said. ‘Shiraz.’


  ‘Perhaps you could bring the picture in next week, ah . . .’


  ‘Zia,’ he supplied. ‘It is pinned to the wall, but I will ask my father.’


  ‘Thank you, Zia,’ said Skye, and instructed the class to open their sketchbooks.


  Later, she asked the students to divide into groups of four or five to work together on specific sections of the mosaic. As the other children quickly coalesced into factions or shrieked to their friends across the room, Zia simply sat at his desk and waited, hands folded neatly in his lap. Once it was clear that no one was going to claim him, Skye picked up her stool and went and sat beside him herself.


  ‘Zia,’ she said quietly, after asking the groups to start pooling their ideas, ‘remember the designs we did last week? Can I see some of yours?’


  The boy gave the slightest shrug of his shoulders and nudged his book towards her. On the first page he’d sketched a frog leaping out of the water towards a lily pad, on the second a bird in flight. The name of the school was crudely lettered underneath, and, Skye noticed, misspelled.


  ‘Fitzroy,’ she corrected him. ‘You’ve left out the “t”.’


  Zia didn’t respond, continuing to stare at his hands. Skye flicked through the remaining drawings and found they were almost all recurring geometric patterns, some taking the shape of tiny, intertwined flowers.


  ‘These are very good,’ she said. ‘I think they’d be a bit complex for what we’re doing, though.’


  ‘They are not meant for here,’ murmured Zia. ‘I made a copy from the picture at home.’


  ‘Of the mosque—the one in Shiraz?’ asked Skye. Zia nodded. ‘I’d love to see it,’ she said, tracing the precise designs with her finger while she worked out how they fitted into one another. Then she looked up. ‘Have you ever seen it? The mosque, I mean. For real, not just a picture.’


  ‘No,’ Zia replied, then frowned and corrected himself. ‘Yes, as a child, but I was too young to remember. My father told me that he took me there—that he held me on his shoulders so I could see the colours on the roof.’


  ‘You were born in Iran then? When did you leave?’ He was too thin, Skye found herself thinking, his dark skin pulled taut across his bones, stretched as tightly as one of her mother’s canvases.


  ‘A few years ago,’ he said, ‘when I was ten.’


  ‘How old are you now?’ Skye asked, confused. The rest of the class were only ten, and he looked much the same as them.


  ‘I am twelve,’ Zia said quietly, finally glancing at her out of the corner of his eye. ‘Thirteen in two months. I did not know English when we came to Australia. The school held me down.’


  ‘Held you back, you mean? Repeated a class.’


  ‘Repeated, yes. I repeated grade three, and repeated grade four. I would like to get through grade five in one year.’


  He smiled shyly and Skye couldn’t help but laugh. ‘That’s a great aim, Zia. Seriously, do you need any help? Are you getting extra tutoring?’


  He shook his head. ‘In grade three, but not now. The school said there were worse than me.’


  Skye sighed. He was probably right.


  ‘Mr Cunningham is very helpful, though,’ Zia continued. ‘I can tell him if I do not understand, and he will explain to me.’


  ‘Do you speak English at home?’ asked Skye. ‘You need to use it as much as you can, so it comes easily.’


  ‘A little. Not much. My mother has no English. My father tries to teach her but she will not listen.’


  ‘Why not? Surely she wants to fit in.’


  Zia shrugged and looked down at his hands again, his face blank and closed. She’d overstepped, thought Skye, and just as she was getting somewhere. Keen to keep the conversation going, she tried again.


  ‘Zia’s a lovely name. What does it mean?’


  ‘Light,’ he said softly.


  ‘Light,’ Skye repeated. ‘It’s nice. A bit like mine.’


  He peeked up at her from underneath long eyelashes. ‘Like yours?’


  ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘My first name. Skye. It’s Scottish, not Arabic, but they’re similar, aren’t they? Sky and light. Sky, like in your design.’ She took up his sketchbook again and opened it to the drawing of the soaring bird. ‘This is good too, you know,’ she said. ‘Maybe we could include something like this in the mosaic. What gave you the idea? Is the bird for freedom, like your family coming to Australia?’


  Zia looked at her levelly. ‘The bird is flying away so it can eat the frog it has just caught. See?’ He pointed to a detail Skye had failed to notice: two spindly legs dangling from the beak of the bird, no doubt belonging to the creature in his previous design.


  Skye blushed. ‘Right,’ she said, ‘we need to find you a group to work with. Who are your friends in the grade?’


  ‘There are none really,’ Zia admitted, with what Skye thought was practised nonchalance. ‘The ones I had moved up classes, while I stayed behind.’


  Skye scanned the groups now huddled together, looking for a place where Zia would fit in. The trouble was that he didn’t fit, not with any of them. He was older and quieter; he probably knew nothing of their football teams or the pop singers they liked or the latest PlayStation game. In all the ways that mattered in primary school, Zia was different, and to be different meant to be left alone.


  ‘Rowena!’ Skye called out. The girl looked up obediently. ‘Zia is going to work with your group, OK?’


  A flicker of defiance crossed Rowena’s face. ‘But we’ve already got five, Miss Holt. Can’t he go with Charlotte? There are only four of them.’


  ‘I chose you because I know how good you are at helping others,’ Skye said. To sweeten the deal, she added, ‘Plus you can have twenty house points, and your group can be the first to choose the section of the wall you want to work on.’


  Rowena gave a small nod. ‘OK then. You can sit next to me, Zia,’ she said, moving her chair over to make room for him in the circle. Then she looked back at Skye. ‘You won’t forget to tell Mr Cunningham about the house points, will you? Make sure he marks them up on the board.’
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  Meat, thought Arran, as he closed the gate behind him and negotiated the familiar uneven path to his mother’s front door. He hoped Nell had cooked meat—a roast, maybe, or a steak, thick-cut, marbled with fat, still oozing blood. His mouth watered as he fumbled in his pockets for the key. He should request it, he supposed, but that would only give her more ammunition. Nell already disapproved of his diet, and when he only visited once a week a lecture was the last thing he felt like.


  Arran let himself in and paused in the hallway to sniff the air. Garlic, onion, and something else that he couldn’t quite place. Chickpeas? Oh God, he hoped not. He was so sick of chickpeas.


  ‘Hey, you,’ said Skye, emerging from her bedroom. ‘I thought I heard the door.’ She reached up to kiss him on the cheek, her hair against his face, soft and smelling faintly of shampoo. He should have a shower while he was here, Arran thought. The one at the squat was broken again.


  ‘What’s for dinner?’ he asked.


  ‘Hi, Skye, beloved twin, it’s nice to see you too,’ Skye responded, lightly punching him on the arm.


  ‘Hi, Skye,’ he parroted. ‘How’s work, it’s nice to see you and what’s for dinner?’ Then he added, ‘I’m really hungry.’


  She laughed. ‘You’re always hungry. Carbonara. Mum’s trying to fatten you up a bit.’


  Arran sighed. ‘I’m fine. Do I look as if I need fattening up?’


  ‘You look as if you need a haircut, but I won’t start on that either.’ She returned to her room and he made his way to the back of the house. Carbonara was OK. It wasn’t steak, but it had bacon in it at least. That would do.


  ‘Hello, Arran,’ said his mother as he came into the kitchen, where she was leaning over the stove.


  ‘Nell.’ He nodded. He’d called her that for as long as he could remember, and she’d never objected. Years ago, she’d been as alternative as she seemed to think he was now. He took a beer out of the fridge and went to sit at the table, then, walked over and kissed Nell on the top of the head.


  She looked up and smiled. ‘Your dad used to do that when he got home from work,’ she said, turning back to stirring the sauce.


  Arran was glad he couldn’t see her face. ‘How’s things?’ he asked, twisting the cap off the bottle. ‘Are you sleeping any better?’


  Nell shrugged. ‘A bit. Maybe. I’m trying not to let it bother me when I can’t, just get up and do something else instead.’


  ‘Painting?’ Arran asked.


  She shook her head, still with her back to him. ‘Not yet. I’ve been sorting the photos, though—they’re in such a mess. Boxes and boxes of them . . . I have no idea why we didn’t just put them into albums at the time.’


  Arran laughed. ‘Because we were always travelling and because you couldn’t be bothered. Plus I can’t imagine there was any space for albums in the kombi.’


  Nell reached for the colander of pasta, draining in the sink. ‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘Organisation was never our strong suit, but we saw a lot, didn’t we? And that van—you couldn’t turn over in bed without everyone else having to swap positions as well.’


  ‘You couldn’t go to the toilet without everyone knowing if dinner had agreed with you.’


  ‘OK, OK, I don’t necessarily want to remember every detail. But they were good days . . .’ Her voice trailed off, then resumed with an effort. ‘I’m going through the Scotland photos at the moment. There’s a lovely one of you and your dad at Inverness. You were—’


  She was interrupted by the sound of the doorbell. Skye called that she would get it.


  ‘Why don’t you give him a key?’ Arran asked. ‘They’ve been together, what, two years? He’s practically a member of the family.’


  Nell stirred the pasta into the sauce. ‘I offered, but he wouldn’t take it. That’s a bit too relaxed for him. Hamish prefers to do things by the book. I’d say he was brought up quite differently to you two.’


  ‘Properly, you mean?’ asked Arran.


  ‘Enough of your cheek,’ said Nell, flicking her tea towel at him. ‘Get off your bum and set the table.’


  [image: 9781743431962txt_0039_001]


  After dinner, Nell cleared away the dishes and then brought out the box of photos she had been working on.


  ‘God, Nell, don’t bore Hamish with those,’ protested Arran.


  ‘No, I’d love to see them,’ said Hamish, reaching across the table. He seemed genuine, but Arran wasn’t sure. Why on earth would he want to spend one of the rare evenings he allowed himself off looking at faded happy snaps from two decades ago? Wouldn’t he rather whisk Skye back to his flat for some time alone? Arran still didn’t understand the man—Hamish never really let his guard down—though he did like him.


  ‘These are great,’ said Hamish, flicking through shots of Skye and Arran in front of lochs, in front of castles, perched smiling and freckled on the bonnet of the kombi. ‘I really like this one.’ He held up a photo of a pigtailed Skye gingerly patting a Highland cow. ‘How old were you then?’


  Skye looked to her mother for confirmation. ‘Seven, I’d say? I was terrified it was going to step on me.’


  ‘God, you were cute,’ said Hamish, still looking at the picture. Then he leaned across and kissed her. ‘Still are.’


  Arran stared at the table. There was an old red wine stain that had leached into the wood near the salt shaker, and he rubbed at it uselessly. He was happy for them, really he was, but right now he could do without the couple stuff.


  Nell fished through the box. ‘Here’s another one, Hamish,’ she said, passing over a tattered picture of Skye perched on her father’s shoulders. ‘That was in Ullapool. Do you remember, Arran? We were there for a ceilidh.’ She turned to Hamish. ‘It’s a dance—all the traditional reels, everyone in their family tartan. Charlie bought a tin whistle there, and learned to play it so quickly the locals invited him to join in.’


  Hamish nodded. ‘He liked his music, didn’t he? Hey, Skye, I don’t suppose you still have that kilt?’


  ‘I’ve still got mine,’ lisped Arran in a deliberately camp Scottish brogue. ‘Do you want to see me in it?’ He liked Hamish, but it was fun to unsettle him. What was it Mark had always said? That the heteros needed to be shaken up now and again, reminded that they didn’t have the monopoly on sex.


  Hamish looked away. ‘You’re such a wanker, Arran,’ Skye sighed.


  ‘Oh, look, Arran, here’s you on your island,’ exclaimed Nell, clearly eager to dispel the tension. ‘Charlie was crazy about the Scottish islands, Hamish,’ she explained. ‘Our first trip to Scotland was our honeymoon, and he was so enchanted by them that as soon as we got back home he bought a labrador and named it Hebrides. Skye and Arran came later.’


  Hamish smiled politely, though he must have already heard the story from Skye. ‘What were the options?’ he asked.


  ‘There weren’t many,’ replied Nell, scowling as she tried to remember. ‘Harris, Raasay . . . Lewis. Mull.’


  ‘Mull,’ laughed Skye. ‘That would have been an appropriate one for Arran. Or is there an Isle of Freegan?’


  ‘Oh, stop it, you two,’ Nell said, then added unexpectedly, ‘Charlie was already unwell when you first met him, Hamish, but I know he had a good feeling about you, because of your name. He liked that it was Gaelic—it made him feel that you fitted us, that you were a good match for Skye.’


  ‘I liked him too,’ said Hamish simply, and the room fell quiet. Arran glanced across at his sister. Was she thinking that Charlie didn’t even recall their names at the end, couldn’t have found Scotland on a map? That was what he remembered, much as he tried not to—not the man who’d patiently enticed the Highland cow over for a photograph, or danced with Skye at the Ullapool ceilidh, but the one who raved and shat himself and didn’t know his own family. It was the end that stuck, when the end was so bad. Same as with Mark, in a way. Arran felt his stomach contract, sweat spring from his palms, and he wiped them on his pants. He wasn’t going to think about that. He was finished with Mark, the slut.


  ‘I’m going to go wash up,’ said Nell, rising from the table.


  ‘Don’t, Mum,’ said Skye. ‘We’ll do it.’ At first Arran assumed she meant her and Hamish, then realised she was looking at him.


  ‘Good idea,’ said Hamish, reaching back into the box of photos. ‘I’m going to sit here and go through the rest of these with your mum. Come on, Nell,’ he said. ‘We’ve seen Arran’s shot—now find me Skye on Skye.’


  ‘How’s she doing?’ Arran asked once he and Skye were alone in the kitchen. Skye ran hot water and soaked the plates, just as she had always done when they were growing up. To Arran’s disgust, their parents had never bought a dishwasher. They were trying to keep their lives simple, they said. People didn’t need all the things they thought they did, the appliances and the multiple cars and the glossy magazines. At the time Arran had thought them hopeless hippies, but in the last few years he’d started to come around.


  ‘She’s OK. She’s pretty tough, and she keeps herself busy. It’s still only been six months though. It’s gotta hurt.’ Skye scrubbed at a dish, her wrists wreathed in bubbles. ‘It hurts me.’


  ‘Yeah,’ Arran mumbled. There was nothing more to be said.


  ‘But look,’ Skye continued, ‘I got you in here because I wanted to talk about something else. A boy, in my class at school. I’m worried about him.’


  ‘Why?’ Arran dried the plate she’d just handed him.


  ‘He’s Iranian. He only came here about three years ago, but I don’t know how, or why. He just seems kind of sad and lonely. He’s skinny too. I thought your agency might be able to help.’


  ‘Is he living with his family?’


  ‘Oh, yes. I’ve seen his mum twice now, at pick-up, and he’s spoken about his dad. I think there’s a younger sibling as well.’


  ‘Are they asylum seekers?’ asked Arran. ‘They can’t just be homeless or poor or something. We’re only funded for asylum seekers.’


  ‘Zia’s talked about his house, so they must have one, but I’ve no idea about the asylum bit,’ Skye admitted. ‘I tried to find out, but he didn’t tell me much.’


  ‘Then I don’t think I can help you,’ said Arran. ‘Sorry, Skye, but it’s not sounding all that bad, to be honest. Zia—is that his name?—has a home and his family; he’s attending school and he speaks English. That’s far more than most of my caseload.’


  ‘I guess,’ said Skye, looking dejected. ‘I just wanted to help him. He seems so young, so utterly out of his depth, you know? We’re designing this mosaic, and I have to keep making the other students include him in what they’re doing.’


  Arran laughed. ‘That’s not actually grounds for intervention by a social worker.’ When she didn’t respond he took pity on her and added, ‘Look, if you’re that concerned, why don’t you speak with his teacher? He or she will know more about the situation and whether anything needs to be done. Chances are Zia’s fine. Fine enough, anyway,’ he amended. ‘And if he isn’t, there’s also a good chance he’s already on our books, or someone else’s.’


  ‘Yeah, you’re probably right.’ Skye pulled knives and forks out of the water. ‘And that’s a good idea, to talk to his teacher. I need to thank him, anyway, for fixing my cut.’ She peeled off her rubber glove and held out her hand for inspection. ‘See? It’s all healed. Hamish has even said I can do backflips again.’ Arran reached for the cutlery as Skye began wiping down the sink. ‘Don’t tell him,’ she said casually, ‘but I never actually stopped.’
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  It was raining outside. Not a heavy rain; more a mist that clung to hair and glasses without quite making it to the ground. Skye glanced out of the art-room window as she cleaned up after her class, and was reminded of Scotland. It was like the sea fog that had rolled in over Edinburgh while they slept in the kombi at a lay-by on the edge of the city. What had the locals called it? She paused, holding the broom still until the word came to her. A haar. That was right. ‘Haar, haar, haar,’ her father had said when they awoke, becalmed in the grey haze, unsure which direction they were even pointed in. ‘It won’t be very funny if we have to sit here all day.’ But the mist had gradually lifted, like a curtain going up. Skye was the first to spot the castle hovering in the distance, grey ramparts glinting wetly in the weak morning sun. Funny, she hadn’t thought about that trip in years, not until her mother had pulled out those photos the other night. She’d like to go back and see it all again—the castle, the Inchkeith Lighthouse in the Firth of Forth, and the island she was named after. They’d made another trip to Scotland when she was fifteen, but she hadn’t appreciated it then. By that stage she just wanted to stay in the same school for more than one or two terms at a time, like normal people did. Arran had felt the same way. They’d sulked about it, she remembered, seething all the way from Tullamarine to Heathrow, speaking only to each other and not to their parents. When Charlie had finally noticed, about an hour before they were due to land, he’d laughed and told them they’d thank him for it one day. And he’d been right, she thought, recalling the castle gleaming in the Edinburgh dawn, but he’d died before she’d had the chance to tell him.


  Skye checked her watch. Lunchtime had started ten minutes ago. He should be in the staffroom by now; she needed to finish up and get over there herself. All morning she’d felt an uneasy sensation in her stomach, one of anticipation. Today she was going to speak to Ben Cunningham. She was only at the school one day a week, and Arran was right: she needed to check with Ben that someone was looking out for Zia. Rowena had let him work with her group again during the morning’s class, but only grudgingly, and probably because she knew she’d be made to anyway. The boy had barely spoken for the whole two and a half hours. When Skye had asked him if he’d brought in the picture of the mosque he just shook his head, and shrugged when she suggested that maybe he could do so next week.


  Perhaps she could ask Ben to remind him, Skye thought as she hesitated outside the staffroom door. It was ridiculous, the impulse to knock and wait, a hangover from her own school days. Back then, a visit to the staffroom could only be bad news: an injury in the playground, or a summons from the teacher who wanted to talk to you about that incident in English. She’d never been a great student. Perhaps that was why she still didn’t feel comfortable mixing with teachers, Skye reflected, hadn’t yet managed to drop casually onto one of the staffroom couches and complain about her day. She couldn’t blame Nell or Charlie, either. Always being carted off somewhere different hadn’t helped her studies, of course, but even when she was in the classroom her thoughts were elsewhere: stepping through a beam routine, or mentally rehearsing her front flyaway. Her interest in art had come later, after the knee injury; the teaching had followed when she couldn’t make a living from her art. To her surprise she loved it, though there were days when she still felt like an impostor. What was someone like her doing behind a desk?


  ‘Are you right?’ asked the vice-principal when Skye finally stepped through the door.


  ‘I’m, um, looking for Ben. Mr Cunningham—5C’s teacher,’ she stuttered, glancing around. None of the faces were familiar to her. None of them knew who she was.


  The vice-principal did her own quick survey of the room. ‘He was here earlier. Can’t see him now, though.’ She consulted a roster taped to the back of the door. ‘He’s not on yard duty. Have you tried his classroom? Maybe he’s in there.’


  Skye shook her head. ‘No, but I will. Thanks.’ She backed out of the room and hurried across the playground, shielding her hair with her hands. This sort of weather always made it kink. She should have tied it up.


  Ben was sitting at his desk, tapping at a laptop, a half-eaten apple beside it. He looked up as she came into the room, then smiled. ‘Hi,’ he said. ‘It’s Skye, isn’t it? The one I have to thank for that lovely long break from nine thirty till twelve every Thursday.’


  ‘I was looking for you in the staffroom,’ she said, realising, belatedly, that it sounded like an accusation.


  ‘I had lunch in there, but then I had work to do,’ he replied. ‘I can’t concentrate with all the chat about who won the footy tipping, and which kids were fighting in the playground.’ He peered down at his screen and grimaced. ‘To be perfectly honest, I also didn’t want the rest of the staff seeing that I still hadn’t finished my lesson plan for next week—particularly when, as I said, I’ve had all morning without my class.’


  ‘What were you doing instead? Playing World of Warcraft?’


  Ben laughed. ‘Sadly, I was actually working on the lesson plan,’ he admitted. ‘I’m hoping I’ll get quicker once I’ve had a bit of practice.’


  Skye was immediately sympathetic. ‘I know what you mean. It’s hard being new, isn’t it?’


  ‘Yeah.’ Ben nodded slowly, then grinned. ‘Especially since the school disabled World of Warcraft on their laptops.’


  His smile was beautiful, Skye found herself thinking. It lit up his whole face: that olive skin, his even teeth, the eyes that were just like hers. In the fortnight since she’d seen him she’d wondered if she’d dreamed that up, but there they were, like looking into a mirror: deep brown and slightly slanted. Someone had once told her that her eye shape was a genetic anomaly called an epicanthic fold. Arran had the same thing, but Skye had never noticed it on anyone else before now. She thought of pointing it out to Ben, but stopped herself. This was supposed to be about Zia, not Ben’s eyes.


  ‘Sit down,’ he said, pushing his computer to one side. ‘Did you need to see me about something?’


  ‘Yes,’ said Skye, pulling up a chair. ‘Zia. I’m a bit worried about him. He barely says anything in class, and he doesn’t seem to have any friends.’


  ‘Hmm.’ Ben leaned back in his seat. ‘The not saying much might be to do with his English. He’s only been in Australia for a few years, you know.’


  ‘Yeah, he told me, but he actually speaks very well, doesn’t he? I think there’s something else. I questioned him about his home, and he just shut down.’ It was warm in the classroom, Skye thought. Humid. She could feel her hair curling wildly around her face, the moisture on her skin.


  ‘His family were refugees, I know that much,’ Ben said thoughtfully. ‘From Iran, I think.’ Skye nodded. ‘Zia’s been here at the school for a few years, and there’s another son, in one of the lower grades. I spoke to his father at the parent-teacher interviews at the beginning of the year. His mother didn’t come in.’


  ‘What did he say?’ asked Skye, then added, ‘If you can tell me.’


  ‘You’re a teacher too.’ Ben smiled. ‘I can tell you, but there wasn’t much. The English again. I know he wanted more tutoring for Zia, but the resources just aren’t there.’


  ‘How are his marks?’


  ‘Not great, but not awful,’ said Ben. ‘That’s the problem, if you know what I mean. On paper, he looks OK. But I agree with you, Zia keeps himself to himself.’ He shrugged. ‘I just assumed it was the cultural stuff. Maybe I could teach him how to play footy.’


  ‘If he’s been here a few years he should have already picked that up.’


  ‘You’re right.’ Ben sighed. ‘Yeah, you’re right. I should have realised that.’ He looked up, straight into her eyes, and started slightly. He’s noticed, Skye thought, and dropped her own gaze to her lap in confusion. The air seemed to grow suddenly heavier. A clock above Ben’s desk ticked; outside, children shrieked and laughed.


  ‘What does he do at lunchtime?’ she asked. ‘Have you seen him?’


  Ben shook his head. ‘I’m only on yard duty once a week. I can’t actually remember ever spotting him in the playground.’ He stood up and crossed to the window, peering out. ‘He’s not on the oval now. That’s where most of the grade five boys hang out.’


  ‘Library?’ Skye suggested. ‘Or maybe he’s with the grade six boys. They’re closer to his age.’


  ‘Yeah, maybe. I hope so.’ Ben sat back down and looked across at her cautiously. ‘I feel bad now. I don’t really know much about Zia. He’s quiet, but he does his work and stays out of trouble, so I just thought that was how he was, you know? And it’s no excuse, but I’ve been so busy . . .’


  ‘I know,’ said Skye. ‘Believe me, I’m often glad I only do this one day a week. Five days of having to be so organised and keeping my eye on everyone would do my head in. And look,’ she went on, somehow wanting to reassure him, though she had originally come to him for reassurance, ‘it’s probably nothing. Maybe Zia is just quiet, and it stands out in art because no one’s ever quiet there.’ Maybe, too, she thought abruptly, he was homesick. She still remembered how she had hated being pulled out of her own life to traipse across the globe with her parents whenever the whim had taken them. Still, she always knew she would eventually return. How did anyone ever adjust to the permanent loss of a homeland?


  ‘No, I’m glad you brought it up,’ said Ben. ‘I’ll keep a closer eye on him. Maybe we can talk again in a few weeks? Compare notes.’


  He was looking at her intently. Studying her, Skye thought, as if he might be tested on it afterwards. Self-consciously, she put her hand to her hair to smooth it down.


  ‘Hey, how’s the injury?’ Ben asked. ‘All better? Is there a scar?’


  ‘It’s fine,’ she said curtly, eyes fixed on his.


  ‘Can I see?’ He stretched his own hand across the space between them. Skye’s instinct was to pull away, to get up and flee the classroom. The wound, she thought absurdly, was personal. She didn’t want him scrutinising her flesh. If he touched her something might happen.


  Suddenly there was a loud crack of thunder. The squeals from the playground rose an octave, then descended into a babble of voices and running feet as heavy rain began to fall. There was the smell of wet bitumen, and the door to the classroom banged open. Children poured in, steam rising from their newly drenched uniforms.


  ‘Wet day program. Great. There go the lesson plans,’ said Ben. Skye rose and walked away without replying. At the door she glanced back and found he was still watching her as 5C tumbled around him.
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  The afternoon session with her other grade five class couldn’t go quickly enough. Normally Skye enjoyed her work, but for once she found herself constantly glancing up at the clock, willing the hands forward, towards three. It wasn’t her students’ fault. They were engaged and interested; they didn’t even laugh all that long when she knocked a tray of tiles to the floor, but conscientiously dropped to their knees and began picking them up without being asked. No, it wasn’t them, thought Skye. It was her. Ever since lunch the heat had been growing. Heat in her stomach, her chest; heat snaking down through her body to pool between her thighs. She excused herself and got a drink of water; she looked out of the window and made herself count the puddles on the netball court. Nothing helped. The heat grew.


  Maybe she was coming down with something, Skye told herself, pressing her hot cheek against the misted glass. Maybe she should skip the Y tonight, head straight home and let Nell put her to bed. Her mother would enjoy that; she hadn’t had anyone to fuss over since Charlie died. She closed her eyes and tried to distract herself . . . Nell running her a bath or making her a cup of tea; Nell shaking drops of lavender oil onto her pillow to help her sleep, the way she had when Skye was a child. Yet even as she lingered over the details, Skye knew she had to go to work. There was only one way to deal with this ache.


  ‘Miss Holt, our group have finished. I think everyone has, actually.’


  Skye’s eyes sprang open. She took a deep breath and turned around, hoping she didn’t look as flustered as she felt. ‘I was just watching the rain,’ she said hastily. ‘Water is so important to us, isn’t it? It would be nice to have a river or something like that in the design.’


  The class regarded her impassively. She’d been thinking nothing of the sort, and she couldn’t help feeling that they knew it. She cleared her throat. ‘Right,’ she said. ‘Who’s ready to share their design with the class?’


  A few hands went up, but the bell rang before she had a chance to choose one.


  ‘Ohh,’ complained one of the more artistic children in the front row. ‘We really wanted you to see ours. Can we show you?’


  Skye glanced again at the clock, but only so it appeared as if she was considering the request. She already knew the answer. She had to leave now if there was going to be time. ‘Next week, Ellen.’ She smiled. ‘I promise you can go first.’


  Even so, it seemed to take the class an age to pack up. Hurry, Skye urged them silently as they dawdled at the sink and carefully folded their smocks. When it seemed as if Ellen was going to stay at her desk until each of her Derwents was arranged chromatically, Skye scooped up the pencils and thrust them at her.


  ‘Sorry, you’ll have to do that in the hall. I’ve got an appointment.’ She felt herself blushing again at the lie. She snapped off the art-room light and began running through the school towards her car, splashing across the playground without even noticing that her feet were getting wet.


  Hamish looked up as she charged into his office twenty minutes later. ‘You’ve made good time,’ he said. ‘I think that’s a personal best.’


  ‘Shh,’ said Skye, turning to shut the door. It had no lock, so she pushed a chair against it.


  ‘What are you doing?’ he asked. ‘You’ve got a class in fifteen minutes.’


  ‘Ten’s all I need,’ said Skye, unbuttoning her jeans. She eased them down her body, then kicked them into a corner with her underwear. ‘Lie down, Jess, and don’t look.’ The dog complied obediently. Skye pushed Hamish back into his chair and sat on the desk in front of him. She smiled lasciviously, then slowly opened her thighs. Hamish groaned, though more out of frustration than desire.


  ‘Jesus, Skye. Why now?’ he protested, resolutely remaining in his seat. In response, she spread her legs further apart and reached around to clasp his buttocks, pulling him upwards to her, then slid her fingers into his shorts. He resisted for only seconds more, sighing as she drew out his cock and rubbed it against her.


  ‘I’m guessing that’s the end of foreplay, then?’ he muttered, voice thickening as she opened herself to him. Skye felt her body receive his greedily, hips rising towards him, flesh warm and wet. Hamish’s mouth fell upon a nipple, still covered by her shirt, and she arched and shuddered. But it wasn’t Hamish she was thinking of, her eyes tightly closed, pelvis flooded with heat. It was Ben. Ben fucking her on a desk just like this, his own desk, in 5C’s room; Ben’s mouth hot against her throat as he began to thrust, Ben’s fingers between her legs, his sweat on her skin.
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  Ben sneaked a quick look at his watch, though he’d promised himself he wouldn’t until he reached the halfway point. Eighteen minutes. Damn. He could have sworn it had been at least half an hour since he set out. It certainly felt like it in his legs, his lungs. He’d been doing this run for months now, ever since he moved to Melbourne from the country, and though it should have been getting easier, it wasn’t.


  The trouble, he reflected, was that he wasn’t a natural runner. He hated it, if he was honest; he’d only taken it up to keep fit and because he’d never been any good at team sports. The fitness wasn’t an issue at home, in Tatong—just being on the farm seemed to keep him in good nick, with the fences to be checked and the stock to be moved. Here it was different. Here he sat all day behind a desk, then went home to sit some more in front of marking, his dinner, the laptop. It hadn’t even been a year, but already he could feel his spine beginning to curve, his shoulders sinking forward rather than braced to meet the day.


  His father still stood up straight. Sixty-six and fit as a bull, as solid as a eucalypt. Ben had no illusions that the old man had actually needed his help to move that stock or check the fences. He’d managed alone for years, never calling in anyone else when Ben was away studying or seeing Cassie. It had been the company his father was after, Ben thought, and immediately felt guilty. How long had it been since he’d rung his parents? His mother would know, to the hour no doubt. She’d hated the idea of his leaving Tatong, of his travelling down the Hume to a life in the city. She’d prayed about it, as she did about everything, beseeching God to give Ben a posting in a local school. When God had decided to send him to Fitzroy Primary instead it had fallen to Kirra, Ben’s younger sister, to comfort her. It must be divine intervention, Kirra had told the heartbroken woman, it must be the Lord’s plan for Ben’s life. Though she was only eleven, Kirra had rolled her eyes at him as she wrapped her arms around their mother.


  He’d ring them when he got back to his flat, Ben thought, picking up his pace in remorse. He missed Kirra, the surprise package that had arrived on his thirteenth birthday, long after he’d accepted being an only child. He missed his parents too: Mary’s blue eyes, her rosary beads and her soups; his father’s long stride across the paddocks. But he’d been busy, he told himself. He’d been settling in, trying to get his act together. They’d understand that. He might ring Cassie as well, though this seemed less urgent. Cassie, the girl he’d been seeing for a month or two before he moved to Melbourne, still rang him occasionally, but the heat had gone out of her voice. She was interested in what he was doing, she laughed at the right places in his stories, but she was neutral, detached. She hung up easily, rather than lingering on the phone. She called him ‘Ben’, instead of Benny, or Big, or another of the score of pet names she’d had for him when they both still lived in the country. She hadn’t come down to visit him at Easter, or the end-of-term break after that. Mind you, Ben acknowledged, he hadn’t been back to visit her either.


  The halfway mark loomed out of the morning mist, a willow tree dipping its branches in the creek beside the track. Ben touched its trunk, rested a minute, then pushed off again, heading back the way he’d come. He wondered if it was Cassie he’d dreamed of the night before. He’d woken that morning with a hard-on—a proper one, not just because he’d needed a piss—but only a vague recollection of what had produced it. There’d been a girl, of course, and she was bending over him so that her hair fell into his eyes and he couldn’t see her face. Was it Cassie? He didn’t think so. Cassie didn’t have hair like that, dark blonde and wavy. More to the point, she didn’t move like that either: fluid, lithe, as if she were being poured from the pan. Ben couldn’t even remember the last time he’d fantasised about Cassie.


  Suddenly, something swept past Ben’s ankles, causing him to stumble. ‘Sorry!’ called a voice behind him. ‘She gets a bit stupid sometimes. Jess, come here! Come back, girl!’


  Ben turned around and found himself face to face with Skye.


  ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘It’s you.’


  She was wearing running gear, like himself, and there was a faint sheen of sweat across her shoulders and down her neck. Her hair was tied back in a ponytail, and he had the sudden impulse to reach across and pull it loose, the way it was when he’d last seen her.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ Skye said again. ‘Usually she’s pretty good and stays next to me, but every so often she thinks she sees something and then she’s off.’


  The dog had returned and stood panting between them, her coat wet where she’d plunged briefly into the creek. Ben squatted down to pat her. ‘You’ve just got lots of energy, haven’t you, girl?’ he said, then looked back up at Skye. ‘What did you say her name was?’


  ‘Jess,’ said Skye. ‘Jessica officially, but she isn’t a Jessica. Jessicas stay to heel and don’t get themselves filthy in the creek.’ She watched while he continued to scratch the dog between her ears. ‘She likes that. You’re good with animals. It’s a shame you didn’t become a vet.’


  ‘What, and deprive 5C of my brilliance?’ scoffed Ben, but he was pleased that she’d remembered.


  ‘Do you have a dog of your own?’ Skye asked.


  ‘No, not here. My flat’s too small—it wouldn’t be fair. Back at home, in the country, I did. I grew up on a farm. There were always two or three dogs around.’ Jess rolled onto her back so he could scratch her stomach.


  ‘And you moved here for the job, right? Where are you from?’


  ‘A little place called Tatong,’ said Ben. ‘It’s just four houses and a pub. Not far from Benalla, in the north.’


  Skye nodded. ‘I’ve been to Benalla. A school excursion, years ago, on the way to the high country. Weary Dunlop, right?’


  Ben laughed, picturing the war hero’s statue outside the art gallery on the road into town. ‘You were paying attention,’ he said.


  ‘For once,’ smiled Skye. ‘It’s a great story. Do you miss the area?’


  Ben thought of Tatong—of the view from the house down to the dam, the fog that rolled across the paddocks in the morning, the kangaroos standing watching on the hillsides at dusk. ‘I miss what it is and how it looks,’ he said slowly. ‘It’s a beautiful place. But there’s nothing for me there, not if I don’t want to be a farmer, and I can’t be a vet. There’s not even a school anymore. It closed down, and now they bus the kids into Benalla.’


  ‘Let’s run,’ said Skye. Hearing the word, Jess leapt to her feet and bounded ahead. They set off at a fairly quick pace, following the dog. ‘You didn’t want to teach back there?’


  ‘I didn’t really think about it. I just knew I’d go where I was sent, but I was glad it was Melbourne. Time for a change. What about you?’ he asked. If he had to run at this speed he just wanted to listen, not talk.


  ‘I was born here, but then my hippy parents dragged my brother and I all over the world when we were kids. Once they stopped I never wanted to move again. I even shifted back home recently.’


  ‘Saving?’ Ben asked. He was puffing slightly, and hoped she wouldn’t notice.


  ‘No point saving on what I earn,’ she laughed easily. She was clearly much fitter than he was. ‘No, it was for Mum, to keep her company. My dad died last year. Before that I was living with my boyfriend.’


  ‘I’m sorry,’ said Ben. Boyfriend, he thought, irrationally needled.


  ‘Thanks,’ she said in a tone that indicated that that part of the conversation was finished. ‘Do you always run here?’


  ‘I hardly run anywhere, as I’m sure you can tell.’


  Skye smiled. ‘I try to go four or five times a week. Jess needs it, and it keeps me fit for my gym job. Plus Hamish is a fitness freak, so he drags me out too. That’s my boyfriend,’ she added.


  ‘Is he at the gym as well?’ Ben panted. He could feel a stitch beginning in his lower left side. The girl was a machine.


  ‘Yeah, that’s where we met. He manages it. Not for much longer, though—just until he finishes his MBA.’


  Again, the stab of envy, sharp and unexpected.


  Skye stopped running and whistled for Jess, who had disappeared from view. ‘I should probably have her on a leash,’ she said, glancing around. ‘There can be snakes here at this time of year. They like the water.’ She whistled again, the tone slightly shriller. When there was no response, she jogged off towards the creek, calling over her shoulder for Ben to wait there. He flopped forward in relief, hands on his knees as he caught his breath. The sun was breaking through the mist now, warm against his back, but it was still too early in the day for snakes. If he’d been able to speak normally he could have told Skye that.


  ‘Ben!’


  Skye’s shriek was urgent and frightened. He sprinted in the direction she’d headed, heart pounding again. It took him a minute to find her. She was up to her knees in the sluggish brown creek, pulling at Jess. The dog lolled in the water against her, eyes closed.


  ‘She was trapped under that tree,’ sobbed Skye, pointing to where a sapling had come down, its still-green leaves waving in the current. ‘Her collar was caught on one of the branches. I could see her struggling, but by the time I got to her she’d stopped. I don’t think she’s breathing.’


  Ben plunged into the creek, grabbing a handful of the dog’s fur and hauling her towards the bank. Her ears and tail streamed out behind her, limp and lifeless.


  ‘She’s always jumping in. I think she sees water rats and goes after them, or maybe it’s frogs,’ Skye burbled, distraught. ‘Hamish told me to be careful too, after those thunderstorms a few days ago, to keep her with me.’ She was tugging at Jess’s front legs, trying to shift her onto dry land.


  ‘Don’t,’ Ben said, ‘she’s too heavy for you.’ He bent over and hooked his arms beneath the dog’s inert body, braced himself and heaved. His knees buckled and the creek soaked his t-shirt, chilling him to the bone. For a second he thought he couldn’t do it . . . but then Jess was on the bank, water streaming from her coat. He flopped down beside her, gasping.


  ‘Jess!’ Skye cried. The dog shuddered and slowly opened her eyes, coughed a bit, then vomited at Skye’s feet. Looking somewhat embarrassed, she staggered to her feet. Skye began crying in earnest and buried her face in Jess’s wet fur. Ben watched them silently.


  Eventually, Skye stood up and wiped her nose on the back of her hand. ‘Will she be OK?’ she asked.


  ‘I’m pretty sure she’ll be fine,’ Ben replied. ‘Just keep an eye on her tonight. And we’ll walk back, so as not to wear her out.’


  ‘My legs are shaking so much I couldn’t run anyway,’ said Skye.


  Ben put out an arm to steady her as they turned to climb up to the track, but instead of taking it Skye pulled him to her and kissed him deeply. For a moment Ben resisted. They must both be in shock, he thought. It wasn’t until Skye’s dishevelled hair fell against his face that he realised who it was he’d been dreaming of that morning, and then he gave in to her mouth and kissed her as urgently as she’d called his name just fifteen minutes ago.
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  She couldn’t stop thinking about him after that. The kiss had ignited something, blew it into being, and afterwards all Skye’s thoughts were of Ben. Ben’s eyes, Ben’s smile, the way his shoulders had trembled as he lifted Jess out of the creek. Perhaps that was why she’d kissed him, she thought, trying to explain it to herself—because she was just so grateful that he’d saved Jess. That would make sense; that was understandable. She’d relax again for a minute, but then she’d remember the day she’d fled school to fuck Hamish on his desk—all that want, and none of it was for him, her partner of two years. Whatever was happening had begun before the creek.


  And whatever was happening was taking over her life. It wasn’t like her, Skye thought, but she couldn’t seem to let go. She made excuses to wander past Ben’s classroom to try and catch a glimpse of him. She left a note in his pigeonhole asking him to dinner as a thankyou for saving Jess, and when that failed to elicit a response followed it up with another inviting him to come running with her. She consulted the yard-duty roster, then came into school outside of her regular day in the hope of bumping into him in the playground. She knew she was behaving foolishly but felt powerless to stop, driven in a way that she hadn’t been since her days of competing. It was the same sensation: the adrenalin, the anxiety, the restlessness. Back then, standing before the judges and completing her routine would end the turmoil; now nothing, it seemed, would assuage it.


  Skye thought about that kiss, relived it over and over. She thought about it as she stood in front of her class at the gym, trying to teach them round-offs; she remembered Ben’s mouth on hers while she sat on the couch watching TV with Nell, or brushed her teeth in the morning. She thought, too, about what had happened next, how they’d slowly walked back up to the track, wet and shaky, with Jess between them. How Ben had smiled shyly at her when she caught his eye; how her thighs had ached, but only partially from her leap into the water. Then Jess had started to stagger, so Ben had carried her the rest of the way. ‘Get her home, so she can rest,’ he’d told her when they got to the car park, and Skye knew it was good advice, but she suddenly couldn’t bear to be parted from him.


  ‘We walked here,’ she’d said, knowing he’d offer them a lift. ‘I’m not sure Jess will make it.’ And offer he had, placing Jess gently in the back of his ute, then turning to her to ask directions.


  As they pulled up outside Hamish’s flat, Skye prayed he wouldn’t be home. She didn’t want Ben to meet him, didn’t want them sizing each other up or shaking hands. She wanted to keep Ben all to herself.


  ‘I’ll carry Jess in,’ he’d offered, and Skye had held her breath as she put her key in the lock, but the flat was empty, and felt somehow much smaller than it had when she’d left an hour previously. Ben put Jess down on her rug while Skye fetched the dog a fresh bowl of water. To her dismay, he then turned to go.


  ‘Wait!’ she cried. ‘I’ll get you a drink! Coffee? Juice?’


  ‘Orange juice, if you’ve got it.’


  While she poured him a glass, hands still unsteady, he’d come up behind her. She wanted to kiss him again; she wanted him to go before Hamish returned. He thanked her and leant towards her as if he might do the former, then abruptly pointed to a photograph stuck to the fridge.


  ‘Is that Hamish?’ he’d asked, and she nodded. It was a picture of the two of them at a gym fundraiser earlier in the year, a large bunch of balloons jostling between them. He was older than Ben she realised, looking at it closely. At thirty-three, probably quite a lot older.


  ‘So you’re sleeping with the boss, huh?’


  It should have been funny, and ordinarily she would have laughed and made a joke about how it had got her her job. Instead she’d said nothing, and after Ben had left she’d gone and checked on Jess, then sat and stared out the window until Hamish arrived home.


  Despite her attempts, she hadn’t seen Ben again after that until two weeks later when she was at school, standing with 5C in front of the bare grey wall at the side of the tuckshop. They were trying to position the contour drawing, a full-size copy of the design for the mosaic that the class had come up with.


  ‘Move it a bit to the left,’ she told the two boys, James and Hassan, who were holding it up with outstretched arms. They dutifully complied. Skye considered it for a minute, then shook her head. ‘A little higher, I think. Can you reach?’


  ‘Miss Holt, if it goes any higher you won’t be able to see the birds near the top,’ called another boy, Simon, from the watching students.


  ‘Yeah,’ agreed Rowena. ‘They’ll just look like dots.’


  A few of the class nodded their heads. Zia, she noticed, was among them. Skye sighed. She wanted to tell them that the mosaic would look far better further up the wall, where the perspective would be right, but stopped herself. She didn’t like taking direction, be it from Hamish or a group of fifth graders, but it was their project. She’d be gone not long after it was finished anyway. She wouldn’t have to look at it. ‘OK, let’s try it your way. James, Hassan—can you hold up the drawing again?’


  ‘Higher,’ shouted one girl near the front.


  ‘No way! Lower,’ demanded Rowena, glaring at her classmate. ‘And put it back in the middle. It looks stupid there.’


  Hassan started rubbing his shoulder and let the drawing fall to the ground. ‘My arm hurts, Miss Holt,’ he said. ‘I’m not doing it anymore.’


  On impulse, and because he was on her mind, Skye turned to Rowena. ‘Go and get Mr Cunningham,’ she said. ‘He’s part of your class, isn’t he? He can decide.’


  The girl looked dubious but did as she was told. By the time she returned with Ben, 5C had settled themselves on the asphalt to await his verdict.


  Skye felt her stomach turn over as Ben walked towards her. ‘Thanks for coming,’ she said. ‘We couldn’t agree on where to place the mosaic, so we thought you could arbitrate.’ She nodded at James and Hassan. ‘Boys?’


  ‘I can’t,’ complained Hassan. ‘My arm’s too tired from holding it up before.’


  ‘Anyone else?’ asked Skye, but no one raised their hands. ‘Oh, I’ll do it then,’ she said, grabbing one end of the paper. It really was a good design, she thought, looking at it again. The class had depicted their school, but instead of buildings and traffic, their inner-city setting, the foreground was filled with animals and trees. A platypus dived into one corner of the drawing; Zia’s soaring birds flapped across the sky.


  ‘Nice,’ Ben said approvingly as she and James once more hauled the drawing up against the wall. ‘That’s really good, guys. It will look great as a mosaic.’ He narrowed his eyes. ‘Higher, I think.’


  Skye couldn’t resist. ‘That’s what I told them,’ she said, stretching up. James, she noticed, was standing on tiptoes.


  ‘No, even higher,’ Ben commanded. Then, to show her, he walked across and lifted the corner of the drawing out of her hands, momentarily pinning her to the wall. Skye closed her eyes. She could smell the laundry powder in his shirt, feel the warmth from his hip where it nudged against hers. The students dissolved; her body angled itself towards his.


  ‘Mr Cunningham, I can’t hold it now!’ shouted James. Skye felt the paper go slack. Ben moved away and she opened her eyes, disoriented.


  After school that day she followed him home. She hadn’t planned to—she was due at the gym—but as she saw his car pull out of the gates she fell in behind it without thinking. He indicated, she indicated. He turned, she turned. She didn’t try to be discreet or keep her distance, simply tagged along until she found herself pulling up outside a block of units. Ben parked in the forecourt, then waited as she got out of her car. Without a word, he walked to his front door, opened it, then stood back so she could enter first. Inside, he kicked the door closed with his foot, and his arms went around her. His mouth came down on hers, forced her head back so hard it banged against a wall. It hurt, but she didn’t stop kissing him; held on tighter, if anything, as they slid to the floor, landing in a tangled heap of limbs and skin. And oh, his skin. His skin was intoxicating. Hamish was always doused with deodorant. Working at the gym he had to be—helping out in a weights session, taking a class if an instructor didn’t show, the personal training sessions he ran at least once a day. Skye understood that, but until Ben held her she hadn’t realised how much she detested all those chemicals. Ben, in contrast, smelled of nothing but skin. She lowered her face to his chest and breathed it in. When that wasn’t enough, she slipped her hands beneath his shirt, dimly aware as she did so how much she’d wanted to touch him ever since he’d pressed against her at school earlier that day. His own hands were on her breasts; his erection pulsed against her thigh. She pushed herself against him and was reaching for the waistband of his jeans when the electronic tones of ‘YMCA’ suddenly rang out through the flat. Ben froze. Skye’s eyes flew open.


  The guilt flooded through her immediately.


  ‘What’s that?’ Ben asked. Three buttons on his shirt were undone; his pupils were dilated.


  ‘My phone,’ she mumbled. ‘It’s probably the gym calling. Hamish. He’ll be wondering where I am.’ She pulled her t-shirt down and struggled to sit up. She had to go. She couldn’t bear to go.


  ‘What’s happening, Skye? Why did you come here?’


  Ben’s voice was so quiet she had to strain to hear him. She glanced at him to see if he was angry, but he didn’t appear to be, only confused. A part of her resented it. She wished he’d yell and rant or even call her a bitch; that he’d order her to leave or push her through the door of his flat. She felt terrible, yes, but she still couldn’t bring herself to go.


  ‘I don’t know. I don’t do this, Ben,’ she whispered, horrified to find she was close to tears.


  ‘I don’t either,’ he said, pulling himself up to sit beside her, their backs to the wall. He reached for her hand, and she knew he understood the little of this there was to understand—that it wasn’t planned, and it wasn’t right, but it wasn’t under her control either. Then her phone shrilled again and Ben’s expression changed.


  ‘I’m going to have a shower,’ he said, dropping her hand and standing up. ‘Please don’t be here when I get out.’


  Skye reached for her bag and turned off her phone. She would leave now, but only because he had told her to. She wished more than anything that he’d asked her to stay.
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  They were on a ferry, leaning over the rail, the wind flinging spray in their eyes. Charlie was laughing, unconcerned, his arm wrapped around her; she was worried about her camera and trying to shield it beneath her jacket. Every time she looked up the horizon had shifted. The waves were tossing them from side to side and the boat yawed alarmingly, but the sun shone brightly and land, in the form of a green cliff rising from a beach of shingle, wasn’t too far away. They could probably swim if they had to. She would grab Skye, who was so at home in the water. Charlie would have to take Arran, who wasn’t. Nell was just looking around for the children when she heard a dull thump. Had they hit something? Were they breaking up? Her heart began to race and she woke up, shaking.


  She lay in the darkness listening to her own ragged breaths. Make it real, her mother had told her whenever she had had a bad dream as a child, and obediently Nell tried to do so. She wasn’t on a ferry, she began, reasoning her way out of her panic. She was in her own bed, with her children safe and her husband beside her. That worked for a second, but then it hit her, and her pulse hammered again in her ears. She buried her face in the pillow and waited for the shock of pain to recede. How long would she have to keep remembering like this? How many more times until Charlie’s death became something she knew in her bones, just like she knew her own name or the sun in the sky? Slowly, deliberately, she opened her eyes and started again. She wasn’t on a ferry. No one was drowning, or in danger. They’d never even had a rough crossing, as far as she could remember, never had any trouble at all. Oh, they’d missed plenty of ferries, she thought, allowing her mind to wander, due to a combination of Charlie’s laissez-faire approach to timetables and her wretched map-reading skills, but they’d always got where they were going in the end. Besides, it wasn’t as if they’d had a schedule.


  Another thump, only this time Nell realised it was coming from her door. She reached for her bedside light, but before she could switch it on Skye had come into the room and was hissing her name. ‘Mum. Nell. Are you awake?’


  ‘I am now,’ said Nell, sitting up in bed. ‘What’s the matter?’


  ‘I just wanted to talk. Can I get in?’ asked Skye, already climbing across her to the empty side of the bed. Nell fumbled again for the light, but Skye moaned and threw her arm across her face. ‘Turn it off! I don’t need to see you.’ She burrowed down under the covers, pulling them almost up over her face.


  ‘Bad dream?’ Nell asked as the room returned to shadow. ‘I had one too. We were on a ferry. In Scotland, I think, though maybe it was Greece. You were about twelve, and there was this storm—’


  ‘No, I didn’t have a dream.’ Skye cut her off and rolled onto her side, her back to Nell. She was silent for a few minutes, but Nell knew she hadn’t fallen asleep. The whole bed hummed with Skye’s agitation. ‘I want you to tell me something,’ she finally said, ‘but you can’t ask why, OK? There’s no real reason. It’s just . . . hypothetical.’


  ‘Of course,’ Nell replied. ‘You can ask me anything. I’ve never lied to you.’


  Skye sighed. ‘I know you haven’t, but it still feels wrong. It’s none of my business.’ She swallowed, then said in a rush, ‘When Dad was alive, did you ever fancy anyone else?’


  Nell almost laughed, but stopped herself in deference to Skye’s palpable discomfort. To be married thirty-two years, and not ever to have looked away, or imagined different hands, a different body . . . it wasn’t possible. Skye would learn that, though it sounded like she might have already.


  ‘Oh, honey,’ she said gently, reaching out to stroke her daughter’s hair. ‘Of course I did. You know Charlie and I loved each other very much, but we were both human. It didn’t matter. It didn’t mean anything.’


  ‘So you fucked around,’ Skye stated bluntly.


  Nell winced. ‘Not exactly. Not at all, after the first year or two. Maybe a bit before then, but we were never particularly conventional, you know that. We didn’t do it for the sake of it, but we’d agreed that we could sleep with other people if we really wanted to, as long as we told each other, and our relationship always came first.’ She shrugged. ‘It sounds naive, but that’s how it was then. It didn’t matter,’ she repeated. ‘Is that what you’re worried about? Staying faithful to Hamish?’


  She felt Skye stiffen beside her in the bed. ‘I’m not worried about anything,’ she said, emphasising the word. ‘I just wondered, that’s all. When did you stop?’


  Nell lay there in the darkness, thinking, still stroking Skye’s hair. It was so long ago. ‘Once it got serious, I guess. Once I knew that your dad was who I wanted to be with always, and not just for that week.’ A vision of Charlie as he’d looked when they first met flashed into her head: long hair, large hands, and that terrible waistcoat, so tatty and stained that she’d thrown it out a year into their marriage. She wished she’d kept it now.


  ‘You didn’t change your mind, not even for a month or two?’


  Nell shook her head. ‘We decided to get married pretty quickly after that. I would have been happy just to live together, but it was your father’s idea. He never did anything by the book, except that.’


  Still Skye persisted. ‘And you never wanted anyone ever again, not even after we were born?’


  ‘Well, you took a long time to be born, didn’t you? All those years of trying, and then the IVF.’ Nell rolled against Skye and put her arms around her. ‘But no, not really. Maybe once or twice, but I honestly can’t remember. We were both too worn out from looking after twins.’


  ‘Mmmm,’ said Skye, finally relaxing and snuggling back against her. ‘You got lucky, didn’t you?’


  ‘Sure did,’ murmured Nell into her hair. ‘Two babies on only our second go. A boy and a girl, perfect and healthy.’ Lucky, she wanted to add, that they had been living in Melbourne, where all the IVF research was taking place. Lucky, too, that she and Charlie had survived the process, when so many marriages went under from the strain. All those tests and drugs, the endless waiting—but it had brought them closer in the end. After their years of infertility, when Skye and then Arran were lifted from her body, bloody and screaming, it felt to Nell as if she and Charlie had truly made them. Not just conceived them, but put them together cell by precious cell. She’d first seen them, barely zygotes, under a microscope in the clinic’s lab. How many other parents could say that?


  Beside her, Skye had fallen asleep. Nell wondered if she should wake her up and send her back to her own bed, but knew she wouldn’t. She’d missed the warmth of a body next to hers, the comfort of having a fellow traveller alongside throughout the night. It wasn’t like Skye to need her either, and she wanted to be there in case her daughter woke again. Of her children, Skye was more likely to confide in her than Arran, but she rarely needed to. Skye was an open book. She’d fitted in easily wherever they went: from country to country, school to school. Sport had made sure of that. Skye excelled at gymnastics, but she quickly mastered whatever she turned her hand to. There was always a place for her in the netball team or the swimming squad, and friends came easily from that. For Arran it had been different. He’d never liked football or soccer or cricket, whatever it was the other boys were playing. People rarely guessed that he and Skye were twins—though technically, Nell corrected herself, they weren’t. She eased her arm out from under Skye’s body. As part of the IVF procedure, both embryos had been placed in her uterus at the same time. People did that more frequently back then, returning two or three or even four zygotes to the womb at once, so as to maximise their chances of success. Perhaps, Nell wondered, it would have been better if they’d done separate transfers. If they had, and assuming both were successful, Arran and Skye would have simply been siblings, rather than twins. That way maybe no one would have expected Arran to be as sporty as his sister, or Skye to have stayed at school as long as Arran had done.


  Nell sighed and rolled over, away from Skye. It was a stupid thought. She and Charlie had been lucky to have children at all, when so many others on the program had been left with nothing to show for all the injections, the scans, the emotional and financial outlay. And Arran was fine. The break-up with Mark had been tough on him, and there were all those years after he dropped out of law school when she feared he’d never settle, never find what it was he wanted to do. But he had eventually, hadn’t he? He seemed to be really enjoying his new job; when he came over for dinner he spoke about it with a light in his eyes. It was ironic but somehow so apt that he’d ended up helping others find their place in society, when he’d taken so long to fit in himself.


  And Skye. Lovely, sunny Skye. Nell turned back over and pushed herself up on one elbow so that she could watch her daughter sleeping, just as she’d done when she was a baby. Arran had had colic, but Skye had slept right through his screaming, even though their cribs were side by side. What was it that was troubling her now? Something was going on. Anything that had to be discussed in the middle of the night must be more than a mere hypothetical. Were she and Hamish having problems? They fought occasionally—or rather, Skye argued with him—but they’d been together for two years now, since Skye was twenty-four. Maybe Hamish had proposed, and she was getting cold feet? Nell lay back down and closed her eyes. Had she felt any doubts before marrying Charlie? She couldn’t be certain, but her gut told her no. He would have saved her on that ferry, she thought, sinking into sleep. Greece or Scotland, Charlie would have got them all safely to the shore.


  9


  Zia turned his key in the lock and slowly pushed the front door open. Without meaning to, he held his breath, listening intently for any sound of activity. There was none.


  Farid pushed past him, banging his schoolbag against the back of Zia’s legs. ‘Madar?’ he called, thumping into the kitchen of their small flat. ‘Madar?’


  Zia ran after him, but quietly, like a panther. ‘Don’t yell,’ he hissed, catching his younger brother by the arm. ‘She might be asleep.’


  Farid looked up at him, dark eyes angry. ‘Then I will wake her up. She should come to school to meet us, like she used to.’


  ‘She needs to sleep,’ said Zia, though he didn’t really know why. It was the explanation his father gave whenever she didn’t join them for dinner or head out to the market in the morning. Zia couldn’t actually remember the last time his mother had been to the market. She had gone every day when they first arrived in Australia, getting up early to secure the cheapest groceries and the freshest produce, but lately it seemed to be his father who did the shopping, leaving after Zia and Farid had gone to school, returning more often than not with the wrong cut of lamb or overripe fruit.


  Farid wrenched his arm from Zia’s grasp and made a dash for their parents’ bedroom. Before Zia could stop him, he had barged through the door and thrown himself onto the bed, where he curled up against his mother. She didn’t look as if she had been asleep, Zia thought, following his brother into the darkened room. Her eyes were open and staring at the ceiling. As Farid nestled against her she roused herself to stroke his hair, but didn’t look at him.


  ‘Madar,’ Zia whispered in Farsi, ‘do you need anything?’


  His mother slowly turned her face towards him, blinking to bring him into focus. ‘Zia,’ she said, almost formally. ‘There is washing to be hung out. I meant to do it this morning, but . . .’ Her voice trailed off. With an effort she went on, ‘And if you could perhaps start the dinner? Your father should be home soon.’


  Zia lingered at the foot of the bed, waiting to see if she would ask him about school or even tell him to do his homework, but she had gone back to gazing at the ceiling. Beside her, Farid was sucking his thumb. For a moment, Zia felt an urge to lie down with them, to bury his face in his mother’s neck as he had when he was little, to close his eyes, to smell her rosewater and face cream while she told him the ancient story of Simurg and the pomegranates and the god who had three sons. ‘Yet I am richer,’ she had always added at the end of the story, leaning down to kiss him on the forehead, ‘for I have four,’ and he would wriggle under her lips until she tickled him. It had been a long time since he had heard the tale.


  The washing was all tangled. His mother had obviously thrown in everything she could find, turned it on and then left it, overwhelmed. Zia had to strain to drag it from the ancient machine, and as he hauled out a jumper entwined with a pair of jeans the heavy lid fell and hit him across one bicep, the blow resonating down to the bone. He rubbed the area ruefully. Last week the lid had got him across his shoulders.


  Zia’s arm still ached as he stretched up to hang the wet clothes on the washing line. Still, at least he was alone in the communal courtyard today, no one else here to blow smoke at him or mutter about terrorists. Zia didn’t like living so close to other people. The smells of their cooking clogged the hallways; their arguments came through his bedroom walls late at night. Worst of all, there was nowhere for him and Farid to play save for this grubby concrete square littered with cigarette butts. The one time they’d tried to kick their football here—a real football, not the red egg-shaped one that all the boys at school were so in love with—the smokers had laughed and the women hanging out their washing had shouted at them to go away.


  Shiraz had been different, Zia thought, shaking out one of his father’s shirts and remembering to peg it from the bottom. There were many gardens in Shiraz, parks and fruit trees that no one minded if he climbed or kicked his ball against. They had had a proper home there. He’d had his own room, rather than having to share with Farid, who wheezed at night and sometimes wet the bed. There had always been someone visiting—cousins, aunts, friends—someone for his father to talk to or his mother to laugh and gossip with over coffee. There had been his older brothers.


  Zia leaned over the washing basket while he blinked back the tears that stung his eyes. It wouldn’t do for his father or Farid to come out and see him crying. Farid would only cry too, and his father would be angry. We need to look forward, not back, he was always exhorting his wife. This is our country now. But his mother didn’t believe it, Zia could tell. How could she, when Iman and Habib were still living somewhere on the other side of the world?


  Or at least she hoped they were. They all did. Zia knew the story now; knew it as well as that fairytale about the pomegranates and the three sons. The family had had to leave Iran quickly. Why, he wasn’t sure, but it was something to do with some papers and religion and his father. There had been frantic conversations that stopped as soon as Zia came into the room; there had been his mother’s tears and the worried line etched between his uncle’s eyes. One night, still sharp in his memory, there had been such a loud knock at their door that it had woken him from his sleep. Zia had leapt out of bed and peered into the hallway, but was promptly ordered by his parents to return to his room and not come out again. He had lain in bed much as his mother did now, eyes open in the darkness, the staccato tread of unfamiliar footsteps echoing throughout the house. Later, when they had gone, his father came into his room and told him not to worry, that it had all been a mistake. Yet the next afternoon when he returned from school, his mother had placed a plate of figs and cheese in front of him and announced that they were moving to Australia.


  Over dinner he found out more. That they would leave within the week, as soon as they could and apply for refugee status on arrival. Iman and Habib would remain behind, but only temporarily. It was too expensive, Zia’s father explained, for all six of them to fly so far at once. Iman and Habib would live with Zia’s uncle and his family. Iman had already left school, and Habib would do so shortly. They could defer their university studies and find work, which would ease the burden on their uncle’s household; maybe they could even help fund their own airfares once the rest of the family had settled in Australia. It would just be for a short time.


  Only it wasn’t. That had been almost three years ago, and there was still no sign of Iman or Habib. They had written faithfully for the first year, as had Zia’s uncle. Then the letters had petered out, finally stopping altogether. Months went by with no news, until one day a card had arrived from another member of the family, asking someone to ring him. Zia’s father took the number to their caseworker, a young girl fresh from a social work degree, who arranged a phone card and guided him through the international codes. They hadn’t seen her much lately, Zia reflected, reaching for the litter of socks at the bottom of the washing basket. She had helped them with their application for a visa, but had warned it would be a long wait. He supposed there wasn’t much else she could do until it either came through or was refused.


  With the girl’s assistance, Zia’s father had made the call back to Iran, but the distant cousin that he spoke with was curt, guarded. Zia’s uncle had been harassed, he reported. There had been more visits in the middle of the night; there had been veiled threats. Zia did not know if his older brothers had been told why their father had had to leave the country, but no doubt feeling responsible for this fresh danger and wishing to protect their uncle and his family they had in turn fled themselves. No one knew that they were planning to leave, or where they had gone. The cousin said that Zia’s uncle was too afraid to make contact with his brother in case it was somehow traced, but that he would find a way to let him know when and if he received any news of his sons.


  More months of silence, then another terse postcard. This time Zia’s father managed to dial the numbers himself, clutching the phone to his ear as he waited for someone half a world away to pick up. Zia and Farid had been banished to their bedroom for the duration of the call, but they knew what was going on. Zia did, at least. Farid, who was four years younger, lay on his stomach and pushed two battered Matchbox cars through the matted carpet, occasionally crashing them violently into one another. Zia wondered if Farid even remembered Iman and Habib, or had come to believe that their abridged family was complete, whole in the form it held now.


  It was Zia’s mother who had come to gather them onto her lap after his father had hung up. Iman and Habib had travelled to Turkey, she told them. They had followed the usual routes through the mountains to cross the border, then surrendered themselves to the UN authorities and asked for refugee status. ‘They probably hoped that that way they would eventually be sent to Australia,’ she explained to her two younger sons, though Farid, who didn’t understand, was fidgeting for his cars. But their request for asylum had been denied, and for some reason the pair had split up. Habib, who had sent word, was headed for Syria, which was known to accept refugees. Nobody knew where Iman was.


  Now Zia hoisted the empty basket onto his hip and began to climb the stairs leading from the courtyard. That had been nine months ago, and since then there had been no further information, or even a postcard. Though his mother had originally tried hard to adapt to Australia, she now appeared to have given up. The smattering of English she had learned faded from her speech, and she no longer socialised with the other Iranian women in their housing commission block. Missing, Zia thought. Strange how in this new and unwieldy language the word meant two things. Iman and Habib were missing; his mother was missing them. At least, he imagined that was why she spent so much time in bed. He wondered if she slept at night with all that lying down during the day.


  Back inside, the flat was dark and cold. Zia turned on some lights and looked at the clock. There wasn’t enough time to start his homework before cooking dinner. Maybe he could do it afterwards, he told himself, though he doubted it once he had cleaned up the kitchen and helped his father get Farid ready for bed it would be too late. He was supposed to hear Farid’s reading too, or the boy would end up having to repeat a class, as Zia had done. The thought of all the tasks ahead exhausted him. Zia was always tired these days. It was either his own homework or Farid’s reader, he thought, and he knew which one he would choose. Mr Cunningham would be disappointed when Zia didn’t hand in his maths sheets tomorrow, but he would rather let down his teacher than his father.


  The kettle was boiling as Zia finished chopping the vegetables and arranging them in the pan. He turned it off, then poured the water into the saucepan waiting on the stove. He didn’t think this was how his mother cooked rice, but as she’d never given him any instructions it would have to do. Next he poured some oil over the vegetables, prodding at them with a wooden spoon so they didn’t stick to the pan, watching the patterns they made as they slid against each other. It reminded him of the art class that morning. Miss Holt had transferred their design for the mosaic from the contour drawing onto some villaboard, and the class had finally begun to lay tiles. She’d told them to begin with the main features, leaving the background until later because it was easier to adjust, and had assigned Zia’s group the trio of birds flying out of the frame. He’d enjoyed the work, though it had been more complicated than he’d expected. First they’d selected the shades, at least three for each colour, then started fitting the tiles together within the design. Zia had thought they would just glue them on as they were, but Miss Holt had said no, that they needed to find a way to make each vibrant square align with its neighbours in order to minimise the spaces between them, to create the impression of something unified and whole.


  The results had been striking, though somewhat lumpy. Miss Holt had told them not to worry, that that would improve once the grouting was done, but Zia wasn’t convinced. In the pictures of the mosque in Shiraz the tiles nestled up against each other seamlessly, their surface as smooth and glossy as water. How had they done that? He put the spoon in the pot, turned the heat down under the vegetables and went out into the lounge to study the photograph. The colours and patterns astonished him anew. Turquoise, cyan, the bloodstain of vermillion. He wished he could remember seeing it. He wished his family had never left Shiraz.


  There was a loud hiss from the kitchen, and Zia ran back to find the rice boiling over. Instantly he panicked. If the rice was ruined he would have to start again, and then dinner would be late, his evening obligations even further extended. Without thinking, he grabbed the handle of the pot, meaning to lift it off the hob, but it was too hot, too heavy, and he dropped it instead, splashing boiling water down his arms. Even as he began to scream he wondered if the sound would be enough to bring his mother from her bed.


  10


  She never said his name anymore. That was it, Hamish thought as he stood at the central switchboard, turning off the gym lights. That was what was bothering him. Not at work, not when they were together at his flat or walking Jess, not even in bed. He stopped what he was doing, trying to think of examples to prove himself wrong. The bed part particularly worried him. Skye had never been given to restraint, and the first few times they’d slept together he’d almost been tempted to put his hand across her mouth to mute her. His previous girlfriends had sighed and murmured; Skye moaned and occasionally screamed. It had been disconcerting to begin with, but he’d grown to enjoy it. What man wouldn’t? Her gasps against his neck, the way she told him what she liked and what she wanted, that final thrilling yelp—HamishHamishHamish—as her body writhed and bucked beneath his.


  Hamish felt himself growing hard as he stood in the gloom, remembering her cries, but when was the last time he’d heard them? They were still having sex—plenty of it, actually, almost all initiated by her—but lately, it seemed, she’d gone quiet. Oh, she sighed and arched her back, she responded when he touched her, but she didn’t cry out his name. Two nights ago, when they’d last made love, she’d opened her eyes afterwards and momentarily seemed surprised to see him there. That was the other thing, Hamish thought. She never used to close her eyes.


  ‘Hey,’ said Skye, emerging from the change rooms with Vanessa. ‘Almost finished? Is there anything you want us to do?’


  ‘No, thanks, as long as you’ve packed your equipment away,’ he replied.


  ‘Of course we have,’ Skye said. ‘Why do you always ask?’


  Hamish shrugged. Both women were experienced teachers and knew what was expected of them, but closing the gym was his responsibility. It never hurt to check.


  ‘I’ve just got to get my bag from behind the front desk,’ Vanessa said, glancing at Skye. ‘Can you give me a minute?’


  ‘Sure. Take your time.’ Skye turned back to Hamish as Vanessa left. ‘I said I’d give her a lift home tonight. Her car’s in for a service.’


  ‘But you’ll come over afterwards, right?’


  She pushed one hand through her hair, slightly damp from the class she’d just taught. ‘Maybe not. I’m pretty tired, and I’d kill for a bath.’


  ‘You can have a shower at the flat, like you always do. And I bought dinner, because I thought you were coming over. It’s Monday night. You always come over on Monday night.’ Hamish knew he sounded petulant, but he couldn’t help it. That was their routine. Monday night, Skye’s late class, dinner at his place.


  She sighed, staring off into the empty weights room. The equipment hunkered in the darkness as if recovering from all it had been put through that day. ‘I just feel like a bath, OK?’ she snapped, then immediately apologised. ‘Sorry. I’m really tired. And look, you should study. You’ve got your final exams in a few weeks. You don’t need me distracting you.’


  ‘I like you distracting me,’ he said, lowering his voice as Vanessa returned. ‘And the study’s under control. I’m due a night off, anyway.’


  ‘I’ll call you later,’ said Skye, ending the conversation. She leaned across and kissed him briefly, then bent to pat Jess, seated at his feet. ‘Bye, girl. I’ll see you soon.’


  ‘Jess won’t mind. I’ll give her your dinner,’ Hamish retorted. Vanessa glanced back and forth between them.


  ‘Look, keep the dinner. I’ll come round tomorrow night,’ said Skye, a look of exasperation on her face. She kissed him again, as if to stop him responding, then turned and left with Vanessa. Hamish stared after them, frustrated. ‘Make it Wednesday,’ he called out. He had uni on Tuesday nights. She knew that. She used to know that.
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  It wasn’t anything Hamish had done, Skye thought as she sat in her car on Wednesday night, still too shaky to drive. It would be easier if he had—if he’d hit her or belittled her, or simply been lousy in bed. But from the moment they met, Hamish had seemed perfect. He was fit, he was active, he respected her opinion and cooked her dinner, he made her laugh and made sure she came. He was almost too good to be true. Maybe that was it, she told herself, casting around for something to hang her decision on. Maybe she needed someone more flawed, more like herself. Maybe he intimidated her.


  She sighed and put the key in the ignition, then sat back again. That was nonsense. Hamish didn’t intimidate her. None of this made sense—what she’d just done, or the stupid ways she was trying to explain it to herself. The truth was that she just didn’t want to be with him anymore. Two and a bit years they’d had together, happy years, but then this, out of nowhere. Sure, Hamish was far more conservative than her, he was older, a little stuck in his ways, and sometimes he irritated her. But everyone got irritated, didn’t they? It was par for the course. It was to be expected. The bottom line was that he was a good man, and he was good for her, or so Nell had said. She hadn’t disagreed. She loved him, and she’d planned to say yes if he proposed.


  She’d imagined it once or twice, the proposal. It wouldn’t be outlandish—no skywriting or hot air balloons for Hamish—but he would have done it well. A good restaurant, an expensive solitaire; he might even have sought Charlie’s blessing first, had her father still been alive. Skye shook her head. Why was she picturing such things? No point imagining how Hamish might have asked her to marry him when she’d just left him in tears after breaking it off.


  The light snapped on over Hamish’s porch. Skye started and reached again for her keys, scared he was coming out after her. Hamish wasn’t a violent man, but she’d never seen him as angry as he’d been with her tonight. It was her fault. Her fault for not getting straight to the point. Her fault for going along with dinner and a walk as if nothing was wrong, then finally, at the time they would normally have started getting ready for bed, blurting out that she was leaving. At first he’d assumed she meant leaving his house, returning to Nell’s, and even that had upset him. When she’d explained that she meant leaving for good, leaving him, leaving them, tears had sprung to his eyes and he asked Why? Why?, over and over. The worst part was not being able to give him a reason.


  She hadn’t expected him to cry. Men rarely did. Arran had remained dry-eyed through Charlie’s death and funeral; was stoic to the point of mutism even when Mark had dumped him just a month or so after that. Or so Skye had thought, but then she hadn’t seen the dumping, had she? Maybe Arran had broken down just like Hamish had; maybe he’d begged and pleaded and wept. Maybe Mark had turned and fled just as she’d done, horrified by the damage she’d wrought but with no desire to fix it. Her heart contracted in sympathy—for Arran, though, not Hamish. Everything she felt for him had been numbed. Turned off, somehow. Extinguished.


  He stood on the porch, not moving, looking at her car. In the gloom she was unable to see his face, and doubted that he could see hers. For a few minutes they remained like that, blindly staring at each other, until Skye turned the key in the ignition and pulled out from the kerb. Just then she noticed Jess amble from the house and sit beside Hamish, who automatically reached down to fondle her ears. Jess, she thought, suddenly panicky. She hadn’t considered Jess. She hadn’t considered anything really, just acted on instinct and some bizarre basal want. But it was too late now to think about Jess.


  Ben’s unit was dark, and there was no answer when Skye knocked on the door. She looked at her watch, squinting to read it in the glow of a streetlight. It was almost midnight. Damn. He was probably asleep, or maybe even out. She knew she should go home, think about this properly in the morning. For a moment she hesitated, imagined going to bed or talking it through with Nell, then raised her hand again and began pounding at the door. She didn’t want to think about it. She needed this sorted out now. The cheap timber shuddered beneath her fists, and lights came on in adjoining flats. Skye didn’t care. She kept on hammering until there was a voice behind the wood, telling her to hold on, and the satisfying click of a deadlock.


  Ben opened the door, saw who it was and started to close it again. ‘Oh, no, no, no,’ he muttered. ‘Go away, Skye. Go home.’


  ‘Wait!’ she cried, pushing herself into the gap. ‘I need to talk to you.’


  ‘No you don’t. You need to go home,’ he repeated.


  ‘I’ve left Hamish. I want you.’


  He stared at her. ‘When?’


  ‘Just now. I’ve come straight over. You can ring him if you don’t believe me.’


  Ben shook his head in disbelief. ‘I’m not going to ring him. What on earth would I say? “Hello, Hamish, I have your fiancée on my doorstep”?’


  ‘Not fiancée,’ Skye corrected him. ‘Girlfriend. Ex-girlfriend now.’ He looked tired, she thought, tired and drawn, as if he’d hardly slept in the two weeks since he last threw her out of his flat. ‘Sorry,’ she added belatedly. ‘Did I wake you up?’


  ‘Me and most of my neighbours,’ said Ben. ‘Couldn’t this have waited?’


  ‘No,’ she replied. ‘You’ve been avoiding me at school.


  He shrugged, not denying it. ‘What was the point?’


  ‘But you wanted to talk to me, didn’t you?’ she persisted. ‘You wanted to see me.’ Her heart was beating so furiously she was scared it would escape her chest, leap somehow into the space between them.


  Ben sighed and met her gaze. ‘I wanted to see you, yes,’ he admitted.


  ‘I left Hamish,’ she said again. He stepped back and opened the door.


  She knew his mouth; she’d kissed him before. She knew his lips and his teeth, the tongue that curled around her own. She knew, too, his scent and his taste, the slow warmth of his hands moving over her back. What she didn’t know yet was all the rest, yet somehow that was familiar too. The small moan he made when she undid his belt; the way their bodies aligned when he pulled her to the floor. First-time sex was meant to be a little clumsy, a little awkward, but this was as fluid and effortless as water flowing around rocks. They had their clothes on, and then they didn’t; they were on the floor and then Ben’s bed, and Skye didn’t know how it had happened, how they had got there. But it wasn’t important, anyway. All that mattered was Ben’s hands on her body, his gaze as he entered her—those eyes, those brown eyes, holding hers so tenderly and truthfully as he possessed her that she thought she might cry. It wasn’t a fuck; it was a takeover, an appropriation, but of the sweetest sort, with her exultant surrender. It was as if her skin recognised his, she thought afterwards, as if it had all happened many times before.


  ‘What happened?’ he said later as they lay, limbs still interlocked, beneath the sheets.


  Curled under his arm, Skye couldn’t see his face and wasn’t sure how to answer. ‘With Hamish?’ she asked. ‘He didn’t take it very well.’


  ‘That’s hardly surprising,’ Ben murmured, his lips against her hair. Then he pulled her up to face him and said, ‘No, I meant this. How did we get here? What happened?’


  ‘I have no idea,’ Skye replied honestly.


  Ben was silent for a moment, scrutinising her expression as if trying to determine whether she was telling the truth.


  ‘I don’t make a habit of it, if that’s what you’re asking,’ Skye said. ‘Hamish and I were good. I was happy with him. I’ve never screwed around.’


  ‘But . . . ?’ Ben prompted her.


  She sighed and buried her face in his chest. She couldn’t look at him in case he laughed, or winced, or looked away. ‘But I kept thinking about you. All the time. At first just when I was at school, then every day—at the gym, at home, even with Hamish. When I came across you jogging it was almost as if I’d willed you there.’


  ‘Maybe you did,’ he said. A lock of her hair had fallen across his shoulder and he reached for it, twisting it around and around one finger before letting it go. ‘I’ve been thinking about you too. It’s been so weird. We don’t even know each other.’


  ‘We do a bit,’ Skye said.


  ‘Only superficially. I don’t know your middle name, or who you vote for, or how old you are or what you want to do with your life. It’s stupid. It’s hardly a basis for this.’ He paused, as if wanting to get the words right. ‘But every night when I’m lying here all I can think about is kissing you, or that time you followed me home. Every day I’m at school I’m aware of whether you’ll be there or not, and I go into the art room and look at the mosaic if you aren’t.’


  ‘You do?’ Skye asked, touched. ‘It’s not even finished.’


  ‘I do,’ he confirmed, his voice tinged with something between fear and desire. ‘And that’s what I mean. It’s not finished. It’s a bunch of coloured tiles on some board. But I still go and stand by it because it’s somewhere you are, and that’s corny and crazy and makes no sense at all, particularly when what I do know about you is that you’re clumsy and impulsive, and possibly unhinged enough to stalk me.’


  ‘And all I know about you is that you can’t run and you should have been a vet,’ retorted Skye, smiling, rolling on to him so that she straddled his body. ‘But I don’t care.’ She leaned forward and kissed him lightly on the lips. ‘I wish I did. I wish I hadn’t had to hurt Hamish. I wish this made sense. But just so you know, I’m twenty-six, my middle name’s Jane and I never know who I’m going to vote for until I’m in the booth—sometimes not even then. And what I want to do with my life is be here right now, even if it is crazy. Is that enough to be going on with?’


  Ben didn’t answer, just reached up and pulled her mouth down to his, kissing her so fiercely that her teeth cut into her lips.


  Afterwards she couldn’t stop kissing him. He lay there, spent, while her lips roamed over him, her scalp still tingling, everything alight with whatever it was that had passed between them. She kissed along his legs and the tip of each toe; kissed up under his armpit, breathing him in; kissed between his legs, tasting herself. Ben laughed and mumbled, and then pulled her sleepily to lie with him, his stubble rasping against her cheek.


  ‘We have to work tomorrow, you know,’ he said. ‘We have to be in the same school and the same staffroom and somehow keep our hands off each other.’


  ‘I know,’ Skye said, her palm flat on his chest. She could feel his heart beating. It was keeping time with hers. ‘But you won’t have to go and look at the mosaic anymore. You’ll have me.’


  ‘I’ll have you,’ he echoed, and kissed the top of her head.
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  ‘What about Aaron?’ Ben asked, checking his side mirror as he changed lanes. ‘Does he know about me?’


  ‘It’s Arran, not Aaron. A-r-r-a-n,’ Skye replied. ‘I told you, remember? After a Scottish island, like my name. His is much smaller though, and far less popular.’ She giggled.


  Ben glanced over at her and couldn’t help but smile, despite his own apprehension. She was flushed and excited, fidgeting in her seat. ‘Arran,’ he repeated. ‘Better get that right. And Nell—or does she prefer Mrs Holt?’


  ‘She’ll throw you out of the house if you call her Mrs Holt. It’s always been Nell, even when we were little kids.’ Skye laid a reassuring hand on his thigh. ‘I haven’t really told Arran anything much about you, because I’ve barely seen him since we met. He’s been busy; I’ve been busy.’ Her fingers edged closer to his groin. ‘In your bed, mostly.’


  Ben felt the familiar thick pulse of desire, and dropped his own hand from the steering wheel to lie over Skye’s.


  ‘Nell’s probably filled him in, anyway,’ Skye continued. ‘Plus what is there to tell? You’re gorgeous; we’re together.’ She beamed across at him, squeezing his leg.


  Ben’s return smile faltered. He wished it was that simple. They were together, had been for more than a month now, and it was time he met Skye’s family. All the same, he’d be glad when this dinner was over. Arran and Nell were probably lovely, but six weeks ago they’d sat at the same table with Hamish—someone she’d lived with; someone they knew. What must they be thinking about this sudden turnover?


  ‘Tell me about Arran,’ Ben said again, trying to calm his nerves. ‘Is he married? Kids?’


  Skye laughed. ‘Arran’s gay—so not married, no, and definitely no kids. He had a boyfriend for a couple of years, but they broke up a few months ago.’ She noticed the look on his face. ‘What? Do you have a problem with that?’


  Ben shook his head. ‘Of course not. But I still don’t know you at all, do I?’ He moved his hand away to change gears as they came to a halt at some traffic lights.


  ‘You know enough,’ she said, catching his mood and reaching across to take his face in her hands. ‘You know everything that matters.’ Then she kissed him until he kissed her back, the cars behind them honking their horns.
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  ‘More, Ben?’ Nell asked, ladle hovering over his plate.


  Ben didn’t really want another serving, but it seemed impolite to say so. ‘Great,’ he said, nodding enthusiastically. Skye caught his eye and smiled.


  ‘So tell us a bit more about yourself,’ Nell went on. ‘What about your family? Do you have any brothers or sisters?’


  ‘Just one,’ Ben said. ‘A sister, Kirra. We get on really well—I miss her a lot.’


  ‘That’s lovely,’ said Nell, glancing at her children. ‘I think Skye and Arran would miss one another too. They take each other for granted.’


  ‘Oh, Kirra’s much younger than me,’ Ben added. ‘She’s only eleven. She’s probably why I got interested in teaching—having a young kid around, that is.’


  ‘Eleven?’ Nell asked. ‘That’s a big gap.’


  ‘Thirteen years,’ Ben confirmed. ‘I don’t think she was planned—actually, I’m sure she wasn’t. It took ages for Mum and Dad to have me, and I think they gave up after that. Kirra was a bit of a miracle.’


  ‘That’s lovely,’ Nell said again. ‘They must have been thrilled. Skye and Arran were IVF babies, so I can imagine how your parents must have felt.’


  ‘Nell,’ Arran groaned. ‘Ben doesn’t need to hear your gynaecological history on the first date.’


  ‘It’s nothing to be ashamed of,’ Nell said, reaching for the salad. She handed the bowl to Ben, though he hadn’t asked for it. ‘We were very fortunate. IVF was only new back then. Test-tube babies, they were called. I think the first Melbourne one was born only a few years before I had these two.’


  ‘You know how we have Scottish names?’ Skye interjected. ‘Well, I’ve thought of what Ben’s would be—Ben Nevis. Like the mountain.’ She looked around the table expectantly. ‘That fits, doesn’t it?’


  Ben blushed. He was touched by how badly she wanted him to fit into her family, but also a bit embarrassed. These things took time. They couldn’t be forced.


  ‘Sure, Skye,’ said Arran, with mock enthusiasm. ‘Shall we call him Nev for short?’


  ‘I used to have an Uncle Nev,’ Ben said. ‘He loved the beer. Loved it a bit too much, in fact. Got into his swag one night after a B&S ball, and was so drunk he didn’t realise he’d laid it out in the car park, behind all the utes. He was a bit flat the next morning.’


  Arran laughed. Skye looked horrified. Nell ignored them both. ‘Maybe we won’t call you Nev, then,’ she said, reaching across to top up Ben’s wine glass. ‘Ben Nevis is incredible, though—wild and beautiful. We hiked up it once in a snowstorm. Have you been there?’


  Ben started to say no, that he’d never left Australia, but then he realised Nell wasn’t listening. ‘You and Skye are quite alike, you know,’ she pronounced suddenly, studying his face, the bottle motionless in midair.


  ‘Same eyes,’ said Skye, holding out her own glass and smiling at Ben. ‘I noticed that too, the minute we met. Does anyone want any more curry, or should I get dessert?’
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  ‘How’s the mosaic coming along?’ Nell asked Skye as she spooned lemon pudding into four bowls.


  ‘Good,’ said Skye. ‘I’m very happy with it so far. The kids have done a great job.’


  ‘They really have,’ added Ben. ‘I don’t know anything about art, but I’m amazed at how professional it’s looking. It’s almost half finished now.’


  ‘Mosaic’s a good choice for that age group,’ said Nell. ‘Everyone can get involved, and it’s not as demanding as a mural or sculpture. You can get a decent result even if none of your students has an artistic bone in their body.’


  ‘How’s that kid you were worried about, Skye?’ Arran asked. ‘The one in your class, from Iraq.’


  ‘Iran,’ she corrected, turning to Ben. ‘He means Zia. Arran’s a caseworker for the Asylum Seeker Project—I think I already told you. I mentioned Zia to him because it bothered me that Zia’s so quiet, and doesn’t have any friends.’ She poured cream straight from the carton onto her dessert, wiping up a stray drop with her finger.


  ‘It’s hardly surprising,’ Arran shrugged. ‘You can‘t really expect otherwise, after what kids like that have been through. It might take Zia years to fit in, but they usually do eventually.’


  ‘Usually?’ queried Nell. ‘Is that enough? And what about the ones that don’t?’


  Arran held up his hands. ‘Hey, I’m not saying it’s ideal, but that’s how it is. We don’t have the resources or the funding to help everybody—we have to concentrate on the worst cases, and some of those are completely fucked.’


  ‘Arran!’ chided Nell.


  ‘That must be frustrating,’ said Ben.


  ‘It is,’ Arran said. ‘A lot of them are never going to get visas. They’ve been tortured, they can’t work, they’ve got medical problems, they’re depressed. Some of them are educated, but their qualifications aren’t recognised here—the rest, particularly the women, are lucky if they’ve had four or five years of school.’ He sat back in his seat and ate a spoonful of the pudding. ‘Sorry, I know I’m lecturing, but it is frustrating. You want to give up on those cases, simply because they suck the life out of you and so that the funding goes somewhere it might actually make a difference. But you don’t, of course. You’re all they have.’


  Ben tried to imagine it. ‘How do you cope with that? Without burning out, I mean.’


  Arran laughed. ‘Have a few drinks. Travel—we get decent holidays with the job, which makes up for the pay. Meaningless sex, if I can get it.’


  This time Nell just rolled her eyes.


  ‘If you’re quite finished,’ Skye put in, ‘Zia’s much the same. No worse, but no better. Still hardly says anything. He had a nasty burn on his wrist a fortnight ago and no real dressing, so I got him a bandage and some cream.’ She glanced across at Ben. ‘I know where the first aid kit is now.’


  ‘He had some bruises this week, too,’ added Ben. ‘Did you notice that? On his shoulders and the top of his back. I only saw them because the class was doing a swimming lesson, and I went along to supervise.’


  ‘Did you ask him about them?’ said Arran.


  ‘Yeah. He said he didn’t know how he’d got them. Maybe he’s anaemic, or accident-prone.’


  ‘Maybe he’s being bashed,’ said Arran. ‘It happens. Dad gets fed up because he can’t work or someone calls him a queue jumper, and he takes it out on his wife and kids. Nobody says anything because that’s how it’s done in some of those countries.’


  ‘That’s a racist attitude,’ accused Skye.


  ‘No, it’s not,’ said Arran, unperturbed. ‘It’s realistic. In most of the cultures we deal with the man rules the family. It’s his right. Then, once the family’s here, how is anyone going to complain? They don’t have the language or the knowledge; they don’t trust the police. Plus they’re waiting to hear about their visa, and they don’t want to rock the boat. If the father isn’t allowed to stay, maybe none of them will be.’


  ‘Zia’s bruises weren’t that bad. Not enough for mandatory reporting,’ Ben said, somewhat defensively. He felt guilty now; naive and stupid in front of the world-weary Arran. ‘I know the rules. And the burn—I saw the bandage and assumed he’d been to a doctor.’


  ‘I should have told you,’ said Skye. ‘I meant to, but I forgot.’


  ‘Young love, eh? It drives everything else out of your mind.’ Arran said patronisingly, but Ben thought he caught a hint of envy in his tone. ‘Look, it might not be anything, but someone should probably check it out. Do you have a school social worker?’


  Ben shook his head. ‘We’re too small for that.’


  ‘I’ll see if the family is on our books, then. What’s his surname?’


  ‘Vasseghi,’ Ben replied.


  Arran reached into his jacket for a notebook and wrote it down. ‘That doesn’t ring a bell,’ he said. ‘I might have to get you to fill out a referral, OK? I’ll send one to the school.’


  ‘You can leave it here,’ Skye said. ‘I’ll pass it on.’


  Zia liked Skye, Ben thought. Maybe she should try speaking with him again, though he knew it was hard when she only had the boy once a week. Still, she seemed to have made some sort of connection with him. Ben had been with Skye when Zia sought her out in the art room just a few afternoons ago, a crumpled piece of paper clutched in his hand. They’d been kissing, and Zia had backed away in embarrassment, knocking over a stool. Classes were over, all the other students long gone, but still Ben had felt bad. This thing with Skye was overpowering at times; it made him act without thinking, when usually he thought too much. He hadn’t handled it well, he recalled, annoyed with himself. He’d stopped Zia from dashing off, but he couldn’t resist cautioning the boy to keep what he’d seen to himself.


  ‘But who would I tell?’ Zia had responded, clearly hurt and confused. ‘And why should I tell them?’


  Skye had been calmer. She’d ignored Ben and reached for the picture in Zia’s hand, smoothing it out before exclaiming over it. ‘Thank you, Zia,’ she’d said, smiling at him. ‘That’s the mosque you were telling me about, isn’t it? I was hoping you’d remember.’ Then they’d sat down together, her hand resting on his shoulder as they studied the image, Skye pointing out how triangular tiles had been used in the arches of the roof, hexagonal ones in the dome. Zia didn’t say much, but he was listening. He didn’t often listen like that to Ben. Oh, he worked hard enough in class—he wasn’t disruptive, and he certainly wasn’t stupid—but he rarely seemed to give anything his full attention, not his work or his classmates or his teacher. It was as if there was a thick pane of glass between Zia and the rest of the world, Ben thought. He kept his distance without letting anyone in; he watched without reacting. Except for that moment with Skye.


  Coffee was offered and then cleared away; Skye yawned and announced that she had to go to bed. Ben knew she was taking one of Vanessa’s fitness classes at seven am, and he got up to leave. At the front door he kissed her self-consciously in front of Nell, then thanked the older woman for dinner.


  ‘You’re welcome,’ she said. ‘I hope you’ll come over again soon.’ It sounded genuine, sounded warm and friendly and real, but Ben couldn’t help noticing the quizzical expression on her face, the way she clasped his fingers just a little too long when he held out his hand to shake hers. Maybe she was thinking of Hamish, he guessed, wondering how he was and if he was hurting. Ben wondered it too, felt guilty at times. This situation was uncomfortable for all of them. Still, he thought, daring a whistle as he walked to his car, Skye had made her choice. He might not understand it, but he was so glad she had.
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  It came to Nell two nights later, when she was working in her studio. Skye was staying over at Ben’s, as she so often did these days, and Nell had the house to herself. It was a good chance to get some painting done, but Nell hadn’t achieved as much as she’d hoped. She was distracted. Ever since that dinner with Skye and Ben she’d had a vague sense of disquiet. She’d put it down to feeling bad about Hamish, but was it something else? Now, as the thought flashed across her mind, her hand was automatically stilled, the brush frozen against the canvas. She put it down and nervously wiped her hands on her smock. She was being paranoid, fanciful. The idea was ludicrous.


  Nell left the room—an old shed at the back of the house, the repository of their junk over two decades of family life—to wash up in the laundry. It was a stupid thought. Ridiculous. She shook her head, scrubbing vigorously at her brushes. Crimson paint dripped into the sink like blood. It must be because of Hamish, she told herself. Of course she felt sad for him. He’d been part of their family for the past two years; he’d sat at her table, held Skye at the funeral. Ben, in contrast, was still largely a stranger. He seemed nice, and he certainly made Skye light up, but she hoped Skye knew what she was doing, giving up a man like Hamish. Hamish had been a good influence on her: older, steadier. Skye could be so impulsive. They both were, her children. That was Charlie’s legacy, never staying in a job or with the same gig for more than a few months at a time, whisking them off travelling as the whim—or a new opportunity—took him.


  Nell rinsed the brushes and left them to dry beside the sink. She’d enjoyed it though, hadn’t she? She’d been like that too—always with one eye out for the next adventure. Funny how that changed as you got older. It pained her to admit it, but the other reason she worried about Skye leaving Hamish was financial. Nell had never cared about money for herself, but she wanted it for her daughter. Not riches, just enough. Enough that Skye’s art could be a vocation, not an indulgence. Enough that she wouldn’t have to keep teaching gym as her body aged and set and rebelled. Enough for a proper studio, a real career—not like her, scratching away at her paintings around midnight because she had to earn a living the rest of the day working as an assistant at a child-care centre. Nell sighed. Charlie wasn’t supposed to have died before he’d even been eligible for the pension.


  Now he’d never see Skye married, never walk her down the aisle. The realisation had occurred to Nell a number of times already, but each time it bubbled to the surface it hurt afresh. She wandered into her room and sat down on the bed. Charlie had been so proud of his children. He and Nell had both wanted to have kids, but it had been him that had kept her going through the eight long years it took before Arran and Skye arrived. He was the one who’d urged her to try herbs, acupuncture, a faith healer. When those didn’t work, he was the one who researched IVF and convinced her to give it a go.


  It had been a big call for him, she remembered. Charlie didn’t believe in drugs, save for the recreational kind; he hadn’t even wanted her to go on the pill for fear of what the chemicals might be doing to her body. She’d acquiesced to him, though they both hated condoms. After a couple had broken they’d switched to a diaphragm. That had been better—she’d loved the sensation of skin on skin, of having nothing between them—but not without its problems. More often than not she left out the spermicide or forgot the rubber disc altogether; on one memorable occasion she’d inserted it upside down. The split condoms, the inverted diaphragm—she should have fallen pregnant. At the time they simply thought they’d been lucky. As a rule, Charlie was. He made a decent living as a sessional musician, supplementing his income by working as a chef. When the gigs dried up, the hotels would find him a place in the kitchen; whenever he got sick of cooking, it seemed someone would ring up magically looking for a drummer or a saxophonist. At the very least they never went hungry. Charlie always knew someone who’d ordered too much meat or had bread just past the use-by date. He always managed to get something out of nothing.


  Only he couldn’t seem to get her pregnant. For two years they tried by themselves, Nell growing more despondent with each fresh flush of blood. The first doctor she consulted told her to relax and stop worrying; the second asked if she actually understood the mechanics of intercourse. She picked up her bag and left without bothering to answer him.


  Next came the home remedies: lying with her legs in the air for fifteen minutes after sex, taking her temperature each morning so as to plot her cycle. A girlfriend told her that drinking cough medicine would thin her cervical mucus, which aided conception; another swore by pomegranates to enhance fertility. Still she bled every four weeks like clockwork. Charlie began accompanying Nell to her appointments, and was duly sent into the bathroom with a sample jar and some skin mags. His results were fine. The infuriating thing was that Nell’s were too. She was ovulating, she was healthy—there were no obvious reasons why she couldn’t conceive. A specialist suggested she have a hysterosalpingogram—her fallopian tubes flushed with dye—as a means of removing any debris that might be impeding Charlie’s sperm. Nell lay on the table trying to ignore the bite of the speculum between her legs, and concentrated instead on visualising what was happening to her. Little bulldozers, she imagined, determinedly ploughing away the piles of garbage that lined her reproductive tract, scraping and levelling until she was as clear as a construction site. The sting of the dye shot through her like heartbreak, but three weeks later the blood returned.


  All her art from that time dripped red. Vermillion skies, scarlet trees, ruby and burgundy and rust. Red for anger, red for blood. The carmine canvases mocked her each time she stepped into her studio, but she couldn’t seem to paint in any other colours. Surprising her one day with a visit, Charlie looked around at her work, put his hands on her shoulders and told her they had to try IVF.


  Nell didn’t even know what the three letters stood for. She was vaguely aware of having seen something in the paper a couple of years back, but that was it. Charlie, though, had done his research. He gently guided her away from the cerise-splashed studio and sat her at the kitchen table with a cup of sweet tea. In-vitro fertilisation, he explained. In glass, it meant, outside the body, but with all the normal building blocks: her eggs, his sperm, only not left to chance. The doctors would put them together. When Nell didn’t respond, Charlie went on, speaking quickly, leaning forward in his seat. A Melbourne clinic had produced the fourth IVF baby in the world, he told her, and twelve out of the first fifteen. They’d be mad not to take advantage of that sort of technology right on their doorstep. Nell almost laughed. Technology, from the man who didn’t own a car, and distrusted their blender. Think about it, he had said calmly, but she hadn’t had to. They’d been trying for six years already, and without even a miscarriage to hang her hopes on.


  IVF wasn’t quite as straightforward as Charlie had made out. There were the needles, which terrified both of them. Nell suspected that Charlie had just shut his eyes and blindly stabbed at her thigh for the first few injections, so clumsy was his delivery, but then she couldn’t be sure because she couldn’t bear to look either. Next came the bruising and the mood swings—elation that this was bound to work plunging into tears whenever she passed a baby in the street. Everything began to swell. Nell’s breasts, then her feet; ovaries suddenly palpable, like a bag of marbles just beneath her skin. The doctor smiled as he examined her. ‘Plenty of follicles there,’ he told them, and Charlie had squeezed her hand and begun whistling ‘Baby Face’.


  But it didn’t work, at least not the first time. There had been follicles, but only five of them had developed into eggs, and when Charlie called the clinic the next day it was to be told that just one of those had fertilised.


  ‘You’ve been a bit unlucky,’ the same doctor admitted. ‘We usually get better results than that.’


  Nonetheless, the transfer had gone ahead, and for the next two weeks Nell walked around in a daze with her hands across her abdomen, mentally willing the solitary embryo inside to grow. When her pregnancy test was negative she cried for two hours, then went straight to her studio and picked up a brush. She was still there early the next morning when Charlie got home after a gig. By that time her period had begun in earnest, and there was blood on her legs and all over the floor. Charlie had told her later that for a moment he’d been scared she was actually painting with it, expressing her sorrow with the evidence of their loss.


  Charlie had run her a bath and fetched a hot water bottle for the cramps, then rubbed her shoulders to make her drowsy. They’d gone to bed as the birds started singing. As she fell asleep, Nell had vowed to give up. She was clearly infertile; it was just too difficult, all this effort and emotion for nothing—for less than nothing, for pain upon pain and the ache of dashed dreams. Better to just resign herself to it and get on with her life. Yet when she woke again a few hours later she heard Charlie softly crying. He tried to hide it from her, rolled onto his side and mumbled something about getting a cold, but she wasn’t fooled. She kissed his back, then, before she could change her mind, climbed out of bed and rang the clinic to schedule their next attempt. His grief had undone her. It wasn’t only her decision to make.


  And Charlie’s luck had returned. It must have been that, because everything else was the same. The injections still hurt, her body grew bloated, tears hovered at the edges of every conversation. This time, though, fifteen eggs were retrieved. Even more miraculously, seven of them fertilised. Their doctor asked how many they wanted transferred—four maybe? Three?


  Charlie had glanced across at Nell and said, ‘Twins would be nice. Then we don’t have to do this again.’ She’d nodded.


  The doctor peered down at her file. ‘In that case, you’d be best off putting back four or five embryos, to maximise your chances,’ he suggested.


  ‘Is that dangerous? Won’t they all just get in the way of each other?’ Nell asked.


  ‘There is a slightly increased risk of miscarriage with that number, yes,’ the doctor replied. ‘Against that, you’ve also got an increased chance that one or two will take. It’s your call.’


  This time Charlie hadn’t even looked at her. ‘Two then. Just two. Two’s all we need.’


  The doctor nodded. ‘Fine. We’ve been developing some interesting techniques with freezing embryos lately. If you like, we could transfer two and freeze the rest. Then, if you have to have another try, we just defrost those and off we go—there won’t be the ovum retrieval or nearly as many injections beforehand.’


  It was Charlie’s turn to nod. ‘OK,’ he said, ‘but we won’t be doing this again. I’m sure of it.’


  Incredibly, he had been right. Both embryos survived the transfer; grew and kicked and pushed their tiny fists against Nell’s stomach. As he and Nell lay in bed together when she was thirty weeks pregnant, Charlie had put a paper clip on top of her distended belly then waited to see how long it took one of them to push it off. ‘Only forty seconds!’ he crowed. Nell had smiled and snuggled her face into his neck. It had been the best part of a decade, actually. Four weeks later, Arran and Skye were delivered. Two babies, just as Charlie had said, two perfect, healthy babies, a boy and a girl.


  A year later the clinic had sent them a letter. She’d spotted the familiar logo on the envelope, and opened it standing at the letterbox, Skye on one hip, expecting a bill or a patient-satisfaction survey. Instead it had been a reminder that she and Charlie still had five embryos in storage. There were plans to begin charging for this service, so could they please inform the clinic as to what they wanted to do?


  She’d brought it up with him as soon as he got home. Three options were given: keep the embryos for a future attempt, have them thawed and then discarded, or donate them to another couple on the IVF program.


  ‘We’re done, aren’t we?’ Charlie had asked her after reading the letter. ‘There doesn’t seem any point paying to keep them frozen if we’re not going to use them.’


  Nell had agreed. Still, she found she didn’t like the idea of them being discarded either, simply tipped down the sink like a cold cup of coffee. Too much hope had gone into those cells; too many years of wait and want. They’d been wrought, it seemed, of nothing less than her tears and Charlie’s persistence.


  ‘I think we should donate them,’ she said.


  Charlie looked surprised for a second, then nodded. ‘You’re right. Might as well give somebody else a chance, hey?’ Then Arran crawled into his lap, and that had been the end of the conversation.


  Nell sighed now and began to undress. It was all so different back then—so relaxed, so innocent. Recently, a friend’s daughter had commenced IVF and Nell had been astonished by the changes in the protocol. Not just on the medical side, but the counselling and the consent forms. Everything was documented; every possible scenario discussed. By contrast, when Nell had rung the clinic to let them know that she and Charlie were donating their embryos they’d simply thanked her and said they’d make a note of it. If anything ever came of it she hadn’t been informed.


  She’d wondered, but not often. Skye and Arran kept her too busy for that, and by the time they started school the whole thing had slipped from her mind. Besides, she thought, pulling her nightdress over her head, the science of freezing the embryos—cryopreservation, they’d called it—was in its infancy back then. It was unlikely they’d even survived.


  Nell turned off the light and climbed into bed. She closed her eyes, but found she wasn’t at all sleepy. Just say they had survived? Just say they’d been frozen, then thawed, then donated to someone else? And just say that couple had got pregnant, and the baby had gone to term . . . Nell rolled over, thumping her pillow into place. It was a crazy thought. It was a dangerous thought, one surely born of grief or menopause or too much time on her hands. What were the odds? Tiny, infinitesimal. She rolled back into her original position, unable to get comfortable. It was senseless to even entertain it. She’d go to sleep, and think about it again in the morning. Things always looked better then.


  Nell lay on her back and made a conscious effort to relax, working through a meditation she’d learned years ago. First she took the tension out of each toe, visualising it as a tangled black mass, a bit like used steel wool. Next came her ankles, then her feet. She moved up her body: legs, trunk, arms, the fingers on each hand. It was working. She could feel herself dropping off. Almost there . . . her neck, her face. His face. Ben’s face appeared before her, his deep brown eyes. She sat up in the dark and reached for the phone on her bedside table.
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  She loved it when he did this. Skye let her head fall back on the pillow as Ben’s tongue moved down her body, licking between her breasts, then travelling in a straight line to her navel. He paused there for a moment, lapping gently, his shoulders pushing her legs apart. She knew what came next. Her limbs felt heavy, sodden with desire; her speech was lost somewhere at the back of her throat. ‘Ben,’ was all she could murmur, and then the phone rang.


  Skye tensed immediately. That stupid ringtone. She’d been meaning to change it for weeks. Every time she heard it it reminded her of Hamish, tarnished her deep delight with guilt. Thank God he’d taken time off for his exams and she hadn’t had to face him at the gym. Vanessa had mentioned recently that he’d said he might not return after he’d finished his degree, and Skye fervently hoped so. She didn’t want to have to see him. He’d only start asking again, just as he had in those frantic emails and phone calls the week after they’d first broken up: Why? Why? She felt terrible about what she’d done, but she had no answer to his question, no reason to give him. She’d been happy with Hamish. She was happier with Ben.


  ‘YMCA’ sounded out four more times, then cut off. Skye relaxed. She hoped Ben hadn’t heard it. Her fingers wound through his hair, pulled his mouth closer to her body. He’d moved lower while she’d been listening to the phone, his stubble now rasping the inside of her thighs. It wasn’t the sex, she thought. Or rather, it was, but not in the way Hamish would think. If anything, he’d been the more technically proficient lover. He’d known exactly how to please her, and was conscientious about doing just that. Hamish had made love the way he ran his training sessions or completed his uni assignments: thoroughly, meticulously, always striving for the best possible outcome, and how could you possibly complain about that? Skye hadn’t, but it was lovely too, she realised, to be with someone whose desire trumped his control; who had no plan, only hunger. Then Ben’s tongue probed deeply between her legs and she stopped thinking anything at all.


  They were falling asleep half an hour later when the phone rang again. Ben groaned and rolled over, pressing his hands to his ears.


  ‘Sorry,’ Skye muttered, switching on the light. ‘I’ll just go turn it off, OK?’ She climbed out of bed, still naked, and moved quickly to the opposite side of the room where she’d dumped her bag, bending over it in the gloom.


  Ben sat up in bed behind her. ‘No hurry,’ he said. ‘I’m enjoying the view.’


  Skye smiled to herself, located the phone and went to turn it off. As she did so the screen lit up, and she recognised the number of her two missed calls. Nell. Damn. She turned back to Ben. ‘It was Mum,’ she said helplessly. ‘She never calls me this late.’


  ‘Will you be able to sleep if you don’t ring her back?’ he asked.


  Skye shook her head. A year ago, yes, but not now. She crossed to the bed clutching her phone. Ben pushed back the covers and gathered her in.


  ‘I just want to be sure she’s OK. Arran too. He seems better now, but you should have seen how depressed he was when Mark dumped him a few months ago. Back then I worried every time the phone rang.’


  ‘Shhh,’ said Ben, pulling her under his arm. He smelled of fresh sweat and recent sex. Skye knew his chest would taste salty if she licked him. Instead she began to dial.


  Nell picked up on the first ring, though it was now after midnight. ‘Skye?’ she asked.


  ‘Yeah, it’s me. What’s the matter?’ As she spoke, Ben switched off the light and idly ran one hand down her flank.


  Nell paused. ‘I’m probably being silly,’ she said finally, ‘but I need to know where Ben was born, and when.’


  ‘Ben?’ Skye asked, glancing over at him. His eyes were closed, fingers sleepy on her skin. ‘What on earth for?’


  ‘I can’t go into that now. Can you just ask him? You are with him, aren’t you?’ There was an edge to her mother’s voice that Skye hadn’t heard since her father died.


  ‘Yes, I’m with him.’ she sighed. ‘Hold on.’ She nudged Ben, laying the phone down against her chest. ‘Mum wants to know where you were born. And when.’


  At first he didn’t answer, and she thought he must have gone to sleep. Eventually, though, he mumbled, ‘Nineteen eighty-five. Somewhere in Melbourne. Mum and Dad came up from the farm.’


  Skye related the information to her mother.


  ‘Nineteen eighty-five?’ Nell said. ‘So he’s younger than you.’


  ‘Just two years,’ snapped Skye. She suddenly felt very tired. ‘It’s not as if it matters.’


  ‘It might,’ Nell said cryptically. ‘When are you home? Tomorrow? I need to talk to you.’


  ‘I’ll come home when Ben leaves for work in the morning. I don’t have to be at the Y until three.’


  ‘I have to go to the centre, but I’ll wait for you. Come straight home,’ Nell commanded. Then her voice softened, and she sounded almost sad. ‘Thank you for ringing, Skye. I know it’s late.’


  After she’d hung up, Ben turned to Skye and pulled her down into the bed. Their legs bumped, touched, then wound around each other like vines. Skye’s thighs were still wet with his semen, and she closed her eyes as she pushed her face against his chest, breathing him in. How grateful she was for this man.


  ‘What was all that about?’ Ben asked quietly, stroking her hair.


  Skye shook her head. ‘I have absolutely no idea.’


  ‘You said she was an old hippie. Is she into astrology? Maybe she’s trying to do my birth chart, see if I’m the right match for her daughter.’


  ‘You are,’ said Skye, reaching up to kiss him. ‘You are.’
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  Skye put her key in the lock and gingerly pushed the front door open. The house was still. Good. No lights on in the kitchen, no sound from the bathroom. With any luck Nell was still in bed, which meant Skye could do the same: disappear into her room, pull the covers over her head and catch up on some of the sleep she had missed last night. She pushed off her shoes and shut the door behind her as quietly as she could, stifling a yawn. She hadn’t slept well. That was unusual for her, particularly at Ben’s. On the nights she stayed over, he normally had to wake her so he could say goodbye before he left for school. This morning, though, as the light crept around the curtains and she thought she’d go mad if she lay there staring at the ceiling for a minute longer, it had been her that nudged him, her that crawled between his arms and stroked his face until his eyes had opened. Ben had moaned when he saw the time, but he hadn’t complained long. It had given them an extra hour before he had to get up, and they’d made the most of it. Skye smiled now, recalling it as she tiptoed her way along the hall.


  ‘Skye.’


  She jumped and wheeled around. Her mother was sitting in the lounge room in her dressing-gown, the blinds still drawn.


  ‘Nell. I didn’t see you. I thought you were asleep.’


  ‘I couldn’t sleep,’ said Nell. ‘I’ve been waiting for you to come home.’


  Skye put down her bag and went and sat on the arm of Nell’s chair. ‘Poor you,’ she said, putting her arms around her. ‘Bad dreams? Were you thinking about Dad? I’m sorry I wasn’t here.’


  Nell sank against her and Skye breathed in her mother’s familiar smell: paint and Pond’s Cream. There had always been a pot on Nell’s dressing table, or stashed in the glove box of the kombi. The lids used to be made out of glass, Skye remembered. Blue glass, before everything went plastic . . . As a child she’d been fascinated by them, loved their hue and their heft and the way that when you held one up to the light and peered through it the room suddenly looked as if it was underwater.


  Nell shifted, sat upright. ‘I wasn’t thinking about Charlie, Skye. I was thinking about you. You and Ben.’


  ‘Ben?’ asked Skye. ‘I know it seems quick, I know you liked Hamish, but it was as if we couldn’t help it, Mum. He said he felt the same way—that he couldn’t stop thinking about me, that we had to be together. I feel terrible about Hamish, but—’


  ‘I’m scared that you’re related. That Ben is your brother.’


  Skye jerked back. ‘My brother? What on earth are you talking about?’


  Nell couldn’t look at her. Her hands fell to her lap, plucking at her dressing-gown. ‘You and Arran were conceived through IVF. You know that. There were some embryos left over, and the clinic was going to get rid of them, so Charlie and I agreed to donate them. We had our family, and we wanted to give someone else a chance.’ She took a deep breath. ‘When Ben came for dinner the other night I had this funny feeling. He was sitting between you and Arran, and there was something that bothered me. At first I thought it was because of Hamish, as you said, but then I realised that it was the three of you, lined up like that—that you all looked alike, that you had the same eyes.’


  ‘And that makes you think he’s my brother?’ Skye stood up, incredulous, and marched over to the window, where she pulled back the blinds. ‘You’ve been sitting too long in the dark. You’re going mad, like Charlie. We both have brown eyes, and suddenly Ben’s my brother?’


  Nell lifted her head, squinting in the sudden light. She looked old, Skye realised. She had never thought of her mother as old.


  ‘It’s not just the eyes. There’s something about him . . . It was as if I knew him as soon as he walked through the door. And it’s possible, Skye. He’s younger than you. That was why I called to ask.’


  ‘You’ve come up with all this because he’s younger than me?’ Skye felt the scream gather in her chest, felt an overwhelming desire to shake her mother, or slap her into sense. ‘There are hundreds of people with brown eyes who are younger than me,’ she shouted. ‘Are they all my long-lost brothers? And what did Arran say? Did he have this so-called “feeling” too?’


  ‘I didn’t ask him,’ Nell admitted.


  ‘Well, thank God for that. He would have thought you were as crazy as I do. Fabulous—another parent with dementia.’ Skye watched the hurt flash across her mother’s face and hated herself for it. She was being horrible, she knew, but her mother was being ridiculous. ‘Look, Mum, Ben knows that Arran and I were IVF babies. You told him—you brought it up over dinner! If he was too wouldn’t he have said something then?’


  Nell sighed. ‘Maybe he doesn’t know.’ She raised one hand to push her hair away from her face, her fingers shaky. ‘Don’t be angry with me, Skye. I’m sorry—I wondered if I should bring it up, but then I felt I had to. If you’re brother and sister . . .’


  Skye sat down beside her again, moved by her mother’s fragility. ‘If we’re brother and sister it doesn’t matter. It doesn’t mean anything.’ She leaned forward, staring into Nell’s eyes, her anger gone, replaced with calm certainty. ‘Don’t you see? What you’re worrying about is absurd, but even if it is true, even if Ben was one of your embryos, we’re not really brother and sister. We’ve only known each other a few months; we weren’t brought up together. It’s just a fluke. It doesn’t matter.’


  Nell groaned. ‘Oh, Skye, it does matter. You can’t have children, for a start, if Ben’s your brother. It’s too dangerous.’


  Skye crossed her arms. ‘We’ll adopt, then.’


  ‘You can’t adopt either.’ Nell blinked. There were tears in her eyes.


  ‘Why not?’ asked Skye, bewildered. ‘No one would have to know that we’re related. We’re just like any other couple. It isn’t an issue.’


  ‘It is an issue!’ Nell exploded, shooting to her feet. ‘Most agencies prefer you to be married to adopt, and you and Ben can’t get married. It’s illegal!’


  ‘Illegal?’


  Nell’s dressing-gown had come loose, her shoulders beneath it rising and falling in agitation. ‘Are you being dense or just pig-headed? If you’re brother and sister you can’t get married. It’s against the law. It’s incest, Skye.’


  Skye clutched at her stomach as if she had just been kicked; felt her body recoil, the bile rise in her throat. Incest. The word was hideous, tainted. It made her think of tabloid headlines and deformed babies. It had absolutely nothing to do with Ben. She struggled for breath, and when she found it she screamed at Nell. ‘We’re not brother and sister! You’re fucking nuts! You’re insane! This is all because you don’t like Ben, and you want to break us up.’ It had to be that, she thought, sobs swelling in her chest. Nell had always loved Hamish, but it was too bad, because Skye simply didn’t anymore, and she wasn’t going to listen to this poison for a minute longer. She got to her feet and lurched towards the hallway. ‘You need help, Nell. You need to go and see someone.’


  ‘Fine!’ said Nell, pulling her robe tight around her. ‘I promise I’ll do that—just as soon as you and Ben go and get some blood tests and prove me wrong. I checked on the net. There’s a genetics service at the Royal Children’s Hospital. I’ll book you both in. You don’t have anything to worry about, do you, seeing as I’m mad?’


  ‘You will be wrong! You’re so, so wrong.’ Skye stormed blindly along the hallway, tears streaming down her face. She reached her room and slammed the door behind her, then fell back onto the bed.


  Through the walls she could faintly hear Nell say, ‘I hope I am, Skye. I hope I am.’


  Skye rolled over and buried her face in the pillow. It was grief. It had to be. Losing Charlie had made Nell go crazy. Ben her brother? The whole idea was ludicrous, preposterous . . . So why was she still trembling? It wasn’t possible. It couldn’t be true. And how on earth could she stop loving him if it was?
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  Arran knocked on the door again, more heavily this time. No point being polite. He checked his watch and hoped somebody was home. This was an hour snatched from his regular caseload, and he couldn’t afford to waste it. As he waited, he shook open the referral form Ben had filled out a couple of weeks ago and checked over it once more. The address was correct; the phone number had rung out on the two occasions Arran had tried to call and schedule this visit. Who knew if it was even connected? Half the time these people didn’t have enough money for food, never mind luxuries like a phone line.


  He kicked at the dandelion growing up through the cracks in the concrete step, scattering yellow petals. The Vasseghi family hadn’t been clients of the asylum seeker program that Arran worked for, but a few quick emails had revealed they had a caseworker with the Red Cross. Not that she’d been much help, Arran thought, wondering if he should knock again. She’d found them some accommodation and lodged a visa application, had once helped the father get in contact with relatives in Iran, but had barely spoken with them since that time. It was always the way. Everyone was overstretched. When Arran had mentioned Zia, the woman didn’t even seem to remember the child.


  Arran turned away from the flat and headed back to the stairwell. Bugger Skye. He’d only come here for her, because she was bound to ask him about it the next time they met. She could be a bloody terrier like that, holding onto something, worrying away at something until she made the decision to drop it. He hoped Ben knew what he was in for. Arran reached for the steel rail alongside the stairs, then let go immediately. A fresh wad of chewing gum was stuck to his palm. As he tried to pull it off, two boys passed him on the stairs, faces averted. On a whim, and because he was too pissed off to be polite, he called after them, ‘Hey, is one of you Zia?’


  The smaller one turned. ‘He is. Why?’


  ‘Farid! Don’t you ever listen to Baba?’ the other one scolded. He grabbed his brother by the arm and continued along the hallway.


  Arran ran after him. ‘Wait,’ he called out. ‘If you’re Zia, your teacher wants you to meet me. Ben. Mr Cunningham. I have a letter from him.’ He held it up.


  The older boy put down his bag and looked up at Arran suspiciously. ‘What does Mr Cunningham want? I will do my homework.’


  Arran laughed. ‘It’s not about your homework. He just wants me to check on you and your family. I’m a caseworker, like Shona. Remember? She used to come to your house.’ He fumbled in his jeans for his ID badge. ‘My name’s Arran Holt.’


  Zia’s eyes widened. ‘Are you Miss Holt’s husband?’


  ‘Brother,’ Arran said, holding out his clean hand. Zia struck him as a child who liked things done properly. ‘Pleased to meet you. Is this your flat? Can I come in?’


  Farid answered before Zia had a chance to. ‘Please,’ he said, tugging at Arran’s satchel. ‘My mother will make you coffee.’


  ‘Farid . . .’ Zia warned, but the younger boy ignored him.


  ‘She will get up for visitors. Come.’


  Zia unlocked the door. Once all three were inside he shut it and reached for the light switch. The flat smelled musty, stale, a combination of unwashed clothes and rubbish left too long before being taken out. A tang of urine lingered in the hallway.


  Zia pulled the door to the bathroom shut as he led Arran through to the kitchen. ‘Madar,’ he called out, then switched to English. ‘Mum, Mum.’


  Farid ran ahead of them. ‘I’ll get her,’ he said.


  Arran looked around. The curtains over the sink were grubby, he noticed; the bench tops were littered with ashtrays and dirty plates. ‘Where are your parents?’ he asked Zia.


  ‘My father is out,’ Zia said. ‘My mother . . .’ He gestured to the rear of the flat.


  Farid returned, leading a small and shuffling woman by the hand. She wore frayed tracksuit pants and a faded jumper but had wrapped a bright red headscarf over her hair.


  ‘I sorry,’ she apologised to Arran, bowing slightly. ‘You teacher Zia?’


  ‘No, no,’ he said. ‘Arran Holt. I’m a caseworker with the Asylum Seeker Project. Zia’s teacher asked me to come and talk to his family.’ He held out the referral letter in confirmation. When she didn’t reach for it he realised that she couldn’t understand him, and tucked it back into his bag. ‘Can you tell her what I said?’ he asked Zia. Zia translated Arran’s words, then his mother’s reply.


  ‘She says her name is Nahal Vasseghi, and do you mind if she sits down?’ Arran nodded, and the woman lowered herself into a chair by the kitchen table, first brushing a newspaper on it onto the floor.


  ‘I’m sorry Mrs Vasseghi,’ said Arran, seating himself next to her. ‘Is this a bad time? Are you unwell?’


  The woman shrugged, dark eyes unblinking. ‘What want you?’


  Arran looked across at Zia. ‘Can you say that two of your teachers—Mr Cunningham, your class teacher, and Miss Holt, who takes you for art—were concerned that you had a nasty burn on your arm, and also some bruises. I have to investigate how these happened.’


  Zia’s eyes sparked. ‘They were accidents,’ he said. ‘I’m fine.’


  ‘Just tell her,’ Arran instructed. Reluctantly, Zia turned and spoke to his mother.


  ‘You no burn,’ she stated almost as soon as the words had left his mouth. Zia, still standing, just looked at the floor. His mother turned back to Arran. ‘Where burn? He no burn.’


  Arran made a show of retrieving the referral and reading it in front of her, though he knew the details. ‘On his forearm apparently,’ he said, indicating on his own body. ‘The left.’


  Mrs Vasseghi rose from her seat and yanked at Zia’s sleeve. The exposed skin was recently healed and still slightly puckered. She pulled his chin up so he was looking at her, and unleashed a torrent of angry Farsi.


  ‘My mother is asking Zia when he got burned, and how he did it,’ Farid interpreted helpfully. Then he added, ‘I saw. It was while he was cooking dinner. He spilled the water from the rice.’


  Mrs Vasseghi shook her head, mumbling to herself. ‘He clumsy,’ she told Arran. ‘Not thinking.’ She turned away and began shuffling back down the hall. ‘You excuse me. I going.’


  Arran called after her, but she didn’t respond, shutting the bedroom door firmly behind her. He gestured to Zia to sit down instead.


  ‘You didn’t tell your mum you got burned?’


  The boy ducked his head. ‘I showed my father. He bandaged it. She was lying down.’


  ‘Is she in bed a lot, then?’ Arran asked. ‘Is that where she was today?’


  ‘Every day,’ Farid interjected. Zia shot him a menacing look.


  Arran ignored it and turned to the younger child. ‘Does she get up when you go to school or when you come home?’


  ‘Never,’ Farid replied, shaking his head. Zia kicked at him under the table. ‘What?’ the younger boy yelped at his brother. ‘She doesn’t!’


  ‘Is that why you were cooking?’ Arran asked Zia. Zia nodded, not meeting his eyes. Arran sighed. Thank you very much, Skye and Ben. He pulled a pad and pen out of his bag. ‘OK, I’ll need to make a note of this,’ he said, uncapping his pen. ‘When did it start, Zia, if you can remember? Straight after you came here?’
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  As he waited to be served Arran deliberated over what to do. He was desperate for a coffee. He always was, after such visits—craving something that fortified and soothed, but more to the point punctuated the experience, drew a line under it. Coffee was a chance to sit down and slip back into his own life, after being immersed in someone else’s. And Zia’s life was complicated: the missing brothers, his depressed mother, the father out God knows where each day. The family had a caseworker, but Zia needed more than that. Though Arran didn’t think he was being bashed, he was nonetheless at risk of going under. Neglect could be as dangerous as fists.


  ‘Arran, mate, how are you?’


  Arran spun around abruptly at the familiar voice. It was Mark. Mark standing there smiling, gorgeous in black jeans and a blue shirt. Mark with another man hovering quietly behind him.


  ‘Mark—hey,’ Arran said. Longing flooded his gut like nausea. He held out his hand, but Mark had already leaned in and kissed him on the cheek.


  ‘Long time no see,’ he said. ‘What brings you to this neck of the woods?’


  ‘Just a case I’m following up. The usual stuff.’


  Mark turned to the other man. ‘Arran’s a social worker with a charity that looks after asylum seekers. He’s verrry dedicated to his job.’ He smiled condescendingly at Arran, and Arran fought the urge to correct him. He was a caseworker, not a social worker, and it was a not-for-profit, not a charity. Mark should have known that.


  ‘Sounds impressive,’ said the other man, blond and pallid. ‘Helps us capitalists sleep at night, knowing there’s people like you out there. I’m Carl, by the way.’


  Arran was saved from responding when the woman behind the counter asked for his order. ‘An extra-strong latte, and one of those muffins,’ he said, pointing, then added, ‘Takeaway, thanks.’ He’d been planning to sit down in the cafe, maybe read the paper or finish writing up his notes, but there was no way he was staying there now. There was an awkward silence. Arran sneaked a glance at Carl. Was he Mark’s lover, or simply a friend? Was he the one Mark had been fucking behind Arran’s back?


  ‘So you’ve still got a sweet tooth, huh?’ Mark smiled.


  ‘It’s a big job, keeping you capitalists well rested,’ Arran replied. ‘A man needs his sugar.’ He grabbed at the coffee and nodded at Carl. ‘Nice to have met you. See you, Mark.’


  ‘See you, sugar,’ Mark said.


  By the time Arran got to his car the latte was cold, and left a scum on his lips. He wiped it off and took two deep breaths. Mark. Fuck. He’d been doing so well. He’d been feeling OK, getting on with his life. He thought he’d made progress, but seeing Mark had put him back where he started. How did that happen? How could you know someone was wrong for you, yet miss them so much? He’d moved on, or so he’d thought. He’d done all the right things for months, only to have them undone in minutes. Pain thrummed through his body like a bassline.


  Arran leaned out of the car and tipped the coffee into the gutter. He was still hungry, but he tore the muffin into pieces and threw those out too. They were contaminated now, tainted by his brush with Mark. If he’d had the room he would have started the car and driven back and forth over the scraps. Instead, he slumped forward in the seat, his forehead on the steering wheel. He was due back at work, but all he wanted to do was go home to bed and lie there staring at the ceiling like Zia’s mother.


  The thought made him sit up; gave him an idea. He should try to find Zia’s brothers, get them back in touch with their family. For someone like him, with the contacts and the badge, it shouldn’t be too difficult. One of them was in a refugee camp, apparently—maybe they both were. Those places had records. The Vasseghis might not be able to access them, but he could.


  Arran pulled his seatbelt across his body and put the key in the ignition. Maybe the Red Cross worker had already tried, but so what? He wasn’t even going to ask her. These situations were always changing, always fluid. He’d like Zia, who was clearly doing his best to hold his family together. Farid, too, with his quick smile and disarming honesty. It would be good to be able to help them, and Skye would be grateful. Some losses were inevitable in life, but maybe not all of them.
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  Nell closed the book and put it down on the coffee table in front of her, not bothering to mark her place. She’d read the same paragraph four times now and none of it had stuck, but she couldn’t bring herself to care. She was only using it to fill the hours until Skye came home and opened the letter. Earlier, she’d tried to paint, but she kept dropping her brush; then she’d resolved to work in the garden. That had seemed like a good idea until she actually picked up her secateurs and went outside, where the sheer abundance of weeds to be pulled and roses to be deadheaded drove her straight back in again. Nell let her head fall back against the couch, allowed her eyelids to sag. She was so tired. She’d hardly slept in weeks—over three weeks now, ever since she and Skye had had that fight. If only Charlie was still alive. He’d know what to do, if she mentioned her fears; and he’d deal with the weeds and the rose bushes. Not just that. She missed sex. The intimacy and the comfort of the act, certainly, but also the physical release. She missed the way lovemaking took her out of her churning mind and threw her back into her body, how it stopped her thinking and simply made her feel. She thought too much lately. She couldn’t stop thinking.


  Nell opened her eyes and stretched her arms out in front of her as if she was limbering up. Her armpits were damp, though it wasn’t a hot day. She pushed herself up off the couch and took five measured steps into the hallway where the letter lay on a table near the front door, addressed to Skye. They were definitely the results. They had to be. The envelope bore the hospital logo in its top left corner; the words ‘Genetic Health Services Victoria were blurrily stamped on the back flap. Nell’s fingers twitched and she fought the urge to tear at the seal, to eviscerate the envelope, to spread out its entrails and see what they revealed. But Skye would be furious if she did, would never talk to her again. Maybe she could steam it open instead, hold it over the kettle until the glue loosened and the single sheet inside fell into her hands like a baby dropping from its mother . . .


  She made herself put down the letter and go back to the couch. They were Skye’s results, not hers. Skye was the one who had finally made the appointment and somehow talked Ben into joining her at the hospital. Nell shuddered. She couldn’t imagine that conversation; hadn’t, in fact, even seen Ben since she’d raised her fears with Skye. A few times she’d urged Skye to ask him to dinner, but Skye had said it would be ‘too weird’, that Nell would sit there, glancing from one to the other examining them, comparing them. Nell had demurred, but only gently. She was frightened of arguing with Skye again, terrified of resurrecting the whole damn subject. It had taken Skye a week to speak to her again after they’d last fought, and their truce was fragile, uneasy. There was nothing to say until the results were in.


  A fly buzzed in the hush of the lounge room; she could hear the hum of the refrigerator in the kitchen. Nell looked at her watch. It was almost four. School must be over by now, and Skye hadn’t been planning to stay long anyway. It wasn’t her usual day to be there, but she’d wanted to pop in, she said, to check the mosaics, to make sure the grout had dried and then clean off the excess before they were hung in the next day or two. It was the one thing they’d been able to talk normally about, those mosaics; Skye’s face lit up with pride as she described the designs and the way the children had worked together to translate them into tiles. Maybe Skye had gone to fetch Ben, to show him the finished product—maybe that was why she was taking so long . . . Nell thought of them together and her heart contracted. Skye would be grinning and talking too quickly in her excitement: Ben would smile and pull her to him, kiss the top of her head. She shouldn’t have said anything, Nell thought with an ache in her gut, but then just as quickly reminded herself that she’d had to say something, that she couldn’t have a doubt like that and not speak out. Just say they got married, had children? Skye had hated Nell for suggesting it, but if she was right, if she was right . . . God, how she hoped she was wrong.


  The front door banged and she heard Skye drop her bag and put her keys on the table. There was a pause, and Nell knew she’d seen the letter, was standing there now turning it over, pulling at the flap, her breath, like Nell’s, caught in her throat, her pulse racing, her mouth dry . . . Silence, an eternity of silence, then another sharp thud, like Skye’s bag, only heavier. The couch shook and the fly that had settled there darted away towards the window. Nell jumped up from her seat and ran to the hallway. Skye lay crumpled on the bare brown floorboards, unconsious, the letter still clutched in her hand.
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  Ben felt like whistling as he got out of his car. It had been a good day. The class had behaved—more than behaved, they had paid attention, asked questions, even made him laugh once or twice. His lesson plans were up to date, the end-of-year reports begun. Maybe he was finally getting the hang of teaching . . . And Skye had called in at his classroom just as the bell rang, wanting to show him the finished mosaics before they went up. Seeing her was always wonderful; seeing her when he wasn’t expecting to even more so. He’d asked her to come home with him, but she had a gym class to teach at five o’clock and needed to change. ‘Drop in afterwards,’ he’d suggested, and she’d smiled and leaned in close. ‘I won’t shower,’ she’d whispered. ‘There isn’t any point.’ Giving in to the impulse, Ben pursed his lips and blew three notes, rising brightly and clearly as helium balloons.


  It was funny about whistling, Ben thought as he stopped at the letterbox before going inside. No one did it in the city, not even to hail a cab. Maybe it was because of iPods. Why make your own music when you could carry someone else’s? He made a mental note as he sorted through the mail to ask his class if they ever whistled. Bill, bill, credit card offer . . . Maybe it was something they could do in the empty weeks of term once reports were in, have a whistling competition, a whistle-off? He paused as he came to a long white envelope marked with the logo of the Royal Children’s Hospital. The blood test. He’d almost forgotten about that.


  It had been Skye’s idea. He’d only gone along with it to humour her, and because she’d ambushed him. She’d told him she was taking him out for breakfast one morning, to a cafe in Parkville that she loved; then, when he had almost finished his bacon and eggs, she’d mentioned that she needed to have a blood test at the hospital nearby. ‘Actually,’ she’d added, setting down her cutlery, ‘it would be good if you did too.’


  When she’d explained it to him he’d laughed out loud. ‘Your brother? Your mum’s lost her marbles.’


  ‘I know,’ said Skye glumly. ‘And she was always the sensible parent. Dad would have had us living on a commune in Mongolia, or forming a family dance troupe—she was the only one who could keep him in line, make him see sense.’ She sighed. ‘Now this. It’s because he’s gone, I think. She thought they were going to grow old together. They both did. It’s making her see ghosts . . . And I kind of had a fight with her about it. A big one. I told her I’d prove that she was wrong.’


  Ben chuckled. They were unusual, Skye’s family, no doubt about it. ‘You couldn’t have just said sorry?’


  Skye shook her head. ‘It wouldn’t have helped, plus she seemed so het up about the whole idea that this felt like the best way to deal with it. I’m sorry,’ she added. ‘I know it must sound stupid.’


  Ben had reached for her hand, suddenly thinking of his own mother, Mary, so conventional, predictable, so unlike Skye’s. What different upbringings they’d had. ‘Nell’s been through a rough time, as you say. If you think this will make her feel better . . . You know it’s all rubbish, though, don’t you? I’m just a country boy. I was probably conceived in a haystack. And if it was IVF, my parents would have told me. We don’t have any secrets.’


  ‘I know,’ Skye said. ‘That’s why I’m so embarrassed.’


  The waiter arrived with the bill and Ben had motioned to him to give it to Skye.


  ‘It’s OK,’ he’d said. ‘At least you bought me breakfast.’


  Now standing in the living area of his flat, Ben opened the envelope. The blood test had taken all of five minutes, the white-coated doctor explaining that the results would be mailed out within three weeks.


  ‘Do you think you’ll be needing a follow-up appointment?’ he’d enquired. ‘For counselling, or discussion . . .’


  Ben had looked at Skye. ‘No,’ she’d said firmly. ‘We’ve done all we have to do.’


  He shook out the folded piece of paper and quickly scanned to the bottom. Sibling DNA Index > 1.00. Probability of exclusion:99.9%. That didn’t make sense. He read through it again, more carefully this time. A siblingship DNA index greater than 1.00indicates that the two tested individuals are most likely to be biological siblings. The probability of exclusion is a measure of the likelihood of these results being correct. Ben’s hands began to shake. A match. They were a match.


  Ben grabbed for the edge of the table. It couldn’t be true. The hospital must have made a mistake, must have mixed up their results with someone else’s. Or maybe they’d tested his blood twice in error? That would explain it. That would make sense. Of course he’d be a match for himself. For a moment he managed to believe that that was what must have happened, but his mind kept racing. Hospitals didn’t make mistakes like that, did they? Not when there was so much at stake. They would have tested the samples more than once; would have made sure everything was labelled correctly. He looked at the letter again. 99.9%.The figure leered at him, taunted him. There was only one other possibility. His parents had lied to him. He wasn’t theirs. He was Skye’s brother. They’d been conceived at the same time, from the same eggs and seed. He should have grown up with her, with Arran.


  His head spun. He needed to lie down. Groping for the wall, he staggered to his room, then fell onto the bed without bothering to remove his shoes. He lay there, staring straight up, trying to absorb the information. Skye was his sister. He’d slept with his sister. He’d fallen in love with his sister. There was a strand of her hair on the pillow next to his; the sheets still smelled of the last time they’d made love. It had been a few days ago now, but he deliberately hadn’t changed them; he’d been comforted by Skye’s presence in his bed even on the nights he slept alone. Suddenly, they sickened him. He sprang up and yanked at the linen, pulling at the doona cover so roughly that a button popped off and flew against the wall. Ben rolled the sheets together in a tight ball and ran to the laundry where he threw them in the washing machine, tossed some powder on top and hit the start button, then bolted for the hall. He grabbed his keys and went out, slamming the front door behind him.


  As he headed to the car, his mobile in the back pocket of his jeans rang, the tone somehow urgent and plaintive. He ignored it, pulling away from his unit so quickly that the wheels spun and smoked. Fifteen minutes later he pulled onto the Hume Highway. It was ironic, he thought, as he automatically checked his side mirror for the merge. For weeks he’d been anticipating taking Skye home, introducing her to his family and showing her where he’d grown up. They’d planned to spend a week there after Christmas. He’d envisaged this drive with her beside him: maybe they’d stop for lunch in Yea, or pull off so they could visit the gallery at Benalla. There was a Sidney Nolan there. She’d like that. But instead Skye was still in Melbourne, opening her own long white envelope, and the people that he’d always believed to be his parents suddenly weren’t.


  He needed to stay calm, he told himself. It was a long drive; he had to concentrate. Surely there would be an explanation—there must be. His mother and father were the most honest people he knew; they set a premium by it. What had his dad always told him when he was growing up? Make sure you look at someone when you shake his hand, look him right in the eye. Otherwise he’ll think you have something to hide. How many times had his own father done just that, gazed at him, unflinching, without turning away? Hundreds of times, tens of hundreds; day after day, year after year.


  Maybe there’d been a mistake, Ben thought again desperately. But even as he grasped at the notion, he knew that he was kidding himself. The letter had Skye’s name on it too. And then there was the physical evidence. They did look like each other. It wasn’t just Nell—he’d noticed it too, but had thought nothing of it. Why should he? Ben felt his foot go down on the accelerator, saw the speedometer needle leap. His sister. Oh God, his sister! He felt like crying, or throwing up. He knew that was the end of it. He could never see her again. He didn’t want to see her again. And his parents, his mother and father—why hadn’t they told him? Why, for God’s sake, had they never let him know?


  Ben’s mobile rang from where he’d tossed it onto the passenger seat, startling him so that he momentarily veered into the next lane. He straightened the car, heart racing, then out of habit glanced over to see who had called. The display read Skye home. That was strange. Why wasn’t she ringing from her own mobile rather than the landline in Nell’s kitchen, where anyone could listen in? He saw her suddenly, as clearly as if she’d been sitting next to him: ash-blonde hair loosely caught in a ponytail at the nape of her neck, her mouth close to the receiver, her whole body leaning into the phone, willing him to pick up. Her mouth, he thought in a fit of grief, her beautiful mouth. He’d never kiss it again. The anger that surged through him drove the speedo up over one hundred and thirty, made the car shake, the road outside hum. He switched off the phone without looking at it again. Stay calm? It was all he could do to stop himself throwing it out the window.
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  Ben arrived in Tatong just as evening was falling. Normally this was his favourite part of the drive, the moment that made it all worthwhile. He’d turn right at the only pub in town, then head up the hill, pulling over to watch as dusk stole across the valley. The land was still; the first stars were reflected in the patchwork of dams spread out beneath him. Ben knew every one of them: knew which were good for yabbying, or where you could catch tadpoles, knew the deepest and the coolest for swimming on hot summer days. Tonight, though, he careered straight through, stopping only to wrench open the gate into his family’s property. As a country boy he knew he should close it behind him, but he got back in the car and drove on without stopping, tyres sliding on the gravel of the track to the house.


  ‘Ben!’ his mother exclaimed when he burst through the door into the kitchen. She was playing Uno with Kirra, but as he came into the room she dropped her cards and pushed her chair back from the table, a smile washing over her face. Kirra stood up too and raced to clasp him around the waist; her head, he noticed, was now level with his chest.


  ‘You didn’t tell us you were coming,’ his mother rebuked him delightedly. ‘Have you eaten? Let me get you a plate.’


  ‘I don’t want to eat,’ said Ben. ‘I came to talk to you. Where’s Dad?’


  ‘He’s out with a sick cow, waiting for the vet. It’s one of the milkers—’


  ‘We got a new puppy, Ben!’ Kirra interrupted, still holding him tightly. ‘His name’s Spud and he sleeps on my bed. He’s a cross between a Jack Russell and a pug. Dad says he looks like someone stepped on his face, but he’s so cute. Come and see him!’ She started tugging him by the hand and Ben could feel himself losing control of the situation.


  ‘Not now,’ he said, louder than he had intended. ‘Kirra, go to your room. I need to speak with Mum. I’ll come and see Spud later.’


  ‘But I want to show you him now,’ Kirra whined.


  ‘GO!’ Ben shouted, and she fled without looking back. He’d never yelled at her before.


  ‘That’s no way to talk to your sister,’ his mother began, moving towards him, but Ben cut her off.


  ‘Is she? Is she my sister?’


  Her step faltered, and he knew everything he needed to know. ‘Of course she’s your sister,’ she replied, but so quietly he could barely hear her.


  ‘Is she?’ Ben repeated. ‘Are you sure you didn’t get her thrown in from wherever you picked me up from? Kind of a two-for-one deal, maybe?’


  Mary swallowed, the cross at the base of her throat bobbing briefly up and down. She opened her mouth, but no words came out. Ben took a step closer. A clock ticked between them.


  ‘What can you tell me?’ he asked.


  ‘What do you know?’ she countered, hands locked around the chair she stood behind, as if she might suddenly have to pick it up and use it to defend herself.


  He forced himself to speak evenly. He set out, in the baldest terms, what had happened. Mary’s face grew paler as she listened.


  ‘Do you know for sure?’ Mary whispered.


  ‘We each had a blood test. I got the results today.’ He pulled the crumpled piece of paper from his jeans and held it out.


  Mary waved it away and sat down in her chair. ‘I just wanted a baby,’ she said. ‘I couldn’t have a baby.’


  ‘Fine.’ Ben thrust the results back into his pocket. ‘But why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t you tell me?’ He was going to cry, he realised. He could feel the tears gathering, the snot already collecting at the back of his throat.


  Mary had already begun weeping herself. ‘Your father wanted to, but I was scared,’ she sobbed. ‘I couldn’t work up the courage.’ She reached for a potholder lying on the table and buried her face in it, rocking back and forth. ‘I didn’t know how to explain it,’ she gulped from behind the floral fabric. ‘I was terrified you’d think that I wasn’t your mother, that you weren’t my child.’


  ‘So you lied to me?’ Ben asked, astounded. ‘You made Dad tell me about the birds and the bees, but you wouldn’t let him say where I really came from?’ He closed his eyes, trying to take it all in. ‘What a joke, what an absolute joke. You spent half of my childhood saying the rosary or going to church, yet somehow it was OK not to tell me the truth?’


  Mary rocked and sobbed, rocked and sobbed. ‘I meant to,’ she gasped, ‘when you were eighteen, or twenty-one, but then I just couldn’t do it. I was so afraid of losing you.’


  ‘You should have told me when I was ten!’ Ben shouted, furious. ‘Eight, even. Seven. Whenever I could have understood. Were you going to keep it from me all my life?’ The betrayal was too enormous to comprehend. ‘What about Kirra?’ he asked. ‘Was she donated too?’


  His mother shook her head, her face still hidden. ‘She was just lucky.’ Then she finally looked up, cheeks streaked with tears. ‘But you weren’t lucky. You were a miracle.’


  Ben knew the words were meant to soothe him, to reaffirm how much he’d been wanted, but for some reason they only made him angrier. ‘Such a miracle that you couldn’t talk about it? Such a fucking miracle that you didn’t even tell me?’ Deep within he knew that his rage wasn’t just at his mother but at the whole terrible situation, and came from his pain at what he’d lost, yet he couldn’t seem to stop himself. He reached around blindly for something on the kitchen bench, found a clay figure he had made when he was still at school and threw it hard at the wall behind her. Mary screamed and covered her head with her arms; the ornament shattered into tiny pieces that rained down onto the floor. Kirra appeared briefly in the hallway, took one look at him and raced back to her room.


  He was almost halfway back to Melbourne when the nausea hit. The tears had stopped, but this was something new—something oily and alive, uncurling in his belly. For a kilometre or two he drove on, trying to fight it, buttocks drenched in sweat and clamped tightly together. He thought again of his mother’s deceit, trying to distract himself with his pain, but by the time he saw the Allen’s sign near the turn-off for Broadford he knew he was beaten. He pulled in beside it, wrenched the car door open and stumbled out into the dark. The creature in his stomach reared up and spat venom. Ben fumbled with his pants but wasn’t quite quick enough, his bowels erupting before he’d pushed them past his hips. He sank onto all fours just metres from the highway, retching and heaving, his legs smeared in shit. Later, when he tried to wipe himself clean, he found that the only thing he had was the results from his blood test.
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  Skye shifted on her stool, trying without success to get comfortable. Fewer positions were these days. She put down her tile cutters and stood up to lean across her workbench instead, but the minute her stomach made contact with its edge she felt the baby kick.


  ‘Didn’t you like that?’ she asked, stepping back. Now, though, she was too far away to see what she was doing, so she bent over again. Another kick.


  ‘You don’t want me to work, huh?’ Skye straightened up and sat back on her stool. ‘Good. Neither do I.’


  She toyed listlessly with the glass squares in front of her, pushing them into different combinations. Maybe some indigo to offset the carmine? That should make both colours deeper, more textured. When she put them together, though, they simply looked red and blue, as predictable as a child’s painting. She dropped her hands to her stomach. The baby was still now. She imagined it floating inside her, curled nose to tail. How big would it be? The size of an orange, maybe even a grapefruit? She sighed. At six months pregnant she should know that sort of thing, should know whether it had fingernails yet or could recognise her voice. Hamish had bought her a book about it all, but every time she picked it up and tried to read, the words slid off the page and onto the floor.


  ‘Hey, baby,’ she said softly, palms on her belly, caressing her bulge. ‘Do you know who I am? Do you know your mummy?’


  Jess looked up from under the bench and thumped her tail. The baby didn’t move.


  Skye turned her back on the glass and moved her stool along the bench to her laptop. She clicked on the screen with a faint sense of guilt. She shouldn’t be coming here again. She should turn it off, she should be working, but she just wanted to see if there’d been any updates. It wouldn’t take long. Black text appeared against a turquoise background and she began to read the introductory paragraph, though she knew it by heart. The material was comforting somehow, its words and rhythms both an absolution and a liturgy.


  Genetic sexual attraction (GSA) is a sexual attraction between close relatives, such as siblings, first and second cousins or a parent and offspring, who meet for the first time as adults. The syndrome was initially recognised after the relaxation of adoption laws in the late 1970s gave adopted children easier access to their records and led to an increase in the number of reunions between adoptees and their blood relatives. An unexpectedly high number of both men and women reported struggling with sudden and terrifying emotions after such reunions, including feelings of romantic love and overwhelming lust towards their biological sibling, parent, aunt/uncle, nephew/niece, or, in at least one documented instance, grandmother. In many, but not all, cases the attraction was reciprocated, leading to the break-up of marriages and families and the formation of new, technically illegal and incestuous, relationships.


  It was Nell who had found the website, sitting hunched over her old computer at the kitchen table while Skye recuperated after her stay in hospital and lay staring at the ceiling in her bedroom, thoughts circling like sharks. Ben was her brother . . . but she loved him, and he loved her . . . but he was her brother. Her brother! Every morning when she woke up and remembered what had happened the pain hit her again, renewed and relentless. She’d whimper, close her eyes and burrow back under the covers, but there was no escaping the situation. She missed him, she ached for him, but he was her brother. She couldn’t love him, not like this, yet she couldn’t seem to stop.


  In that sense the website had been a relief. Nell had got her up when she discovered it and helped her to the kitchen so they could read it through together. Skye had been mesmerised: she wasn’t alone or deranged; there was a name for what had happened to her and Ben. ‘Listen to this,’ Nell had said, and quoted from an article linked to the site: . . . “Genetic sexual attraction associated with IVF births is a time bomb waiting to go off . . . more commonplace than supposed.”’ She turned to Skye and reached for her hand. ‘I’m sorry. If we’d had any idea that this might have happened we’d never have donated those embryos. You’ve just been unlucky. You have to put it behind you now.’ Skye had burst into tears and Nell had taken her back to bed. Put it behind her? She was still waiting for him to call.


  Since that time she’d continued to visit the site, daily at first, then at least two or three times each week. The general information displayed was occasionally added to, but what she really found fascinating were the forums, where members chatted, left questions or related their own stories. Recently, she’d become riveted by anything written by J, a woman whose older brother had been put up for adoption years before she herself was born. They had met for the first time just five months ago and fallen in love, then moved in together despite both already being married to other people. It wasn’t as if she was addicted to this stuff, Skye told herself now as she scanned the message board. She only read it so she could understand what she’d been through, and thus move forward. It was therapy. She clicked to open J’s latest post.


  I still love my husband, J had written to a member who’d asked if she ever thought about him. I do love him, and I miss him, but this is different. I’ve never felt this way before. I don’t just love Josh, I feel as if I belong to him, that we were made to be together—there’s just this overwhelming sense of being preordained, fated, destined to be together. I know that sounds corny, but it’s how it is.


  Skye found herself nodding. That was it, exactly. She loved Hamish, but it was as if she had chosen to fall in love with him, had recognised his goodness and his other positive qualities and made her decision, not just this time, but originally too. There had been no such decision with Ben. From almost the first moment she had seen him she had known him, somehow; she had had to be with him. It wasn’t a judgement of the mind, or even the heart, but the bones, Skye thought. It must be how a mother felt when she was first handed her baby.


  The baby. Hamish’s baby. Skye closed the laptop with a snap, her heart thumping. It was one thing to try and make sense of the fate that had befallen her; it was another to keep dwelling on it, to keep thinking of Ben. She pushed the computer away from her and turned back to the mosaic she was trying to create. When Hamish had bought the house, just before they got married, he’d been thrilled that it came with a studio. A real one, at that, not a shed out the back, which was all Nell had—something that had housed Charlie’s tools and was too hot in summer, too cold the rest of the year. No, Skye thought, Hamish had looked after her. He’d been house-hunting anyway, granted, but he didn’t have to go to the trouble of finding something like this. She remembered his excitement on their way back to Nell’s after the open-for-inspection.


  ‘The agent told me it was owned by a potter. He built the studio all by himself, so he could get it exactly the way he wanted—lots of natural light, and facing the right direction. I suppose that matters, doesn’t it?’ He’d glanced over, and she’d nodded in confirmation. ‘Plus those beautiful high ceilings and all that glass . . . It’s got a kitchenette and a day bed too, did you see? I guess he must have stayed out there overnight when inspiration struck.’ He’d reached over and taken her hand. ‘It’s perfect, isn’t it? Now that you’ve left the gym and won’t be teaching for a while.’


  Skye had nodded back, moved by the hope in his eyes. ‘It’s perfect,’ she’d agreed, then was hit by another wave of nausea and started to retch. Used to it by now, Hamish had pulled over and rubbed her back while she threw up her lunch on the side of the road.


  The morning sickness had taken months to abate, lasting right through her first two trimesters, almost up till the week they got married and moved into the house. Maybe that was why she hadn’t used the studio as much as she’d expected, Skye thought—she was too exhausted after half a year of vomiting, and the stress of a wedding. But both those things were now over, and still she felt creatively barren, blocked. Despite the lovely studio, despite the hours of quiet with Hamish at work and Jess at her feet, she hadn’t produced a thing. Not a mosaic, which was all she was working in now, not a design that she was happy with, not even a drawing. Nell would be ashamed of her. All her mother had ever wanted to do was paint, the desire so ferocious she’d sat cramped in the kombi, a canvas on her lap, or sketched ideas on envelopes during Skye and Arran’s swimming lessons. There had never been enough time or money or space for her mother, yet here was Skye with a beautiful echoing studio, a husband who loved and supported her, nothing to do but create—and all she had to show for it was coloured tiles scattered across her workbench like confetti.


  Skye stood up abruptly and called for Jess to follow her. She needed to get out. The studio made her feel trapped, beholden. It expected too much of her; it was waiting to see if she measured up. Some days she almost wished she was back at the gym, but that was stupid. The morning sickness had forced her to resign almost as soon as she’d fallen pregnant, no longer able to stomach the sight of a cartwheel, never mind perform one. Plus, she thought, looking around the room for Jess’s ball, there was no future in teaching gym. Hamish had always told her that. She had to trust him, didn’t she? He was her future now.


  So why, she chastised herself as they reached the park, did she keep thinking of Ben? He was haunting her—there was no other word for it. It was finished, over, all best forgotten, yet he kept showing up in dreams, in her thoughts, in every story she devoured on the GSA forums. Ridiculous, when she was married and pregnant with someone else’s child; when she hadn’t even seen him since the day they’d received the results.


  Skye dropped heavily onto a bench. The results. It had been over a year, yet she felt ill every time she thought of them. It was still all so clear: arriving home to find the letter waiting for her, opening the envelope, quickly reading through the sheet of paper inside . . . and then nothing, nothing, until she woke up a day later in hospital with Nell sitting beside her, stroking her hair. A breakdown, the doctor had said it was, and Skye knew immediately what had broken: her heart. Nell had been right, they were brother and sister, they couldn’t marry, have children, it was a crime for them to even love each other . . . Jess deposited the ball at her feet and looked up at her expectantly, tail wagging. Skye leaned down to retrieve it, the baby inside her squirming as she did. That was what she had to concentrate on now, she told herself, that was what mattered. The baby, who needed her. Ben clearly hadn’t. Hadn’t called, hadn’t said goodbye; he hadn’t even returned to his job, she found out later from the other grade five teacher, had simply phoned in his resignation and disappeared. She picked up Jess’s ball and hurled it as far as she could.


  All that summer she’d missed Ben; all summer she’d waited for his voice on the phone, his knock at the door. But there had been nothing. When Skye couldn’t sleep Nell lay next to her and told her that it was better this way, that clean cuts healed quicker. Skye had nodded, but the minute her mother left the room she’d picked up her phone and tried ringing him again. He never answered; he must have changed his number. The school had no forwarding address, and when she drove past his unit there was a different car in the parking space.


  And then, just a few weeks later, she’d walked into the gym and bumped into Hamish. It was the first time they’d seen each other in the four months since they’d broken up. Initially, Hamish had altered his shifts so that they didn’t have to be there together; a month on, as he’d always planned, he’d finished his exams and resigned altogether. Skye had been surprised and grateful at how easily she’d been let off. She hadn’t had to face him at work, and there’d been no difficult questions from any of their colleagues.


  Jess returned with the ball, panting, and Skye threw it again. It should have been awkward to see Hamish again, but somehow it wasn’t. She’d forgotten how little he demanded from her. They’d talked in the corridor before her class began. Hamish had smiled and told her that she looked good; he’d explained that he was looking after Dan’s clients for a few weeks because Dan had injured his knee. He didn’t mind, no—even though the new job was going well it was kind of nice to be back at the Y again. The sessions were keeping him fit, and the extra money would come in handy. He was looking at buying a house—at finally getting out of his flat.


  ‘That’s great,’ she’d stuttered.


  ‘And what about you?’ he’d asked. ‘Are you still doing the grant work? How’s Ben?’


  She’d started at that, taken aback. She’d never told him she was with Ben.


  ‘I called your mother,’ he said, noticing her reaction. ‘Just after you dumped me. I was trying to speak to you, but I got her instead. She told me what had happened—that you’d met someone at the school. I remembered you mentioning Ben and guessed that it was him.’ When Skye didn’t respond he went on, ‘I was a bit of a mess at the time. I think Nell was trying to put me out of my misery.’


  ‘Ben and I broke up,’ Skye said. ‘I finished the grant, but the school didn’t offer me anything else.’


  ‘I’m sorry,’ Hamish said, and he sounded as if he meant it. Then he’d leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. ‘Look after yourself.’


  Skye stared after him as he walked away, while the intermediate girls waited impatiently for their class to begin.


  Three days later he had rung her on her mobile. Jess missed her, he said. Did she want to meet them for a walk? Skye had hesitated, but then agreed. It wasn’t as if she was doing anything else, and she missed Jess too. They went to a park and threw the ball for Jess, just as she was doing right now. Hamish had talked about the job he’d taken as soon as his results came in, how all the years of study were finally paying off. Skye had listened quietly and then told him about Ben. Just the barest facts, those she could choke out. That ridiculously, shockingly, he was her biological brother. That she’d loved him, that she still wanted to talk to him, but he’d vanished. Then she’d started to cry and Hamish had put his arms around her, and she’d realised with surprise that even in the midst of all her pain, all her anguish, it felt good to be held.


  Nothing else felt good, so she’d seen him again. And again and again, until holding turned to kissing, and kissing turned to sex. Skye thought of Ben then, when Hamish was on top of her. She didn’t mean to, but she couldn’t help it. She still longed for him, still loved and wanted and missed him terribly. But Ben had gone, and for some brief stretches of time Hamish helped her forget that. He distracted her from her anguish; he stopped her going mad.


  By July she was pregnant. It was her fault, of course. She’d been on the pill, but sorrow had left her scatterbrained, sleep-deprived, unable to concentrate on anything more than simply getting through each day, and she’d regularly forgotten to take them. Once it was confirmed, the options were limited. She didn’t think she could go through an abortion, and she certainly wasn’t going to give the baby up, not after what had happened with Ben. Instead, to her surprise and even relief, Hamish proposed, and they were married that November. She was twenty weeks gone, already showing in her dress.


  Skye shook her head at Jess, who kept nudging the ball towards her. She was too tired to keep throwing. She needed a rest. Pregnancy, she’d discovered, felt a lot like grief. There was the weight and the heft of it, the way it fatigued you; there was the inability to think clearly or do very much at all. A house opposite the park still had its Christmas decorations up, she noticed, though it was almost the end of January. Skye knew how its owners must feel. She was out of sync too: married and pregnant to one man, but thinking of another. Everything jarred; nothing was the way it was supposed to be.
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  Ben positioned himself on a bench just to the left of the museum’s main entrance. He’d made sure he was there a good half hour earlier than they’d organised, but still he was nervous. Just say he missed her? How terrible if she came through the doors looking for him, and didn’t see him, particularly after all he’d put her through—disappearing like that, with no explanation. Another fear gripped him: maybe she hated him. She’d arranged this meeting, sure, but maybe that was only so she could tell him how much she despised him, to spit the words in his face, then walk out of his life forever. Ben felt sweat prickle beneath his armpits, in his groin. He deserved it, after all.


  ‘Ben! BEN!’


  He looked up in the direction of the cry but for a moment didn’t recognise her. She had grown so tall, and her hair was longer. Then she flung her arms around him and he knew her immediately—the rangy limbs, her earthy scent. Those things hadn’t changed.


  ‘Kirra,’ he said, hugging her tightly, a lump in his throat. The foyer echoed and surged around them, full of school groups and tourists. How strange to remember that she wasn’t actually his sister. She still felt as if she was.


  Kirra was the first to pull back, disentangling herself from his grasp. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘I’ve only got an hour, then I’m due back with my class.’


  ‘Where do you want to go?’ Ben asked. ‘Are you hungry? We could have something to eat at the cafeteria.’


  ‘Can’t,’ she said, pulling him past the blue whale skeleton and towards the escalators. ‘This is group study time, remember? I’ve got to watch a film, then fill in a worksheet. Couldn’t tell my teacher I was meeting my long-lost brother instead.’ She flashed him a smile, blue-eyed and delighted, then impulsively reached for his hand as they rode to the second floor. ‘I’m so happy to see you.’


  ‘I know. Me too,’ said Ben. ‘Listen, Kirra, I’m sorry for what happened. I wasn’t thinking about you when I left Tatong that night. It’s just that—’


  ‘Shhh,’ she said, pulling him into the Science and Life Gallery. ‘Don’t talk. Don’t talk about that, anyway. Help me get these questions answered, and then we can just sit with each other for a bit.’ She grinned at him again, cheeky in her excitement. ‘All my class will be wondering who the mysterious older man is.’


  She was growing up, Ben thought, following her into a darkened theatrette at the rear of the gallery and settling himself in a seat while she fiddled with a notebook and pencils. Heck, she had grown up. When did that happen? He sneaked another look at her through the gloom. Kirra must be half a foot taller than when he’d seen her last, fourteen months ago. She was due to grow up, he supposed, but it was still a surprise. She’d had her ears pierced, and was wearing a short skirt and a strappy top rather than her customary shorts and t-shirt. How was his mother dealing with this, her baby erupting into womanhood?


  The film came on, and Ben stared at the screen, concentrating fiercely. He didn’t want to think about his mother. What was done was done, and they all had to live with it now. Just this hour alone with Kirra had taken four months to organise, and he wasn’t going to waste it feeling angry. He shouldn’t have even tried to talk to Kirra about the situation, he thought, remembering the moment on the escalator. She understood. Even if she didn’t, she had sought him out, which was all that mattered. Ben remembered the first letter she’d sent to him, forwarded from his old address just a few weeks after that night at the farm. The shock of seeing her handwriting on the envelope, the way his heart had thudded as he slit it open. His mother had written too, countless times, but he’d thrown those straight in the bin unopened. He knew she was sorry, but sorry wasn’t enough. She should never have lied to him for so long. She’d stolen his identity from him, didn’t she realise that? She’d betrayed him completely.


  He took a deep breath. Beside him, Kirra whispered, ‘It only goes for a few more minutes, I think,’ then went back to scribbling notes. Ben read the heading on her worksheet: Mitosis and meiosis. Biology, he thought, remembering his own school years, the abandoned science degree. The film was showing cells dividing. Chromosomes replicated obediently, then split down the middle and moved smartly to their designated poles. It was all so clean, so straightforward. Ben’s split had been messier. In the week after confronting his mother he’d moved flats so she didn’t know where he was, and got a new mobile phone number to avoid her calls. Leaving his job had been wholly to escape memories of Skye, the slap in the face of passing her mosaics every day in the playground, but it had pleased him that he was also dead-ending another avenue through which his mother might try to contact him.


  He’d written back to Kirra, though. She said she missed him and she just wanted to know how he was. Cunningly, she’d suggested he reply to her care of her best friend’s address, knowing, as he did, that their mother would otherwise intercept his letter. I wish you could work this out with Mum and Dad, she had written, but if you can’t it’s not fair to leave me too. She was only thirteen at the time, and the words made Ben’s chest tighten with guilt. He hadn’t thought it through. Of course he hadn’t. He knew once he confronted his mother that he never wanted to speak to her again, but he hadn’t factored in the collateral damage to Kirra.


  Thankfully, he hadn’t lost her. She emailed him from school when she could; he sent her his new mobile number, and every so often she would cycle down to the phone outside the pub and ring him from there. Ben loved those calls. He could picture her, red-cheeked, as she chatted about her friends and the village; he could close his eyes and imagine Tatong stretching out in front of her—the cattle clustered beneath a tree for shade, the dew stringing the fence posts in the early morning. Once he asked her why she didn’t call from home, wait until Mary was out and ring him then.


  ‘She never goes out,’ Kirra had said simply. ‘Dad does the shopping these days. He gets stuff wrong and she scolds him, but it doesn’t make her do it herself.’


  After that Ben had never referred to his parents again during their conversations. He sensed Kirra’s frustration at times, her anger at them all, but there was nothing to be done. Occasionally, on the phone, she’d get teary and he’d distract her by talking about the future, when she was at uni, and how she’d come to live in the city and share his flat. ‘You’ll be married by then!’ she’d wailed once, and he’d laughed. He knew that was never going to happen.


  She’d never asked about Skye, instinctively sidestepping the topic. Then, one night last week she’d rung him excitedly to announce that she was coming to Melbourne for the day with her science class. They were going to the museum. Could he meet her there? Ben asked about the teacher—wouldn’t she be keeping an eye on her students at all times? But Kirra said it would be fine. ‘We have to do some group work,’ she’d told him, ‘but Anna, Gab and Sim know all about you. They’ll cover for me as long as I complete my section of the worksheet.’


  ‘Finished!’ she exclaimed now, slapping her notebook shut. The film was still running, seedlings unfurling from the ground in time-lapse photography.


  ‘Do you want to go somewhere else before the rest of your class get here?’ Ben asked.


  Kirra glanced around. The theatrette was still empty save for a mother and a toddler sitting in the front row, the child slurping noisily on a juice box.


  ‘Nah,’ she said, picking up his hand again. ‘Let’s stay here. It’s cosy. I can have you all to myself.’ Then she added quietly, her eyes wet, ‘I miss you, Ben.’


  He sighed. ‘I know you do, and I miss you too. But I had already moved out.’


  ‘I know, but it’s still different. I could talk about you then. I didn’t have to act as if you didn’t exist in case I made Mum cry again.’


  Ben dropped her hand, hurt. She was breaking the rules.


  ‘OK, OK,’ Kirra said. ‘Forget it. Tell me about your new job. Youth work, huh?’


  She was trying, so he made an effort too, hoping they could regain some of the closeness he’d felt when they sat side by side in silence. ‘Youth work makes it sound more glorified than it is. I run a drop-in centre for disadvantaged kids, over near the commission flats. It’s only three afternoons a week. I break it up with some relief teaching. It keeps things interesting.’


  ‘What do you do with them? The kids at your youth group.’


  ‘Play pool or ping-pong—we’ve got some old tables. Talk, hang out. If the weather’s OK we go to the park and kick the footy.’ He smiled. ‘They’re trying to teach me soccer.’


  ‘World game.’ Kirra shrugged, as if everyone knew that. He was charmed by her all over again, this child-woman with her miniskirt and her tears and three fingernails coloured in with texta. ‘Have you met anyone?’ she went on.


  ‘Hey, enough questions. My turn,’ he protested. Seeing her pout, he said, ‘No, I haven’t. I promise you’ll be the first to hear if I do.’


  She smiled. Her braces had come off, Ben realised. That was good. His father must have struggled to pay for all those orthodontic appointments.


  ‘What about you?’ he asked slyly. ‘Any year eight romance going down?’


  Kirra blushed. ‘Maybe. Not really. I mean, there’s this boy in my maths class—’


  ‘Mumma, baby, baby!’ shrieked the toddler in the front row. Ben and Kirra’s faces swivelled towards the sound. On the screen, a baby was being born, the camera alternating between close-ups of the mother’s labouring face and the infant being squeezed like toothpaste from between her legs. There was blood, Ben noticed, blood and amniotic fluid and mucus. This had to be footage of an actual birth. It was a bit full-on, but he supposed the realism was instructive.


  ‘Again, again!’ the toddler cried as the woman in the film lay back, exhausted.


  ‘God,’ said Kirra, squirming in her seat. ‘That looked awful. Who would ever want to have kids?’
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  After they’d said goodbye, and he was walking across the museum forecourt towards the housing commission flats, Ben thought about her question. He did, he realised. He wanted to have kids. Maybe that was easy to say, being a man and not having to go through what he’d seen on the screen, but he was sure of it regardless. He liked kids—he was a teacher, so of course he did, but he eventually wanted some of his own too.


  He’d made the right decision. He’d made the right decision. It was a mantra he’d devised in that first wrenching month after leaving Skye. He repeated it once more as he waited at the lights on Nicholson Street. He wanted children; Skye would have too. If they’d stayed together, that wouldn’t have been possible—if they’d stayed together it would have been wrong. It would have been illegal; it would have been incest. Then why why why did he still miss her more than a year on? Ben had always subscribed to the rule of halves—that it took about half as long as you’d been going out with someone to get over them. By that measure, he should have stopped thinking about Skye in a matter of weeks; two months, tops. Instead, he had to fight the battle again every single day, had to invoke his mantra and remind himself that losing her was wrong and he was moving on.


  He’d get there, he told himself as he approached the drop-in centre, a former storage area at the base of the flats. Skye probably had another boyfriend by now, anyway. What was done was done, with her just as with his parents. Better to look ahead, to think about the kids he’d see that afternoon, the trip he’d planned for them to Lygon Street tonight for pizza.


  His mobile rang. ‘Ben,’ said Avril, one of the on-call managers at the centre. ‘Are you on your way in? I’ve got a caseworker here who has a boy with him. He wanted to know if he could join your group. I told him that you’re pretty full, but he said it’s urgent.’


  ‘Thanks,’ said Ben. ‘I’m just here now. I’ll talk to him.’


  Ben stepped into the office and came face to face with Zia. Behind him was Arran.
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  ‘What man ’tis not so much ’tis not so much ’tis since the nup . . . the nupt . . . the nuppy . . .’


  ‘Nuptials,’ Mrs Leon corrected with a sigh. ‘It means marriage. “The nuptials of Lucentio” is Lucentio’s wedding. And slow down, Troy. You’re running all the lines into each other.’


  The boy standing at the front of the classroom resumed reading, skipping past the difficult word to the next sentence. Zia, sitting at his desk, scanned his own copy of the text, trying to work out where they were up to. What was the word? Nup-tials. But how was it spelled? N, then an A maybe . . . The unfamiliar couplets danced in front of his eyes, taunting him. What did it all mean, anyway? Zia had heard of Shakespeare, but this was like learning another language, the prose as impenetrable to him as Italian.


  He closed his eyes and put his head down on his desk, willing the lesson to end. Only two weeks in, and high school was defeating him. He still didn’t know where he had to be each time the bell rang; he didn’t understand why they couldn’t just stay in the one classroom all day, like they had at Fitzroy Primary. He’d struggled there too, but now he missed it. There he’d known everyone; here the corridors were awash with strangers, people who bumped into him and didn’t even say sorry. The first time he had gone to use the toilets he had lingered too long in the doorway, waiting for a spot at the urinal, until someone had called out, Hurry up, faggot, and he’d fled, ashamed. He didn’t know ‘nuptials’, but ‘faggot’ he understood.


  And the work . . . the work was too hard. Zia had been so proud to have made it through his last years of primary school without having to repeat; so grateful to his grade six teacher, Ms Walters, who had tutored him after school and on weekends to get him to the level of the rest of the class, but now he almost wondered why she’d bothered. Another month, and he’d be hopelessly behind again. He missed Ms Walters. She was a good teacher, kind and caring, but it was more than that. He missed her interest and belief in him; missed that she knew about his mother and how things were at home. Nobody here knew, or if they knew they didn’t care. Zia wriggled his face around on the desk, trying to find a cool spot for his cheek. At least, he thought, he had the drop-in centre. He hadn’t really wanted to go to begin with, but now he was glad he’d let Arran drag him along. He liked the centre. It was different from school. He felt normal there among the other boys, where everyone had an accent, not just him; where nobody made jokes about his father when he came to collect him at the end of the night. It was good to see Mr Cunningham too, who’d told Zia to call him Ben. They hadn’t had much chance to talk yet—Ben was so busy trying to keep the group under control—but he looked out for Zia, and on the one afternoon Zia hadn’t shown up Ben had phoned him at home to check on him. Maybe Ben could explain this Shakespeare to him, Zia wondered. He was a teacher after all.


  ‘Zia! Are we boring you?’ Mrs Leon stood over him, one hand on her hip. Looking up from his desk, Zia noticed how her lipstick had fled into the corners of her mouth, as if afraid of her teeth. Dark roots lurked beneath her blonde bun. Why did people do that, Zia thought, pretend to be something they weren’t? His mother was proud of her glossy black hair. She would never be so stupid as to dye it yellow.


  ‘Perhaps reading will keep you awake,’ his teacher went on. She jabbed at his page with a red-tipped finger. ‘There. You be Romeo. Read from line forty-four.’


  Obediently, Zia began. ‘Oh, she do-doth teach—’


  ‘Not at your desk!’ Mrs Leon screeched. ‘Stand up. Out the front, where Troy was.’ The other boy gratefully returned to his seat. Mrs Leon peered around the classroom until her eyes alit on a fair-haired girl in the back row. ‘Amanda—you be Juliet,’ she commanded.


  Zia’s heart sank. Amanda Earls tormented him. She was pretty and popular, and she was forever brushing against him when he stood at his Bunsen burner in science class, or asking him to help her in maths, when everyone knew he was the worst in the class. It made Zia blush and her friends laugh, which was probably why she did it. He looked across at her now, a head shorter than him and two years younger, smirking at him in front of the class, and hated her.


  ‘C’mon, Romeo,’ she said. ‘Get going. Woo me.’


  The students giggled. Zia stared at his book, trying to find a way in to the dense black text. ‘It seems she hangs upon the cheek of night, like a rich . . . jewel in an Ethi . . . Ether—’


  ‘Ethiope’s,’ Mrs Leon corrected. ‘Someone from Ethiopia. That’s in Africa, where you’re from.’


  Zia looked up, losing his place. ‘I’m not from Africa. I’m from Iran,’ he said. In the front row, two boys had begun making monkey noises.


  ‘Well, it’s close, isn’t it?’ Mrs Leon replied, unperturbed. ‘And anyway, Shakespeare used the word to mean a person with dark skin, like you. Riley, Con, be quiet. Zia, keep going.’


  He looked back at the book in his hands, but the lines had all dissolved now, words scattering across the page like ants. Amanda leaned in against him, so close he could smell the chewing gum on her breath, the synthetic tang of her skin. ‘Here, Romeo,’ she said, pointing. ‘We’re up to this bit, where you tell me how beautiful I am.’


  To his horror, Zia felt his penis begin to swell, pushing against the seam in his pants. He lowered the book to conceal it, but then he couldn’t see what he was meant to be reading. Amanda, losing patience, hissed at him, ‘“Beauty too rich”—go from there, moron.’


  Still Zia hesitated, his face flushed with shame.


  ‘Zia, what on earth are you doing?’ Mrs Leon called from her desk, but thankfully at that moment the bell rang, sparing him from answering. The class pushed back seats and tipped books into bags, grateful to be released for another day. Zia gathered his things and slunk out into the corridor behind them.


  He was closing his locker when he felt something bounce and splatter against the back of his head. Tentatively, he put up his hand. His hair was wet. Something else hit him, in the neck this time. He turned to see Con throwing grapes at him from across the hallway.


  ‘Oooh, oooh, oooh,’ the boy hooted, scratching under his armpits. ‘Time to feed the monkey.’


  Beside him, Riley laughed, searching in his own locker until he found a banana. ‘Where’d you learn to read, gorilla boy? In the jungle?’ he asked, then threw the overripe fruit at Zia, hitting him on the ear. The banana slid to the floor, leaving a trail of brown pulp down one side of his face and across a shoulder. Instantly, Zia saw red. This was new. He’d been made fun of before, but no one had ever thrown anything at him. He didn’t think they’d dare. He was bigger than them, fourteen to their twelve. Without thinking, he stepped towards Riley and hit him hard, once, in the middle of the stomach. Riley doubled over and made a noise like a tyre being let down.


  Con launched himself at Zia, his face contorted. ‘I’ll get you, you filthy muzzo, you dumb cunt.’


  Zia pushed him aside, grabbed his bag and began to run. Farid would be waiting. Farid hated it when he was late to pick him up after school. Zia was the only person he could rely on. He started to sprint, thinking of his younger brother, but Con tore after him, down the stairs, through the school gates, out into the street. Quickly, however, Zia pulled away. Con was overweight and unfit. Zia glanced back to see him crouching down, panting.


  ‘You’re a moron, Zia,’ called out Con, coughing. ‘We’ll get you. You better watch out.’


  Zia kept running. That was twice in one day someone had called him a moron. He still remembered the time Ms Walters had had to explain to him what it meant.
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  ‘Come on, Farid. Just three more pages.’


  Farid sighed but picked up his book once more, hunching over it in the dim light of the kitchen. He resumed reading aloud. ‘“Please don’t go, Mr Elephant,” said the mouse.’ He decoded the words mechanically, without affect, following the sentence with one chubby forefinger. Zia noticed that his nails were dirty. He should probably make him have a bath, but he couldn’t be bothered. He still needed to clean up from dinner and do his own homework. ‘“We will have a party. We will have balloons. We will have . . .”’


  The door to their parents’ bedroom opened and closed. Farid stopped, looking up as his father came into the room.


  ‘Baba,’ Zia greeted him, ducking his head.


  His father nodded in reply, then took a bowl from the cupboard and filled it from the pot on the stove. He sat down next to Farid and began to eat, indicating with a flick of his fork that the boy should continue.


  ‘“We will have a cake. Do you like cake? I prefer chocolate cake,”’ Farid droned. Zia’s head ached. Words, all these words. He was tired of them, of their strange shapes, their smug fat letters. English was expected of him now, but he still thought and dreamed in Farsi. How could you stop that, and why would he want to?


  ‘Farid is good, yes?’ his father asked. ‘He has the reading well.’ Zia nodded, not bothering to correct him. Speaking English as a family was a rule their mother had insisted on when they first came to Australia, back when she still cared about such things. He didn’t know why they persisted now she had gone to stay with Aunt Nala, but he knew there was no point in arguing.


  ‘This is good, Zia,’ his father said, forking up a last mouthful. ‘One day you make somebody a fine wife, huh?’ He winked to show that he was kidding, then stood up, kissed Farid on the head, and placed his empty bowl in the sink. ‘How was the school today?’


  ‘I played cricket at lunch,’ Farid said. ‘Gumin taught me how to bowl a yorker. I’ll show you on the weekend if you like.’


  Zia nearly laughed. His father barely knew what cricket was, and was unlikely to appreciate the intricacies of ball placement.


  ‘And you, Zia?’ his father asked.


  Zia shrugged. There was no point mentioning Shakespeare or Amanda or Con. Baba would simply tell him to work harder and make him proud. ‘Nothing much. But it’s Thursday tomorrow, so I’m going to the drop-in centre. Can you leave me two dollars?’


  His father fumbled in his pocket, drew out some change and slowly counted it out, lips moving. ‘Here,’ he said, handing Zia a small pile of silver, ‘take it now. And do not forget to collect Farid from care-after.’ He glanced at the clock above the kitchen table, his face closing over. ‘I have to go. Keep the door locked. I will see you tomorrow.’


  ‘After-care,’ Zia said. ‘Thank you. We will.’


  ‘Bye, Baba,’ Farid called, following him to the front door. The air outside was fetid and close, reeking of the garbage area two floors down.


  ‘Goodbye, Farid.’ His father embraced the boy. He stepped towards Zia as if he were about to do the same, then seemed to think better of it, and touched him lightly on the arm instead. ‘Do your homework,’ he called over his shoulder as he left. ‘Stay inside. Don’t answer the door.’


  Zia went back into the flat, still hot from having been shut up all day in the February sun. He didn’t know how his father slept when it was like that, though maybe it was no different to summer in Shiraz. It was four years now since they had left Iran. He didn’t really remember anymore. And his father must be tired, he supposed, tired enough to sleep through the heat and the daylight and the clamour of the commission block. Who wouldn’t be exhausted after stacking shelves all night? Still, at least he had a job. It was far beneath Baba’s capabilities, Zia knew, but at least it brought in enough money for food, a football for Farid, and Zia’s drop-in fees.


  Yet it had also taken their mother away. Zia began to clear the kitchen table, transferring plates and cutlery to the sink. In the next room the TV blared, though Farid was supposed to be getting ready for bed. His mother had been brighter for a while after Arran had told her that he was searching for Iman and Habib; she had got out of bed and done her hair, even sat with them once again for meals. But six months had gone by with no news, then twelve. Arran was apologetic, and dropped around regularly to assure her that he’d sent the brothers’ descriptions to refugee camps and asked his aid-worker friends to make their own enquiries. The trouble was, he said, that so many people had been displaced in that part of the world. So many were missing; so few had papers. Those on the run were too afraid to say who they were; others were too unwell. Zia’s mother had nodded at the explanation, then returned to her bed. Not long afterwards, his father had found a job, and a decision had been made by the handful of Iranian families with whom they were in contact that someone else should care for her. ‘You are at work all night and asleep all day,’ a grey-haired woman had argued with his father, the first time Zia had seen anyone dare to do so. ‘The children are at school. She needs to be fed, to be tended. Who will do that? Can you?’ Zia’s father had lowered his eyes, but not before Zia had seen that they glimmered with tears. He couldn’t, he had admitted, not if he wanted to keep his job. Soon after, his mother had been moved to a small, clean room in a share house in the next suburb. Zia visited her there every Sunday, on his father’s day off. She always smiled when she saw him, but she didn’t say much.


  A bang on the front door brought him out of his thoughts. Farid ran into the hallway, eyes wide. ‘What’s that?’ he asked.


  Zia didn’t know. ‘Probably just a bird,’ he said, trying to sound reassuring.


  There was another thump, this one so heavy that the light fitting in the hallway shook. Zia edged toward the door, nervous in case it suddenly crashed open. He stood on tiptoe and peered through the peephole, but all he could see were some indistinguishable shapes milling around outside. His heart raced. Could it be Con? Maybe he’d followed him home after all, then gone back to get some of the other boys . . . Maybe Riley was out there too, waiting to pay him back for punching him in the stomach. A third thump. Zia felt the sweat break out on his forehead, watched Farid dart towards the back of the flat in fear. It was almost dark. Who would be trying to get in at this hour?


  ‘Go away,’ he called out, his fingers shaking as he tried to thread the chain beneath the deadlock, cursing himself for not having done so earlier, as his father had instructed. The door rattled and somebody outside laughed, the sound low and menacing. There was another thud, and Zia lost his nerve altogether, racing to the kitchen to snatch up the phone. Yet once he had he didn’t know who to call. His father was at work and didn’t have a mobile. Maybe the police, except Baba wouldn’t like that; he was still apprehensive of anyone in authority. Zia suddenly caught sight of Arran’s business card, taped to the fridge. He’d only seen Arran once since his mother got sick again, when Arran had convinced him to go along to the drop-in centre. Probably out of guilt, Zia thought wildly, so he could say that he’d tried, then wash his hands of all of them. Well, too bad. Arran was going to hear from him again. Zia began to dial.
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  ‘That wasn’t so bad,’ remarked Ria as they walked back to their offices after the meeting. ‘Neither of us made a fool of ourselves, and nobody asked why we were there.’


  Hamish laughed. ‘Your standards are pretty low.’


  ‘I still feel like the work experience kid,’ she said. ‘I keep expecting that somebody will want my desk back, or tell me to go and make coffee.’


  ‘You can make me one if you’re missing it. White, no sugar.’


  Ria pulled a face and he laughed again. He liked Ria. They had started in the company at the same time, and held similar positions. It was good to have an ally at work, someone who might know where the paper was kept when the photocopier ran out, or to debrief with after a client had been less than impressed with his advice. Not that that had happened for a month or so now, Hamish thought. He was learning the ropes. He was getting there. And he was enjoying it, too—enjoying the dance of numbers across his screen, enjoying using his mind instead of just his muscles, enjoying, even, the anticipation he felt each morning as he logged on and waited to see what had happened to the markets overnight.


  ‘Do you want to have lunch?’ Ria asked, as they stopped outside his office. ‘I’ll come and get you in half an hour. You don’t have plans, do you?’


  Hamish shook his head. ‘Sounds good. Maybe we could go to that sushi place?’


  ‘Maybe,’ she said breezily, striding away down the hallway. ‘I’ll see what I feel like.’ Hamish watched her go, admiring her backside in a tight pencil skirt, the way her stilettos sank into the carpet. That was another thing, he thought. Women in heels. He enjoyed that too.


  His good mood lasted until he sat down at his desk and opened an email from Skye. We need a pram, she had written without preamble or greeting. Three wheels? Four? I don’t have a preference. Can you investigate?


  Hamish sighed. He didn’t have a preference either, but more to the point, he didn’t have time. He was working all day, trying to get established in his new job; on top of that, Dan’s knee had required a reconstruction, so three evenings a week Hamish was still looking after his clients. Skye, in contrast, was home alone, with no more required of her than to cook the dinner and walk the dog. Why the hell wasn’t she out shopping for prams?


  Hamish felt the anger curl in his stomach, then snake its way along his arms to his fingertips. He wanted to hit something. Instead, he closed his inbox and forced himself to take three deep breaths. The anger came so easily these days. It frightened him, because it wasn’t him. Any little thing could trigger it: the email about the pram; Skye turning her head away when he went to kiss her one night after returning home from work. She was getting a cold, she’d told him, and sure enough the next day she had a cough and a runny nose, but still that rebuff had irked him, had made him itch to grab her chin and force her lips to his.


  He closed his eyes and gripped the edge of the desk. It was ridiculous to be so unreasonable, so insecure. He’d read through the website that Nell had told him about, and then done his own research. Genetic sexual attraction was a documented phenomenon, discussed in medical journals and at conferences. That was why Skye had left him for Ben, he told himself, not because of something he lacked, some deficit in their relationship. It was bizarre, it was wretched, but it was no one’s fault: not hers, not his, not even Ben’s. If anything, he should be thanking Ben for realising how wrong the situation was—criminally, morally, ethically wrong—and breaking it off with Skye rather than trying to press on as other misguided couples had done. Hamish shuddered as he recalled some of the cases he’d read: the doctor who had impregnated his long-lost daughter; the mother so overcome with lust for the son she’d given up for adoption decades earlier that she’d set out to seduce him. When Skye had first told him why she was no longer with Ben he had felt the bile rise in his throat, and he’d had to fight the urge to take his arms from around her. Skye had been crying and hadn’t noticed, but it had always bothered him that her reaction to the situation was one of sorrow rather than repulsion. It was incest. The very idea of her and Ben together made his skin crawl.


  All that reading into GSA had been both a blessing and a curse, Hamish decided. A blessing, because it explained Skye leaving him so abruptly—no warning, no discussion—and because it removed him from the equation. GSA meant that it wasn’t his fault, there was nothing he could have done—he’d been vying with a force of nature. Yet that was what scared him too, kept him awake some nights with his gut clenched in dread: how could he compete with a brother? With blood?


  Hamish opened his eyes. He had competed, and he’d won. They were married and expecting a child. He’d never stopped loving Skye, and that was all that mattered. She couldn’t help what she’d done. If she hadn’t met Ben it wouldn’t have happened, and that was how they had to live now—as if she’d never met Ben. Hamish sighed and picked up the phone.


  Skye answered on the sixth ring, just as he was about to hang up. ‘Hello?’ she said, her voice groggy.


  ‘Hi, it’s me,’ said Hamish. ‘Were you asleep?’


  ‘Napping,’ she replied, stifling a yawn. ‘I lay down on the couch for a few minutes and I must have dropped off.’


  ‘Didn’t you sleep well last night?’


  ‘Not really. The baby was kicking my bladder and I had to keep getting up and going to the toilet. Not that you noticed,’ she added. ‘You were out to it.’ Her tone was faintly accusatory, as if he’d encouraged their foetus to disturb her. Hamish was tempted to retort that he’d slept so soundly because he was exhausted from working two jobs, but thought better of it.


  ‘Sorry I disturbed you. You can lie down again after this, but I got your email about the pram and thought I’d better call. I’m not sure I can help, Skye. I don’t know anything about them, I don’t have time to look, and I’m not the one who’s going to be pushing it anyway.’


  ‘Not pushing it?’ she yelped. ‘Of course you’re going to be pushing it. Who the hell else is? This is your baby too, Hamish.’


  ‘Calm down,’ he said, glancing towards his door and wishing it was closed. ‘I simply meant that you’ll mainly be the one using it, during the day when I’m at work, so you need to make sure you buy one that suits you, that you can lift in and out of the car and get the baby into easily. There’s no point me choosing something that you might end up hating.’


  ‘You’ve got to like it too,’ she protested. ‘There’ll still be evenings and weekends—just say I get something that doesn’t suit you?’


  Skye was scared, Hamish suddenly realised. All this concern about the pram was simply a smokescreen for bigger issues, bigger fears, and God, who could blame her? He was nervous too. There was the cost, for one thing. He’d only just started his first proper job, and they already had a mortgage and his uni debt hanging over them. But it was more than that. The pregnancy had been a shock, unplanned and unanticipated, and right from the moment Skye had told him she was expecting he had wondered if they were ready for it. He loved her, of course—he loved her desperately, or he wouldn’t have gone back—but sometimes he thought that maybe they should have just been rebuilding, not building something new.


  Hamish sighed. ‘Hey,’ he said, as gently as he could, ‘we’ll go shopping together on Saturday, OK? That way we can find something we both like. Don’t worry about it. It’s not a big deal.’


  For a moment there was silence on the other end of the line. ‘We need a car seat too,’ Skye mumbled eventually. ‘I had a look on the internet and I couldn’t work out whether to get one with a capsule, or buy one separately. Plus I don’t know if I’ve got the right bolts.’


  ‘Bolts?’ Hamish asked, nonplussed.


  ‘For the car seat. To hold it in place. There’s an Australian standard but I can’t tell if my car has the right ones.’ Her voice had a catch in it, as if she was holding back tears. ‘And that’s another thing—should we get a second car seat for your car? It would be expensive to buy two, but just say you want to take the baby somewhere, and I’ve already gone out? Or we’re on holidays, when it’s better to take your car because it’s bigger and more comfortable. Do you think we could just switch the car seat across? But then we have to check your bolts too.’


  ‘Skye,’ he said. ‘Relax. We’ll go to Babyco on the weekend. They’ll know what we need, and they can have a look at the bolts. Don’t worry about anything else. We’ll work it out. People do.’


  Ria appeared in the doorway, and he signalled to her that he was almost done. ‘I’ve got to go,’ he said to Skye, ‘and you need to rest. We’ll talk about it some more tonight if you want, but don’t think about it now. Go back to the couch. I’ll try to get home a bit early.’


  ‘Thanks, H,’ she said, the words subdued and shuddery. ‘OK. See you tonight.’


  ‘You too,’ he replied, and hung up the phone.


  Ria had wandered across to the bookcase behind his desk. She picked up a photo of Skye sitting with Jess and held it up. ‘Is this your wife?’ she asked.


  ‘The one on the left,’ he joked. ‘Skye. That was her I was speaking to.’


  ‘Very pretty,’ Ria remarked. ‘How’s the pregnancy going?’


  ‘Not brilliantly,’ Hamish admitted. ‘She’s worried about prams and car seats and she can’t sleep at night.’


  Ria laughed. ‘Better get used to that. How long till she’s due?’


  ‘Just on a month,’ Hamish said.


  ‘And then it’s all change for you, huh? I hope you’ll still have time to have lunch with me, and won’t be rushing out to buy breast pads and extra nappies.’ Ria turned to put the photo back on the shelf, her fitted skirt clinging to her thighs. For a brief mad moment Hamish wondered what it would be like to pull her down to the carpet, her body sinking into it as her heels had done, him on top of her, kissing her, one hand between her legs, the other pulling at the blouse that hid her breasts . . . That would show Skye. That would even the score.


  Ria smiled at him and picked up her handbag from his desk. ‘Are you right to go? You look a bit strange.’


  ‘Fine,’ he muttered. It would be better when the baby was born, he told himself. Pregnancy was tough. Everyone knew that, particularly the first time—all the waiting, the worrying, not knowing what was normal. It had been a big year too, with the wedding and buying a house, but things would settle down soon, after the birth. A baby would change everything, Hamish decided. It would cancel out what had happened with Ben; it would create their own bond of blood. He followed Ria out of the office and closed the door behind him.
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  He’d had an idea. It was a great idea, but then they all were at first, in the middle of the night or under the shower, wherever it was they came to him. The trick was discerning if they still made much sense a day or a week later. This one did, Arran reassured himself as he sat in the car, waiting for the lights to change. The idea had legs. Hell, it had wings. He’d been making a note in the Vasseghi file when it first materialised; he looked up from the page, his pen in his mouth, and there it was, like a bird that had just flown in through the window.


  He would go to the Middle East. Not for a holiday, or as a tourist, but to search for Habib and Iman. He had the leave, after all, two weeks of it owing; he had booked his flights and submitted a visa application. A contact at World Help had offered to get him an aid-worker fare, heavily discounted, in exchange for some pictures and interviews from the refugee camps that they could use in their next appeal. Arran had quickly agreed. That was where he was headed anyway; to Syria, where Habib had last been heard from. His phone calls and internet enquiries had got nowhere, but that wasn’t really surprising. Communication in that part of the world was shot. Everything was in chaos. Habib and Iman were just two of millions displaced by war, or bad luck, or their own corrupt governments. It would still be tough, but he’d have a better chance of finding them on the ground, where he could talk to real people, not email addresses; where he could cajole or threaten or bribe if necessary.


  His boss had laughed when he told her what he was doing. ‘Saint Arran,’ she’d remarked. ‘I wouldn’t have thought you had it in you.’


  ‘I wouldn’t have thought you’d be so cynical,’ he’d retorted. ‘Didn’t we get into this to,’ he paused to make quotation marks with his fingers, “help people”?’


  ‘Sure,’ Diane had shrugged, ‘but that’s our job. It’s not our holidays too. Don’t you just want to lie on a beach somewhere?’


  ‘Not my thing. I always burn. And beaches are boring. If I want to lie down somewhere I’ve got a perfectly good couch.’


  Diane had laughed, but then her expression grew serious. ‘This family’s part of your caseload now, isn’t it?’


  ‘Yeah,’ Arran said. ‘I swapped it with Shona at the Red Cross. Exchanged them for that Afghan couple I couldn’t do a thing with. Why? I told you about it, didn’t I?’


  ‘You did.’ Diane nodded. ‘It’s fine. Relax. But you don’t think you’re getting too involved, do you?’


  Arran bristled. ‘Hey, I haven’t brought those kids home to live with me yet, though God knows I was tempted after that call-out I got. That flat is a mess.’ He took a deep breath. Getting worked up was only going to prove Diane’s point. ‘Would you feel better if I told you I’d always wanted to see the Middle East and this is just an excuse? That I rorted World Help to get the fares? That I’m going to spend my time holed up in a souk with some hooker and I couldn’t give a shit about the Vasseghi family at all?’


  ‘Much,’ she said, smiling. ‘That’s fabulous. Off you go then. Have a good time—just don’t come back here all burnt out and depressed.’


  It was partially true, Arran thought, as the lights finally changed and he turned into Brunswick Street, where he drove slowly, looking for a park. He had always wanted to see the Middle East. Travel was in his blood. He never felt truly happy unless he had a trip coming up, even if it was only for a week or two. His body was held hostage by the wanderlust genes passed down by both Charlie and Nell. Mark had never understood that. He’d acted so cool, with his designer clothes and his Celtic tattoo, but all he’d ever really wanted was a house in the suburbs, a mortgage of his own. They’d argued about it, whether to rent or buy, if they should tie themselves down to one place. Arran’s grip tightened on the steering wheel as he recalled the tension, the arguments. He soothed himself by thinking about the trip again: he’d try to get down into Lebanon, maybe also Turkey. Was that still the Middle East, or was it part of Europe now? It didn’t matter anyway. It was what it was, and he wanted to see it. He was going for the Vasseghis, and because he needed the change, and because Mark wasn’t around to stop him.


  After finding a park, Arran got out, locked the car and checked his watch. He was just in time. The drop-in centre would be closing in ten minutes, which would give him a chance to talk to Zia. He set off across the road towards the flats, tram tracks shimmering in the February heat.


  The centre appeared empty, and he stood there for a moment, cursing. Had he got the day wrong? He was sure that it opened on Tuesdays and Thursdays. He’d been careful to check before he first brought Zia along. Thank goodness they’d taken him. The drop-in centre was only supposed to be for the children who lived in the flats, but the powers-that-be had been flexible, thank Christ. They understood. In that respect, asylum seekers were no different from commission kids. They both needed everything you could give them.


  ‘Are you looking for Ben?’ asked a woman whose name he knew he should remember. ‘They’re on the basketball court. It’s past the playground, just around the corner.’


  Arran thanked her and retraced his steps, the housing commission towers looming over him as if watching to see what he was doing. He found the playground—three empty swings and a seesaw marooned in an apron of grey concrete—then followed the sound of voices to the basketball court.


  Ben was the first person he noticed, standing on the sidelines with a whistle between his teeth. Arran felt his stomach shift and lurch. He still couldn’t believe that this man was his brother. Nell had told him what had happened, of course, just over a year ago now, but it still hadn’t fully sunk in. Part of that, he supposed, was that he barely knew Ben. He’d met him one or two times before he and Skye had broken up, and only once since then, when he’d first brought Zia to the drop-in. Arran felt bad about how he’d behaved on that occasion—shoving the kid at Ben and retreating as quickly as he could, awkward and embarrassed—but it had been a shock. He hadn’t expected to ever see him again.


  The chance meeting had awakened something, though. In the four weeks since they’d come face to face, Ben as patently uncomfortable as he was, Arran had found himself thinking about him, more than he had in the whole previous year. The encounter had made Ben real somehow, not just part of a story or some weird footnote to his own life, but a living, breathing person. There had been shadows under his eyes, and stubble on his chin. Was he upset about something, Arran wondered, or was he just letting himself go a bit now that he didn’t have to get up for school every morning? And that was another thing—why wasn’t he teaching? Had he hated the job? Did Skye know he had left?


  Arran shook his head. Skye didn’t know. Nell had told him that Skye hadn’t heard from Ben ever since the day of the test results, that he had left her life as abruptly as he’d come into it. Then she’d sighed and added that it was probably for the best. Arran wasn’t so sure. Was it really that big a deal, them being brother and sister? They shared some genes, sure, but nothing else of importance: no history, no common upbringing, no parents, even. And if it meant they couldn’t get married or have kids—well, so what? As a gay man, neither could he. Life went on.


  ‘Arran? Arran!’


  Ben was calling from the opposite side of the court, his whistle now in his hand. Arran started. The game moved on between them, dark and light hands jostling for the ball.


  Ben jogged around to him, ignoring a foul. ‘I thought it was you,’ he said. ‘Good to see you. What brings you here?’ He held out his hand, and Arran shook it. Ben’s grasp was firm, his eyes clear and unblinking. They were his eyes, too, Arran realised with a shock. His, and also Skye’s. His mother had seen it. How had he never noticed that before?


  ‘Hey, Ben,’ he replied casually, as if they met every day. ‘I wanted to talk to Zia, if that’s OK with you. Can you spare him for a few minutes?’


  ‘Sure,’ Ben said. ‘Zia, come over here!’ The boy detached himself from the game and loped towards them. He seemed to be another few inches taller every time Arran saw him.


  ‘How’s he fitting in?’ Arran asked.


  ‘OK. He doesn’t say much, but he’s always here. I think he enjoys himself.’


  Arran nodded. ‘Good. I don’t think he enjoys himself anywhere else.’ Ben, he noticed, looked tanned and fit. Being outdoors more must agree with him. He caught Ben glancing in his direction and realised he must be similarly sizing him up, examining his features. Surely Ben must be curious too?


  ‘Hello, Mr Holt,’ said Zia shyly, panting slightly from his efforts on the court.


  ‘I reckon by now you can call him Arran, Zia,’ Ben said. He gestured towards the game. ‘I’d better go exert some control over this lot. Yell out if you need me.’


  Arran led Zia to a shaded spot on the edge of the bitumen. They sat down on the ground with their backs against the fence.


  ‘Is everything alright, Mr . . . Arran?’ Zia asked, his face apprehensive.


  ‘Everything’s fine,’ Arran assured him. ‘I just wanted a chance to talk to you alone, away from the flat. I’ve decided I’m going to go to Syria, to look for Iman and Habib.’


  ‘You will not find them. I think they are dead,’ Zia said flatly.


  ‘Why? What makes you think that? Do you know something I don’t?’


  Zia shook his head. ‘I just feel it,’ he said, looking up at Arran. Then he dropped his gaze to the court and began tugging at a dandelion growing from a crack in the paving. ‘If they were alive we would have heard by now. They would let my parents know. They wouldn’t let my mother keep worrying.’


  ‘But we don’t know for sure, Zia,’ Arran said gently. ‘Maybe they can’t contact you. Maybe they sent a message—ten messages—but they got lost on the way. Maybe they’re ill.’


  Zia uprooted the flower, crumpling it to a ball in his fist.


  ‘Look,’ Arran went on, ‘you could be right, but maybe you’re not. It’s worth trying, and I want to try. I came to talk to you here because I didn’t want to tell your family, get your parents’ hopes up again. It’s possible that nothing will come of the trip, and this way we can spare them the extra disappointment. But you,’ he said, ‘you can deal with it, can’t you?’


  Zia nodded.


  ‘Good. I need your help. I want you to get me a photo of them, a clear one, something I can show around at camps and to officials. There’s no point just having their names. Refugees often change them, if they’re scared of the authorities or they don’t want to reveal their nationality. I can get much further with a photograph. Do you have one?’


  ‘There is one in a frame in my father’s room,’ Zia replied, now shredding the petals from the crumpled weed. ‘I thought Madar would take it with her when she moved, but she didn’t.’ He was silent until the task was completed, white seeds lying at his feet like little bones. ‘OK.’ He shrugged. ‘I can get it.’


  Ben blew the whistle to signal the end of the game. The teams congregated around him in the middle of the court. Arran got to his feet and held out a hand to pull Zia up.


  ‘Thanks,’ he said simply. ‘Bring it here next week. I’ll drop in then.’


  They walked to the outskirts of the circle. Arran had intended to leave straightaway, but it seemed rude now that Ben was talking.


  ‘I know it’s been hot,’ he was saying, ‘so on Tuesday we’re doing something different. I’ve talked to Avril, and we’re all going to the Fitzroy pool.’ He picked up a folder at his feet, then began handing out forms. ‘It’s off-site, so I need to have your parents’ permission. Get these signed and bring them along with your bathers and a towel. We might even stay and have fish and chips if the weather’s still warm.’


  Some of the younger kids cheered, though one grabbed at Ben’s arm. ‘I don’t have bathers,’ he said anxiously.


  ‘Do you have shorts?’ Ben asked. The child nodded. ‘Then that’s fine. And don’t worry if you can’t swim,’ he added, anticipating the next question. ‘There’s a shallow pool we can all just sit in if needs be.’


  He was good, Arran thought, reassuring without being patronising, friendly without being a pushover. The commission kids obviously liked him, and all of a sudden Arran did too. He’d needed to see Zia, he thought, but had he really come to see Ben as well?


  The group was dispersing now, Zia calling his goodbyes. Arran waved, stuck his hands in his pockets and began the trek back through the grounds towards his car. He’d got to the edge of the playground when he stopped, turned, and headed back to the court. Ben was still there, packing up the basketball gear and picking up forms that had been left behind.


  ‘Hey,’ Arran said. ‘It’s hot, isn’t it? I’m going to go have a beer. Do you want to come?’
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  It was Ben who had suggested the Builders Arms, though it was exactly what Arran had been thinking. He was a bit of a regular here. As he slid into a red booth opposite Ben he wondered if anyone he knew would spot him and think they were on a date.


  ‘Cheers,’ said Ben, raising his Coopers.


  ‘Cheers.’ Arran took a long swallow from his own bottle. He wiped his mouth. ‘Look, I probably should tell you what I came to tell Zia. You’re involved with the family now, or at least with him. I’m going overseas in a couple of weeks, to look for his brothers.’


  ‘Wow,’ said Ben. He seemed impressed. ‘Big call. What’s brought that on?’


  ‘You knew they were still missing?’


  ‘Yeah, Zia told me. I asked him when he started at the drop-in. I’d hoped they’d turned up by now.’


  Arran shook his head. ‘Nup. I tried to locate them through my contacts at a couple of aid agencies, but everything hit a dead end. Meanwhile, the mother’s so depressed she can’t get out of bed, and the father’s leaving Zia and his brother alone every night so he can stack shelves at Coles.’ Arran tugged at the label of his bottle, which was damp with condensation. ‘He’s got a master’s in finance,’ he added.


  ‘Shit,’ said Ben.


  ‘It gets worse. Dad won’t seek treatment for his wife because he’s scared any sort of diagnosis will affect their visa application—that it will give the government an excuse to turn them down.’


  ‘Will it?’


  Arran shrugged. ‘Who knows? They’ve already been waiting almost four years. That would be enough to make you depressed by itself. Anyway, Dad can’t work and care for Mum, so he farms her out to friends—which leaves Zia to do all the cooking and housework and look after Farid, his younger brother. Did you ever meet him?’


  Ben nodded.


  ‘A week ago I got this panicked call from Zia at about nine pm. Someone’s thumping on the door of their flat. Dad’s at work, and the boys are terrified.’ Arran took another swig while the beer was still cold. ‘I turn up and it’s just some kids playing soccer in the hallway, using the door as the goal. Zia was so upset, though, that I ended up staying the night.’


  ‘Shit,’ Ben repeated. ‘I had no idea. And the brothers?’


  ‘I figure that finding them—or at least finding out what’s happened to them—is the only way I can help the family. Zia and Farid need their mother back, but she won’t improve while she’s still waiting to hear from her older sons.’


  Ben gave a low whistle. ‘Yeah. You’re right, but man . . . you’re just going to head off and start looking for them?’


  ‘I’ve got the leave,’ Arran said, enjoying Ben’s admiration. ‘And I know people working over there who can get me into the camps.’ He tapped at the ID badge hanging around his neck. ‘This opens a few doors.’ For a second he wondered if he’d gone too far, but Ben continued to appear somewhat awed. ‘What about you?’ he asked, feeling magnanimous. ‘Do you like the drop-in work?’


  ‘Yeah, I do,’ said Ben. ‘The kids are great. It’s nice to see them smiling.’ He smiled himself at the thought, and without meaning to Arran grinned back. What had he been so nervous about? Ben was just another bloke. A good bloke.


  ‘You’ve got it made not working full time,’ he said. ‘You’re from the country, right? Do you get away much, go back home?’


  A shadow passed across Ben’s face. ‘Not really, no.’ He lifted his bottle to his lips, but put it down again without drinking. ‘I haven’t spoken to my parents since I found out about Skye—about the whole donor embryo thing.’


  Arran was stunned. ‘You’re joking?’


  ‘That letter I got from the clinic was the first inkling I had that I wasn’t their child. I was furious. I’m still furious.’


  ‘God, Ben.’ Arran faltered. His mouth was dry despite the beer. ‘That’s tough. They should have told you.’ He paused for a moment, then ventured, ‘But shit, they’re still your parents. I suppose they did what they thought was best . . .’


  ‘Best for whom?’ Ben demanded, his voice rising. The three guys drinking at the table to Arran’s left glanced over. ‘Best for them, maybe. Not best for me. All those years they lied and lied.’ He stood up and went to the bar, returning with two more bottles.


  ‘Thanks,’ said Arran, though he was only halfway through his first and needed to go back to the office.


  Ben dropped his head into his hands, then ran them back behind his head, looking up almost cautiously. ‘I’ve spoken her name now, so I might as well ask. How’s Skye?’


  ‘Pregnant,’ Arran said. No point pretending. ‘The baby’s due early April.’


  ‘She’s what? Really? Who . . . ?’


  ‘Hamish.’


  ‘Oh, fuck,’ Ben said, leaning back against the booth. His eyes were wet. Neither of them spoke. The second beer sat sweating on the table, but Arran didn’t want it. It had occurred to him that he could have been Ben. They must have all been lined up once, years ago, in a test tube or a petri dish: Skye, Ben, him, as well as the three or four other embryos that God knows what had happened to. Then a lab technician had come along with rubber gloves and a pipette, and picked out two of them to go to Nell, the rest to the freezer. Another millimetre, a different employee, and it might have been him sitting across the table, blinking back tears while he stared at the ceiling. It might have been him who’d cast off his parents and lost his lover.


  Later, Arran wondered if it was guilt at his sheer luck at not being in Ben’s position that motivated him, or simply the fact that he liked Ben and wanted to get to know him better. Maybe, though, it was even more basic: here was a man who knew something about missing brothers.


  ‘Ben,’ he said, stretching his arm across the table to get his attention. ‘This trip I’m going on. To Syria. Do you want to come?’
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  Mary thought she had been coping fairly well with the day. She didn’t want to be there, but she knew it was important to Kirra; she’d thought she would just sit quietly in a corner of the concrete stands, watch her daughter race, and slip away again without having to talk to anyone. But then, Lila, the mother of one of Kirra’s classmates, had spotted her.


  ‘Hello!’ she’d exclaimed, the loose skin beneath her chin wobbling in excitement. ‘I haven’t seen you in ages! It must have been last year sometime. How are you? How’s Frank?’


  Mary had swallowed and reluctantly moved over, her nylon dress snagging on the rough surface. She should have brought a cushion to sit on, but then she’d been hoping she wouldn’t be there long enough to need one.


  ‘This is fun, isn’t it?’ said Lila, her eyes scanning happily over the school swimming carnival. ‘Such a good idea to put it off until March. It was far too hot last year, in February. Do you remember?’


  ‘I wasn’t there,’ Mary replied, but Lila talked on, oblivious.


  ‘Everyone dropping like flies! I wanted to jump in myself, but Gabrielle would never have spoken to me again if I had. She didn’t even want me to come this year. Said she was only in one event and I shouldn’t bother, but it’s a day out, isn’t it? It wasn’t like I was going anywhere else.’


  Mary glanced around the Benalla pool, at the blue water, the cracked tiles, children dressed in house colours cheering and screaming for their teammates. Beyond the cyclone fence on the outskirts of town, parched farms squatted against yellow land, awaiting the autumn rains.


  ‘Of course, Kirra’s such a good little swimmer, isn’t she?’ continued Lila without pausing. ‘How many races has she won so far? And how’s your boy—Ben? Is he still enjoying Melbourne? The big city gets them all, doesn’t it? I bet you hardly see him anymore!’


  Mary wanted intensely to be home again, sitting on the couch and gazing out across the hills, the front door locked securely behind her. She looked at Kirra, who was waiting in the marshalling area for her next race; just then, Kirra glanced towards her and waved.


  It was the first time she had left the house in weeks. Months, really. She had done some shopping before Christmas, a quick nervous dash into town that yielded inappropriate presents and a parking ticket, but she hadn’t ventured out since. There hadn’t been much need. Frank seemed happy to pick up the groceries or take Kirra wherever she needed to go; her own friends could phone if they wanted to speak with her. They had at first, though lately the calls had dropped off. That suited her too. She wanted to avoid questions like Lila’s; questions that lacked an answer. How was Ben? She had no idea.


  Lila rose to her feet, rebuffed by Mary’s silence, and set off in search of other quarry. Mary shaded her eyes with the program and gazed resolutely towards the pool. Four girls bobbed like ducks in the water, awaiting the start of their backstroke race. But Mary no longer perceived the scene before her, her mind drifting into the past, as it so often did these days, examining it, trying to work out where she had gone wrong. If Frank had had his way they would never have had Ben. Perhaps he’d been right after all, Mary thought, then immediately castigated herself. How could it be wrong to bring a child into the world? God understood, she was sure of it, even if her own husband didn’t. God had made Eve for a purpose—as a companion for Adam, but also to bear his sons; God had answered Rachel’s plea when she demanded of Him, ‘Give me children or I will die.’ After her own infertility was first diagnosed, Mary had sat with her bible and returned to Rachel’s story again and again. Mary’s fallopian tubes were badly scarred, possibly blocked, following years of endometriosis; Frank’s sperm count was so low the specialist had joked he could just about give them each names. For nine years they had tried to conceive without success—but so had Rachel, for longer, even, watching with the ache of empty arms as first her sister and then their servants fell pregnant by her husband. Ten. Ten sons that Jacob had sired while Rachel remained barren, but God had listened to her in the end. Sometimes at night Mary soothed herself to sleep by reciting the promise of Genesis 30:22—And God remembered Rachel. God heeded her and unclosed her womb. It comforted her too that when Rachel at last gave birth it was to Joseph, Jacob’s favourite child.


  When their GP suggested IVF, Mary had agreed immediately. The technology was new, he had told them, but fairly successful; more to the point, it was probably the only way Mary’s eggs and Frank’s sperm could be brought together. To Mary, it seemed like an answer to prayer, but Frank wasn’t so sure. He had turned to their priest for guidance, only to learn that the Vatican condemned the practice as a ‘gravely evil act’.


  Their ensuing arguments had been bitter and painful. Mary and Frank had met through church—the ironically titled St Joseph’s in Benalla—and shared a strong faith, but now it rose between them, uncompromising and austere. God said no, Frank avowed; God said to trust in Him and accept His will. God would understand, cried Mary. God hadn’t given her a womb for it to remain unfilled. Frank enquired about adoption, but there were already hundreds of couples on the list before them, and very few babies available. Mary’s insomnia grew worse and her doctor prescribed antidepressants.


  Two years later, the GP rang and spoke to Mary. He told her that he’d been discussing another patient with the IVF clinic in Melbourne, and they’d mentioned something interesting. There were, it seemed, a limited number of donor embryos available for infertile couples like Frank and herself. Yes, they’d been created using the in-glass technology, but that was beside the point. What was more important, crucial even, was that they now existed. That they were just sitting there, alive but unwanted, and if no one used them they would most likely be discarded. ‘Talk to your husband,’ he urged Mary. ‘I’ve known Frank for years and he’s a good man, but he’s being pigheaded. I don’t know much about God, but I don’t think He wants you to keep suffering over this, not when there’s a chance of doing something about it. Tell Frank that it’s just like adoption, only earlier.’


  For a minute she’d been tempted to go ahead without even mentioning it to Frank; to forge his signature, to concoct an excuse for a trip to the city, to plead, if necessary, a miraculous conception. But then she remembered Rachel, who had had no such option, who had had to trust in her God, and she mustered the courage to raise it with Frank. He hadn’t been encouraging, but finally he’d given in.


  Maybe his own longing got the better of him; maybe he simply couldn’t bear to watch her wasting away with want. ‘Just one trial,’ he’d admonished. ‘If God wants it, it will work. And you’re to go to confession if it does, and tell Father that it was all your idea.’ Mary had agreed to the conditions, embracing him tearily, then rung their GP to arrange a referral to the clinic. Six weeks later she went to Melbourne for the day.


  She had known it would work; had felt it in her bones. Before the procedure, her gynaecologist had called her over to a stainless-steel bench at the side of the operating theatre and invited her to view her unborn child.


  ‘What do you mean?’ she’d asked, confused.


  ‘Go on—look,’ he’d said, gesturing towards a microscope, gleeful in his powers. ‘That’s your embryo. I was just checking it before we start. It looks fantastic.’


  Frank would have declined the invitation, she knew; he would not want to see for himself the ways that technology was usurping God’s role. She pressed her eye against the lens and peered through the darkness until the blastocyst swam into focus. A line of scripture came into her head and she murmured it, like a prayer, under her breath. ‘I knew you before I formed you in your mother’s womb; before you were born I set you apart.’


  ‘What’s that?’ asked the doctor.


  ‘Nothing,’ Mary said. ‘It looks like frog spawn, doesn’t it?’


  He laughed. ‘More beautiful than that.’


  But Mary thought frog spawn was beautiful. She saw it sometimes floating like tiny, intricate glasshouses on the edges of the dam in the top paddock at Tatong. Frog spawn meant that the dam was alive, that spring was coming. It caught the sunshine and sparkled like jewels.


  When Ben was born she had wanted to name him Joseph, but Frank demurred. ‘A Mary and a Joseph? In one family?’ he’d said, rolling his eyes, but he accepted her next choice, Benjamin, after Rachel’s second and final child. And he’d doted on the boy from the minute he first held him. In those first few months Mary knew that Frank still felt guilty about how Ben had come to them, that they’d disobeyed the church, but as their son grew his remorse had receded. Ben was a loving, sunny child. How could you reproach yourself over a toddler who tried to help you with the milking, whose face lit up when he saw you each day? The end result that was Ben justified the means they had gone to. He made their lives over. He redeemed their sin.


  And God must have agreed, Mary had thought thirteen years later, or why would he have given them Kirra? Their second miracle child was born when Mary, like Rachel, should have been past the possibility of conception; when Frank should have been contemplating retirement, not rattles. Kirra, said the GP, was a menopause baby. Mary’s ovaries were having a last frantic roll of the dice, throwing out so many eggs that one of them had made it through her damaged tubes. Mary nodded politely at her GP’s explanation, but inwardly scoffed. That still didn’t account for Frank’s depleted sperm count, or the fact that they’d probably only made love once in the previous four months. Could they have beaten so many odds? It seemed unlikely, particularly after two decades of infertility. No, Mary knew it wasn’t a fluke. God had granted them Kirra because He thought they’d done a good job with Ben; because He didn’t hold the IVF against them. They hadn’t been lucky, they’d been vindicated.


  The loudspeaker crackled, startling Mary back to the present as it announced the final event of the carnival, the girls’ open four-hundred-metre freestyle. Kirra had done well in her other races, but this, Mary knew, was the one she really wanted to win, the one she had trained for. Eight long laps of the fifty-metre pool, up and back and up again while her lungs burned and her limbs fatigued. She watched while her daughter stretched behind the blocks, smaller and younger than all the other competitors. Kirra lowered her goggles, pressing them hard against the bridge of her nose to create a seal, then climbed onto her block, bent down and calmly waited for the gun.


  She must miss Ben, Mary thought dully as Kirra arrowed neatly into the water. Of course she must, even if she didn’t talk about it. Because of the age gap, they’d never gone through any of the normal sibling rivalry or petty squabbles. Ben had finished school in the same year Kirra started it. He had always encouraged her, and she had always adored him.


  Kirra turned second at the end of the first lap, right on the shoulder of a girl at least three years older than herself. It had been terrible telling her about Ben after that night before Christmas, fifteen months ago now. Frank had stayed away, and it had fallen to Mary to go over the same details she had just thrashed out with her son: the years of infertility, the hopelessness, the donor embryo. Kirra listened to her, mouth agape, becoming visibly more agitated, but rather than understanding how Mary had felt she appeared to be infected by Ben’s hysteria, his anger, and by a ridiculous terror—or so Mary had thought at the time—that she might never see him again. ‘But why?’ she’d kept screaming, so loudly that tiny Spud had run away and hidden under the bed. ‘Why didn’t you tell him? Tell us?’


  And how Mary wished she had. She’d wished it every single day since Ben had walked out; every single hour. It had been fear that had stopped her, the ludicrous dread that Ben might think she was less his mother because he wasn’t her blood. And it was ludicrous, she understood that now—she had never loved him less because they didn’t share genes, so why should he in return? It was easy to see that in hindsight, yet every time she’d opened her mouth to tell him the truth she’d felt a sudden churning panic at the thought of his reaction, of the way he would look at her. After a while she consoled herself with the thought that it didn’t matter anyway. Ben was their child, hers and Frank’s, in all the ways that counted. She had carried him, nursed him; together, she and Frank had brought him up. Their names were on his birth certificate. Anything else was unimportant, so why even bother speaking about it? Mary thought occasionally about his donor parents, but really, she told herself, they were immaterial. They must have had enough children, she reasoned. They had given up the embryo; they were hardly going to come looking for a child, a boy, a man . . . Why, then, should she tell him?


  But what she hadn’t anticipated was this chance in ten million, this bolt from the blue. Skye. It was an unusual name, and not easily forgotten. Mary remembered when Ben had first mentioned her, during one of their regular Sunday evening phone calls. Usually he was the first to hang up—there always seemed to be marking or lesson planning to be done—but that night he’d gone on and on: Skye this, Skye that. When she finally replaced the receiver she’d turned to Frank and exclaimed, ‘I think Ben’s met the one!’


  What an awful trick that she wasn’t the one; that instead she was his sister. When Kirra, sobbing, had fetched Frank in from the paddocks after Ben had stormed out he had suddenly seemed ten years older. Lowering himself into his usual chair at the kitchen table, Frank had slumped in his seat and buried his face in his hands. ‘It’s my fault,’ he’d moaned, the words full of self-loathing. ‘I should never have agreed to any of it. We disobeyed God, and this is His punishment.’ At the time Mary had been in too much shock to answer, but she couldn’t believe God would be so cruel. The embryo that was Ben probably would have been left to die if they hadn’t taken it. Why would God have allowed him to be created, simply to be flushed away? It didn’t make sense. She had saved him, they’d saved him! And even if they were being punished, why would God take it out on Skye? What had she done to deserve it? Mary thought again of this girl she’d never met. What had happened to her? Were she and Ben still seeing each other? Were they in love, maybe even married? But they couldn’t be, she realised. They were brother and sister. It would be like Ben marrying Kirra . . . except that that would be permissible, because Ben and Kirra weren’t actually related, despite being reared together. Mary’s head throbbed. It was all too confusing, and it wasn’t important. The details didn’t matter, only what she had lost.


  Kirra was leading the field as they turned into the final fifty metres. Mary wished Ben was there to see it, and felt her heart contract inside her. The ache of loss was like the ache of infertility, only worse, if that were possible, because now she had been robbed of something real, not simply something she wanted. Kirra was swimming hard, her arms churning wildly, but on either side her competitors were catching up. Mary watched in dismay as first one girl passed her, and then another. Valiantly, Kirra held out for third, but Mary knew it wasn’t enough. Just that morning Kirra had told her that only the first two went through to the district finals, where she had hoped to compete. In the pool Kirra was shaking the other girls’ hands, biting her lip to stop herself from crying. It was so unfair, Mary thought. She’d had it in the bag for all that distance, all that time, right up until the dying seconds. Didn’t that count for anything? Kirra heaved herself out of the water and Mary knew she should go to her, comfort her, but she felt so tired. She wasn’t sure that she had it in her.
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  She was nearly finished. Skye looked around the room and mentally ticked off the items: cot, mattress, mattress protector, sheets, blankets, change table, baby bath, monitor, mobile, night-light. So much equipment for one tiny person. Hadn’t women once given birth in the fields, then strapped their babies to their chests and carried on working? No need for a monitor back then, she supposed.


  No need for a pram, either. The one they had purchased lurked in the hall, taunting her, catching her shins every time she went past. Skye still wasn’t certain she could perform the origami required to get it into the car, but she was too embarrassed to ask Hamish to demonstrate yet again. And then there were the cupboards. The compartment under the change table heaved with piles of nappies, a cornucopia of creams and wipes; the wardrobe by the window was bursting with singlets and jumpsuits and tiny hooded towels. It scared her, all this stuff. It had crept up on her, like the baby itself; it was surrounding her, overwhelming her.


  Skye bent down and picked up yet another item that had inveigled its way into the house, some sort of keyboard toy Hamish’s mother had given them to hang in the cot. Her vision swam and she stood up slowly, waiting for it to clear before she read the installation instructions. It was happening quite often lately, the vision thing—but then she was getting near the end now, so it was probably to be expected. Only four weeks to go. Everything was under pressure.


  It was normal to feel this way, she reassured herself, stretching across the crib to hang up the Kick ’n’ Play. The fatigue, the anxiety—it was all in the manual. So was the weight gain, which had shocked her at first. She had always been slim and had expected to remain that way, except of course for a baby bump. Instead, everything had inflated—her ankles merging into her calves, her fingers swelling up like balloons. She’d mentioned it to Nell, who’d told her not to worry but couldn’t help adding, ‘Be grateful you’re not carrying twins.’


  At least it had given her an excuse for not working. She was so large now that she couldn’t have sat up at her bench even if she’d wanted to; nor could she manipulate the tile cutters with her bloated hands. But the truth was that she didn’t want to work, hadn’t for months. She wondered if that was also contributing to her disquiet: that she had nothing to do all day except sit and wait and think.


  And all night too. The baby was pressing on her bladder, but that wasn’t solely what kept her awake. The night was when her mind raced. During the day she managed to convince herself that she had made the right choices, that she was moving on, but lying there, sleepless, the doubts circled, took hold. The problem, Skye thought, was that she knew she couldn’t be with Ben, knew it was all over, but the knowledge hadn’t trickled its way down from her brain to her heart: it was clogged up somewhere around her cerebellum; it was obstructed by her larynx or snagged on a clavicle. She found herself remembering the anatomy she’d studied when she was training to become a gym instructor, and wildly imagined plunging her hands inside herself, searching for the blockage and ripping it out—anything to bring her heart and her mind into line.


  Meanwhile, Hamish slumbered on beside her, inhaling and exhaling, as regular as a metronome. Sometimes, in her worst moments, she didn’t think of the baby as his at all. Whenever Hamish reached for her she thought instead of Ben, consciously or otherwise fucking a ghost. Maybe that was why she had fallen pregnant so quickly: she was sleeping with two men.


  Skye straightened up, her hands immediately going behind her to support her aching back. Kick ’n’ Play. Did babies actually play with these things, or just blunder helplessly into them with their erratic new limbs? If she was a baby she was sure she would be terrified if something in her bed abruptly started flashing and furiously bleeping ‘Old MacDonald’. But Hamish’s mother had given it to them, and she’d be sure to look for it when she visited. Besides, thought Skye, she was too tired to take it down again, particularly after the effort of tying it around the bars. She was very tired, actually, tired and achy and slow. She hoped she wasn’t coming down with something. All she wanted to do was sleep.
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  When he got home from work, Skye was asleep on the couch. It’s all right for her, Hamish thought, then immediately felt ashamed. Yes, he was exhausted, but clearly so was she. There was a lot more of her now. It must be draining, lugging all that around every day. Hamish sat down beside her and removed her shoes. A faint ripple appeared underneath her t-shirt, the baby moving about. He watched it, mesmerised. Elbow? Shoulder? Was it turning over, or trying to escape? Gently he placed a hand on Skye’s belly, felt their child flutter and kick. ‘Who are you?’ he whispered. ‘Do you know me? Can you hear me?’ The baby went still and Skye muttered something in her sleep. Hamish stood up and went to start dinner.


  He woke her when it was ready. Usually Skye was starving by now, but tonight she just toyed with the food, pushing the same forkful of potato around the plate until he snapped at her, ‘You don’t have to eat it if it’s that disgusting.’


  She looked up, surprised. ‘I’m sorry. It’s fine. I’m just tired.’ She put the fork down and leaned back in her chair, her swollen belly pushing against the edge of the table. ‘Thanks for cooking. You didn’t have to.’


  ‘Well, you weren’t going to from the couch.’ He smiled at her to soften his words.


  ‘I don’t feel very well,’ she said, and he noticed she was pale. ‘My stomach hurts and everything aches.’


  ‘Is it the baby, or do you think you’re getting sick? What does the manual say?’


  Skye shrugged. ‘The manual says everything is normal by this stage: heartburn, fatigue, insomnia, anxiety, incontinence—you name it. The only thing that isn’t normal is feeling normal.’


  ‘How long’s it been? Should we call the doctor?’


  ‘Just since lunchtime, when I was setting up the nursery,’ she said. ‘And Hamish, it’s after eight o’clock. No doctor is going to want to turn out for a heavily pregnant woman who feels a bit out of sorts.’ She picked up her cutlery, brought some food to her mouth, but then set it down again. ‘I might just go to bed. I probably overdid it this afternoon.’


  Hamish nodded. ‘Good idea. You’ll feel better in the morning.’


  But she didn’t. She hadn’t slept well, writhing and whimpering through the night like an animal caught in a trap. When the alarm went at six, Hamish got up and made her a piece of toast and brought it to her in bed. She thanked him, but almost as soon as she’d eaten it she threw it up. He went to the kitchen and called her obstetrician.


  ‘Dr O’Callaghan says he can fit you in at eleven,’ he told her, returning to their bedroom. ‘He thinks it sounds like the flu or a gastric upset, but that he’d better have a look at you anyway.’


  Skye nodded, pallid and subdued.


  ‘You will go, won’t you?’ asked Hamish. ‘I’d come, but I’ve got this run-through with Ria for that presentation we’re doing. I could ask my mum to take you, if you like?’


  She waved him away. ‘I’ll be fine. Can you set the alarm for nine thirty? I’m going to try to go back to sleep for a bit now. I feel much better since I vomited.’ She rolled onto her side and closed her eyes.


  Hamish leaned over and kissed her on the forehead. ‘Might as well while you still can,’ he said. ‘Not long to go now.’
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  He was only ten minutes into his rehearsal when the phone rang. Ria was sitting on his desk appraising his performance while he stood at the whiteboard, trying to operate the laser pointer. They hadn’t used those at the gym.


  ‘Leave it,’ he said, but she had already picked up.


  ‘Yes,’ she said into the receiver, ‘yes, he’s here,’ and handed the phone to him wordlessly.


  It was Dr O’Callaghan. ‘I’m glad I got you, Hamish,’ he said. ‘I don’t want you to panic, but Skye’s very sick. She has preeclampsia, and needs a caesarean section. I’m on my way to the Royal Women’s now. She’s behind me, in an ambulance. I’m taking her straight into theatre. Can you meet us there?’


  ‘She’s going to hospital?’ Hamish asked, dumbfounded. ‘How sick is she? Is she going to die?’ Out of the corner of his eye he noticed Ria stop doodling on her notepad and look up at him.


  ‘She has preeclampsia,’ Dr O’Callaghan repeated. ‘High blood pressure and excess protein in the urine. It happens sometimes in late pregnancy—we don’t know why. The only treatment is to get the baby out as soon as possible, otherwise there’s the risk of stroke or seizure, possibly damage to the kidneys and liver.’


  In the background Hamish heard the faint buzz of traffic, the mournful wail of a siren. Was that Skye’s ambulance? And how serious was it, if the siren was on?


  ‘Will she be OK? What about the baby?’


  ‘The baby should be fine. Skye says it was moving around overnight, which is a good sign. But if we wait too much longer they’ll both be in trouble—that’s why we’re doing the C-section. Just get to the hospital as quickly as you can, and then go to reception. Someone will bring you up.’ He cut off without saying goodbye and Hamish stared at the receiver, paralysed.


  ‘What’s up?’ asked Ria. ‘Is everything OK?’


  ‘No,’ replied Hamish, fumbling mechanically in his pocket for his car keys. ‘Skye’s sick. The baby has to come out. I need to get to the Women’s.’


  ‘Don’t drive,’ Ria said, gesturing for the phone. ‘You’ll have an accident. I’ll call you a taxi.’ She dialled and gave the address of their building, but almost immediately replaced the receiver. ‘Twenty minutes’ wait, and if they’re busy the other companies will be too. Come on, I’ll take you.’ She stood up and pulled her handbag over her shoulder.


  ‘Are you sure?’ asked Hamish. ‘I know you’ve got a lot on . . .’


  ‘Don’t be stupid,’ she said, striding towards the door. ‘You’re having a baby, for God’s sake! And it’s not as if I need to stay here and practise the presentation. I’ve got a hunch it might be cancelled.’


  The city streets rushed past them in a blur. King, William, Queen . . . Ria drove the way she worked, calmly and with concentration, but at breakneck speed, brooking no obstacle. At Victoria Parade she ran a red light, then looked over at him and smiled apologetically. ‘Sorry. I just want to get you there as quickly as I can. How are you feeling?’


  ‘It’s not how I imagined it,’ Hamish said. They were almost there. He could see the dome of the Exhibition Building looming ahead, the great angled wedge of the museum behind it. He had always envisaged this happening at night. Wasn’t that when women went into labour? Skye would be in the front seat beside him, grimacing her way through early contractions; he would reach over and take her hand reassuringly as they sped through the sleeping suburbs. When they got to the Royal Women’s he would park in the ambulance bay right outside, and remember to grab her bag from the back seat before he helped her from the car . . . The bag, he thought suddenly. Had Skye even packed a bag? He doubted it. She never did anything until the last minute, and her due date wasn’t for another four weeks. Hamish felt a sudden irrational throb of anger. If he didn’t organise it, nothing got done.


  ‘Her stuff,’ he said, turning to Ria. ‘Skye won’t have anything with her. You’re meant to bring baby clothes, and nappies, and pads . . . and the TENS machine. I hired a TENS machine.’


  The ambulance bay was full, as was every other car park within a hundred metres of the hospital. Ria pulled illegally into a delivery zone and gave him a gentle shove. ‘It’s a maternity hospital, Hamish. They’ll have nappies and clothes and all the rest of it. Plus I wouldn’t worry about the TENS machine. Skye isn’t going to be needing it now.’ She laughed when she saw his face. ‘Or the breathing regimes, or the scented candles, or the hydrotherapy pool—whatever you had planned. Be grateful you’re getting out of all that, at least. Now go,’ she said, putting her car into reverse, ‘and call me tomorrow so I can harass everyone at work for some money for a gift. Maybe we can buy you some breast pads.’


  Hamish undid his seatbelt, light-headed, his thoughts swirling. Skye had been determined to have a natural birth with as little intervention as possible. She was an athlete, she’d asserted, she could handle it, and the pain couldn’t be worse than anything she’d suffered in training—but now they were going to cut into her, right through her core, her strong gymnast’s muscles. She wouldn’t like that. She wouldn’t be happy with any of this. She’d need him there, she’d need him to comfort her. He set off at a run towards reception, dimly aware of Ria calling something after him.


  ‘Hamish,’ she yelled. ‘It will be fine. Good luck.’


  He raised a hand in acknowledgement, but didn’t turn around.


  Later, all he would remember were fractured scenes, no beginning, no end. Dr O’Callaghan glancing up and nodding as Hamish was ushered into the theatre; the anaesthetist still as a priest at Skye’s head; Skye’s stomach rising from the surgical drapes, swabbed and distended, garish as an overstuffed piñata. He remembered the nurse who had muttered to him about Skye’s condition, but little of what she had said—something about HELLP syndrome and needing a transfusion, words that meant nothing to him. He remembered the blood and the long wait for the baby to cry; he remembered that no one had asked him if he wanted to cut the cord. Make sure you get some photos, Skye had said whenever they’d discussed the birth. I don’t care what I look like. But she hadn’t expected to look like this—bleached of all colour, unconscious—and of course he hadn’t brought the camera with him anyway.


  Instead of taking photos he kissed her. Kissed her after she’d been sewn back up; kissed her again as she was wheeled away to recovery, a transfusion bag dripping platelets into her veins. Hamish tried to follow the gurney, but was gently prodded in the direction of the nursery and instructed to sit with his baby. It was only as the child was handed to him that he wondered what they’d had. In the operating room, all that had mattered was getting it out, seeing Skye safely delivered as well as her cargo.


  ‘Boy or girl?’ he asked the nurse who had handed him the infant.


  ‘Look for yourself,’ she said, smiling, and he peeled back the white hospital-issue blanket to see what they’d made. A girl.


  ‘She’s beautiful,’ he said, though the baby was puce and angry-looking, legs streaked with meconium.


  ‘She’ll do,’ agreed the nurse, and then added, ‘She’s fine, you know. They got her in time. And your wife too. She’ll be in the ICU for a bit, but she’ll be alright.’


  Tears blurred Hamish’s eyes and he wiped them on his sleeve, suddenly shaky. This wasn’t how he’d imagined it, but it was OK after all. The baby yawned and regarded him solemnly, big eyes unblinking. Hamish juggled her into the crook of his arm and glanced at his watch to check the date. March nineteen. The day his life was remade.
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  ‘We’re out of tape,’ Ben said hopefully.


  ‘Here,’ said Arran, reaching into the pocket of his jeans. ‘I’ve got one more roll.’ He passed it to Ben, who accepted it with resignation and turned back to the flyer he’d started attaching to a lamppost. ‘We’ll just get through that roll, OK?’ Arran cajoled. ‘Or the rest of the pile—whatever comes first. Then dinner. My shout.’


  ‘Your shout,’ Ben echoed. He carefully aligned the tape with the bottom edge of the poster, pressed it down firmly, then stepped back to make sure he’d got it straight. ‘Do you think anyone will see them?’ he asked.


  Arran considered the flyer. It was grainy black and white on pale yellow paper. He had chosen the colour because he hoped it would stand out, but now he wasn’t sure if it didn’t just make the poster look old, tatty, the kind of thing you’d glance at and move straight past. Habib and Iman stared back at him, their faces cropped from a holiday shot taken half a decade ago, then blown up and photocopied. Habib appeared slightly startled; Iman, the eldest, looked somewhat detached, almost haughty. Their cheeks were round with regular meals; Iman’s beard had been shaped and trimmed. Even if they were still alive, after years of flight and fatigue and fear could they possibly bear any resemblance to their younger selves?


  ‘I bloody well hope so,’ Arran replied. ‘We’ve got to go home in a few more days.’


  So far he didn’t even have a suntan to show for the trip. They had begun in Lebanon—one day playing tourist, then two spent trawling the refugee camps around Beirut. After that they’d headed south, into Syria, to visit the camps along the border with Jordan, then travelled back up to Damascus. Most of the many camps there, Arran had learned, were for Palestinian refugees, but a Greek World Help doctor at one had suggested they try Yarmouk, eight kilometres from the city centre. Yarmouk, he explained, was an unofficial camp, without walls or wire, and while again dominated by Palestinians it was home to many other nationalities too. ‘Lots of refugees wash up there,’ he’d told them, rubbing a hand across his tired eyes, ‘particularly those with a few resources. It’s overcrowded, but they can work, go to school . . . Syria’s good like that.’ He peered at them, evaluating their accents. ‘Your country could learn a thing or two about it.’


  Arran had agreed and thanked him. Now he stood, deep inside Yarmouk, still gazing at the poster. Family seeks sons, it read, in Arabic and then English. On his first attempt Arran had written, Have you seen these men?, but then he’d realised that such a line made them sound as if they were wanted by the police, so he’d started over. Iman and Habib are desperately missed by their father, mother and brothers, it continued. If you have any information as to their whereabouts, please call 232 5441 or email findimanhabib@gmail.com. The phone number belonged to the missing persons arm of the Damascus office of the Red Cross—the Red Crescent here, he reminded himself. The email address was one he’d set up before he left Australia, thinking that people might be more inclined to communicate if they could do so over the net, where they could explain themselves anonymously, in their preferred language, and without the possibility of further questioning. But would anyone know anything anyway? In his heart, he knew the chances were slim. Iman and Habib might have met foul play at the hands of those who’d forced their father out of Iran; more likely, they’d simply dropped through the gaps between countries, along with all the other human flotsam in this part of the world.


  ‘There’s just so many people,’ said Ben, as if he’d read Arran’s mind. The two of them stood on the pavement while Yarmouk heaved and pulsed around them: dust, sun, litter, exhaust fumes. ‘Where do they all fit?’


  ‘They make do.’ Arran shrugged. He pointed to the concrete-block towers dominating the skyline. ‘There’s probably at least ten people to one of those apartments. Fifteen, maybe. It makes the housing commission where you work look like the Hilton.’


  Ben shook his head. ‘God, I don’t think I could even live with a flatmate these days. I’m too set in my ways. I don’t want to have to be polite to anyone when I get home each night.’


  Arran laughed. ‘They probably work in shifts so there are enough beds to go around.’ His fingers twitched. He wished he had a cigarette. ‘I’m guessing they’re just grateful to have a roof over their heads, instead of a tarpaulin. You do what you have to do, don’t you?’ He picked up the bag holding the flyers. ‘And we have to get these posters up.’


  They moved through the streets, hanging the posters in the last hours of the Damascene afternoon, until the light dimmed and cooking odours swelled in the air around them. When they were finished they hitched a lift to the old city, Arran handing the driver some extra pounds in thanks when he dropped them at the covered souq near the Grand Mosque. He and Ben had visited the mosque a few days ago when they’d needed a break from their search. Ben had been wearing shorts, and was gruffly handed some black robes to put on to cover his bare legs. Female tourists were required to do the same, and Arran had immediately begun calling him ‘Bendolyn’ and ‘Bennifer’. Ben had just grinned, completely unconcerned. They got on well, Arran reflected. Travelling could strain the best of relationships, but Ben was cool. He changed his shirts daily and paid his way. He knew that being together didn’t mean you needed to talk all the time. And he was serious about helping to find Iman and Habib, as invested in it as Arran was. Maybe it was because Zia had been in his class, or that the boy was now under his wing at the drop-in centre; Arran didn’t really care what Ben’s reasons were. He just appreciated the support.


  And the company. He’d been lonely, he realised, lonely for so long since Charlie died and things ended with Mark. He could have done this trip by himself, but it was so much better with someone else. Was it blood? he wondered. Did they get on so easily because they were related, or was that just luck? All Arran was sure of was that when he and Ben had stood side by side at the mosque, admiring the mosaics on the Western Arcade, Ben had turned to him, smiling, his face aglow with the reflected gold of the tiles, and Arran had felt his heart shift and swell.


  ‘These are fantastic, aren’t they?’ he’d said, eyes alight. He leaned forward to gently touch a minaret picked out in tiny lapis squares. ‘I’ve never seen anything so intricate.’


  Arran had just nodded. His thoughts were full of Ben, of this sudden, surprising sibling, but he was thinking of Skye too. She should be here, seeing the mosaics. It was what she did, it was the cradle of her art. She would have loved it. Under the circumstances, though, he was afraid to say her name. Ben had pulled out his camera and stepped back to take a shot. He’d clicked twice, then straightened up and motioned Arran in front of the lens. A tourist next to him saw what he was doing and offered to take a picture of the pair of them.


  ‘If anyone at home sees this they’ll think you’re my girlfriend,’ Arran had muttered as they posed, and Ben had laughed, a laugh that sent birds flapping across the marble courtyard but came out beautifully in the photo.


  ‘That’s great—thanks!’ Ben had said to the tourist as he checked the image on the digital screen. Looking over his shoulder, Arran was struck again by their likeness and had had to agree. But it would have been better if Skye had been in it too.


  ‘Felafel, or do you want something different?’ Ben asked as they wandered down an alley to the east of the mosque.


  ‘Nah, I feel like a bit of a splurge tonight,’ Arran said. ‘My treat, remember? Let’s look for a restaurant. Somewhere with nargileh, the water pipe. You can’t leave the Middle East without trying that.’


  Ben shook his head in mock despair. ‘I’m so clean living and you’re trying to get me hooked on drugs. I knew this trip was a bad idea.’


  ‘Better not tell your mother, huh?’ Ben shot him a look and Arran raised his hands in apology. ‘Sorry. I wasn’t thinking. Stupid thing to say. I need a beer to make my brain work.’ Hearing the clink of cutlery and glassware, he stopped outside an old house with people dining on the terraces. ‘This looks promising?’


  Ben shrugged. ‘Sure. Lead on.’


  They followed a path to a courtyard at the rear where tables were clustered under an enormous orange tree and a fountain gurgled in the corner.


  ‘There’s no free tables,’ Ben said, scanning the crowd.


  ‘We’ll just share,’ replied Arran. ‘That’s how they do it here. Look, there’s someone with a table to himself. We’ll sit there.’


  The lone diner was scribbling in a notebook, but he looked up as Ben tentatively pulled out the chair opposite.


  ‘Is it OK if we—’ Arran began, but the man cut him off.


  ‘Sure,’ he said. ‘I’ll just give you some room.’ The table was strewn with travel books and documents, which he quickly corralled. He had sandy hair, fair, freckled skin and the faintest hint of an English accent.


  ‘Thanks, mate,’ said Arran, then looked over to Ben. ‘Drink? What’ll you have?’


  ‘The arak’s good,’ said their companion, holding up his glass.


  Arran regarded him with more interest. ‘Yeah? Have you been here before?’


  ‘A couple of visits this trip, and last time as well. The food’s great. Don’t look at the menu. Just ask for the mezze.’


  ‘Yeah, I know. Ta,’ Arran said curtly, dropping his daypack between them. He wasn’t some newbie traveller bussed in on a Discovery tour. Sure, it was his first visit to Syria, but he’d been there for six days now, and in the Middle East for almost a fortnight. He didn’t need to be told what to do.


  ‘I’m starving,’ said Ben too loudly, glancing around the table. ‘Mezze sounds fine.’


  There he goes again, thought Arran. Ben the peacekeeper, the diplomat, the avoider of conflict. Yet he’d confronted his parents about the whole IVF thing, then estranged himself from them. How much must that be costing him? Arran winced in shame at his earlier joke. The blond man gave Ben a small smile and went back to his notebook.


  Just as they were finishing their meal, Arran’s phone rang. He jumped at the noise and spilled some of his third beer. The phone had been silent all trip; he had almost forgotten what it sounded like. Now he reached into his pocket and pulled it out eagerly, hopeful for news of Iman and Habib. The number on the screen, however, read Nell home. He put it to his ear.


  ‘Arran,’ she squawked, her voice cloaked in static. ‘Are you there? Are you there? Arran, you’re an uncle!’


  Ben looked across at him questioningly. ‘Yeah, I’m here,’ Arran said, ‘but I can hardly hear you. Hang on. I’ll see if I can get better reception.’ He dropped the phone below his chin. ‘It’s Mum,’ he said to Ben. ‘I’ll be right back, OK? Don’t let them make you pay. I want dessert.’ Ben nodded and forked some tahini-covered fattah to his mouth.


  Arran threaded his way between the tables, crammed together in the courtyard. He bumped someone’s arm, turned to apologise, and sprinted out into the street, impatient to know more. Already? But Skye hadn’t been due for another few weeks, three or four at least. It was one of the reasons, apart from mere impulsiveness, that he’d left almost immediately for the trip once he’d had the idea he’d wanted to be back for her, for this.


  In a quiet laneway a few houses from the restaurant he squatted down on his haunches and lifted the mobile back to his ear, panting slightly. ‘Are you there?’ he asked Nell. ‘Where are you?’


  ‘I’m at home,’ she said, her voice distant but clear now, lit up all over. ‘I’ve just got back from the hospital. Oh Arran, she’s the sweetest little thing! Molly, I think they’re going to call her. Skye wasn’t up to talking much, but Hamish told me that’s what they’d agreed.’


  The news went through him like champagne. Nell was babbling, Arran thought. She never babbled, but if there was a time to babble and burble and gush, it was now. ‘God,’ he exhaled, his heart pounding. ‘That’s fantastic! I wish I was there. It’s early, isn’t it? Is everything alright?’


  There was a pause. ‘Sorry,’ Nell said, when she came back on the line. ‘You dropped out for a minute. Molly’s gorgeous. Skye was sick though, which was why they had to get the baby out before she was due. She needed a C-section, an emergency one. She had preeclampsia, which is when your blood pressure suddenly goes up. No one knows why, and—’


  ‘But she’s OK?’ Arran interrupted.


  ‘She’s in ICU, which is why I didn’t ring you earlier. I’ve been sitting in the nursery with Molly. Skye was too sick to hold her, and Hamish wanted to be with Skye. I thought someone better give Molly a cuddle, so she didn’t feel as if she’d been abandoned—’


  ‘Nell,’ Arran roared. ‘Is Skye OK now?’


  ‘Sorry,’ Nell said, chastised, a blur of tears at the back of her voice. How frightening, Arran wondered, had the last day or so actually been? ‘Skye also had HELLP syndrome. I forget what it stands for—something to do with the liver, I think, and platelets. That’s why she got so big, and was so sick. She went into renal failure after Molly was born, which is why she’s in the ICU. Her kidneys stopped working. They’re improving now though. The doctor thinks she should recover completely.’


  ‘So otherwise she’s alright?’


  ‘She’ll be fine. They’ll keep her in hospital until she’s back to normal, but that’s not such a bad thing. Someone else can do the night feeds. Hamish is the one I really feel sorry for. He looks exhausted, poor man. I think he got the fright of his life . . .’


  Arran brought the phone down against his chest and stared up into the night sky. His mother chattered on regardless, her voice vibrating across his skin; a man and woman walked hand in hand past the laneway, the woman’s heels tapping out a message against the pavement. An uncle, he thought with pleasure. The stars winked slyly against navy-blue silk, glittering like brooches in a woman’s hijab. He had always been saddened by the thought that he would not have children of his own, but now he was an uncle at least.


  The first thing Arran noticed when he returned to the restaurant was that Ben and the fair-haired man were deep in conversation, gesturing and laughing. The second was that they were sharing a nargileh, passing the mouthpiece back and forth between them. Arran felt a slight pang. He was the one who was going to introduce Ben to the water pipe, not some stranger. Seeing them suddenly so intimate angered him, and he blurted out his news without thinking.


  ‘That was Nell, as I said,’ he told Ben, interrupting him mid-sentence. ‘Skye’s just had the baby. It’s a girl, Molly. Skye’s a mother now,’ he added unnecessarily.


  Ben’s face closed down, and the look he shot Arran was one of almost pure hatred. ‘Great. Fabulous. Thanks for letting me know, Uncle,’ he muttered, then picked up the mouthpiece of the nargileh and inhaled deeply, eyes on Arran as if daring him to stop him.


  ‘You’re an uncle? Congratulations!’ said the blond man. He held out his hand. ‘I’m John. That’s wonderful. First time?’ He paused, glancing between the two of them. ‘So you’re both uncles, then. Is that right?’ He looked up at Arran. ‘Ben told me you were brothers.’


  Ben said nothing, his mouth still on the nargileh. Arran felt his heart contract for the second time that evening. Neither of them had said much about the brother thing. It was still too early, too raw. They had different surnames of course, and whenever he’d needed to introduce Ben on the trip he had simply said he was a friend and colleague. Now, though, the first time he’d been asked, Ben had claimed Arran as blood.


  ‘We are,’ Arran mumbled to John. ‘But it’s complicated.’


  ‘Two new uncles in one night! That calls for a celebration,’ John exclaimed, oblivious. He waved for a waiter and ordered a bottle of wine. ‘Make it two,’ he called out as the man left. It occurred to Arran that John was slightly drunk. ‘Sit down,’ he ordered Arran. ‘Is this your first time? I’ve got three nephews. Love kids. It’d be great to have a niece to complete the set.’


  Arran reluctantly did as he was told. His meal was where he’d left it, but it had cooled and congealed, and was now completely unappetising. He pushed it away. Ben wouldn’t look at him. John reached across the table for the pipe, breathed it in briefly, then offered it to Arran.


  ‘Better not,’ Arran said. ‘I’ve got hep B.’


  ‘It’s not that infectious,’ John said, still holding out the hose.


  Arran waved it away. ‘I have no idea, but I’m not supposed to share toothbrushes or razors, so . . .’


  Ben looked up. ‘You never told me that.’


  ‘I’ve never needed to,’ Arran snapped. ‘I don’t even think about it half the time. It’s under control. I’ve had it for years. My druggy days. Probably from a bad needle somewhere along the line.’


  If he had hoped to shock or impress John he’d failed. ‘You were bloody lucky it wasn’t something worse,’ the man laughed. ‘Me too. No exchanges back then, huh? Not sure I’d have been bothered going to one even if there were.’


  Ben took the mouthpiece from him and sucked on it greedily.


  ‘Ben told me why you’re here,’ John continued. ‘Good for you. It’s a big ask, but nothing ventured, nothing gained.’ He pulled a packet of hand-rolled cigarettes from his shirt pocket and offered one to Arran, who refused. ‘Do you mind?’ he asked, lighting up, and nodded, smiling, across the table at Ben. ‘I’m not sure I’m going to get that back in a hurry.’ Arran shook his head. Despite himself, he was warming to John, and it didn’t look as if Ben was going to talk to him again for a while.


  ‘What about you?’ he asked. John’s smoke was thick and tarry. Arran inhaled surreptitously.


  ‘Travel writer.’ John gestured to his notes and guidebooks. ‘Freelance, but I’m updating the Lonely Planet. Did their first one on Syria three years ago. Not sure there’ll be much use for it, to be honest. Things are changing here, have you noticed? There’s something brewing . . .’ His words trailed away.


  ‘You’re English though?’


  ‘By birth, but my parents moved to Australia when I was twelve. Melbourne. Luckily for me, really. Can’t imagine I would have got a job like this otherwise.’


  ‘We’re from Melbourne too!’ Arran exclaimed, forgetting to play it cool.


  The wine arrived and was poured before John could respond. Ben put down the nargileh and picked up his glass. ‘Cheers,’ he said darkly, then drained it in one swallow.


  ‘To uncles,’ John toasted.


  ‘To all our wonderful blood relatives,’ Ben countered, and poured himself another glass.


  Three hours later, John had to help Arran get Ben back to their hotel. Arran was grateful for his assistance—he hadn’t realised it was so late, or that once Ben started vomiting none of the taxis would stop for them. He could hardly blame them, he supposed, but it was still a bloody long walk to the new city with Ben stumbling and heaving between the two of them. It was his own fault, Arran told himself. Once Ben had set out on his mission to obliterate himself Arran should have got them out straightaway, but John was talking and asking him questions . . . John wasn’t such a smart arse after all, Arran reflected. He was actually pretty interesting, and it had been good of him to pay for all that wine even though Ben had drunk most of it.


  ‘This is it?’ John panted. Ben sat down on the steps of their small hotel, his head in his hands, groaning softly to himself. He was going to feel like shit in the morning.


  ‘Yep.’ Arran paused for a moment to get his breath back, then grabbed Ben beneath the armpits, which were dank with sweat. ‘Up you come, mate,’ he said. ‘Let’s get you to bed.’


  But Ben simply slumped down further on the marble stairs, his head lolling back. Without being asked, John moved around and took hold of his feet, then nodded at Arran for them to lift together. They hauled Ben up the stairs and to their room, which held two double beds side by side.


  ‘I need another drink after that,’ said John, wiping a forearm across his face. Ben lay on his bed, face against the pillow, eyes closed and shoes still on. ‘Coming? There’ll be a bar around here somewhere.’


  As Arran bent to drape a sheet over him, Ben stirred. ‘Stay here, Arran,’ he slurred. ‘Don’t you leave me too.’


  Arran glanced across at John, disappointed. ‘Maybe tomorrow?’ he suggested. There was still so much he wanted to ask John—about Syria, yes, but about himself too. How old he was, for a start. He looked as if he was in his mid-thirties, but you could never tell with the Brits. That fair skin aged quickly. Did he have a partner? Where did he live? And children, Arran found himself wondering. John loved his nephews, but did he want kids of his own?


  ‘Tomorrow’s no good,’ John said, then looked at him quizzically, as if weighing something up. ‘But tonight still is. Give me your key. I’ll go get us a bottle and bring it back here.’ A strange sense of relief washed through Arran, and without stopping to examine it he handed the key to John.
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  The next morning Arran was awoken by something chirping nearby. He lay there for a few seconds, sleep-heavy and disoriented. The sun was well up outside. What time was it? He rolled over to look for his watch and found John asleep next to him, though on top of the covers. Arran smiled, then winced. His lips were bruised, he realised, bruised and slightly swollen. He brought his fingers up to feel them, touching them gently to rekindle the pain, then heard the electronic cheep again. My phone, he thought. It was in his jeans, puddled next to the bed. He fished it out and brought up his messages, suddenly frightened that it might be bad news about Skye. But it wasn’t.


  I live with Habib, the message read. He would like 2 talk 2 u. Pls call.


  Arran scrambled out of bed and rushed to wake Ben.
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  Nell snapped on the studio light and pulled the dust cloth to the floor. The picture thrilled her again, as it did each time she saw it. She’d nailed it. For once she’d got it right.


  ‘Ta dah!’ she said. ‘What do you think?’


  Arran’s expression was doubtful, though he quickly rearranged his features into something more neutral. ‘It’s striking . . .’ he began, but then gave up. ‘I don’t understand art, Nell. You know that. What is it?’


  ‘It’s Charlie’s mind, just before he died. That’s what I’ve called it: Charlie’s Mind. I thought about Dementia, but that was too stark. Impersonal. This is actually him. The illness is different for everyone.’


  Nell stepped back to get a better view of the painting. The canvas was predominantly deep crimson, but with black leaching through at the edges, the darker patches gradually amassing into a central vortex. Between the two extremes lurked several smaller images: a ladle, a heart, a child, and a crotchet, its stem at a slant, as if being sucked into the void. Charlie’s totems, Nell thought. The things that had made him him.


  ‘Yeah, it’s good,’ Arran said unconvincingly. ‘You should have shown Skye.’


  Nell stooped to retrieve the dust cloth and threw it back over the picture. She’d wanted to but hadn’t had a chance. When they’d arrived that evening for dinner Molly had been fretful, and it seemed that when Skye wasn’t nursing she was walking her up and down, trying to stop her crying. Hamish had taken over while Skye bolted her dinner, but that hardly seemed like the moment for Nell to grab her daughter by the hand and lead her out to the shed.


  ‘Skye was busy,’ she said simply.


  Arran grunted. ‘God, I’ll say. And what about all that stuff they brought? When they arrived I thought they must be moving in with you, not just coming for dinner. I’d never leave home if it was always that much bloody effort.’


  Nell laughed. ‘You do, because after a while you start to go mad staring at the walls of your own house. Plus somebody else was cooking the meal. That’s a big deal when everyone’s tired.’


  Charlie had always cooked, she remembered. She’d been so grateful for that. He couldn’t breastfeed, of course, and he was no help with nappies or baths, but she’d never had to worry about dinner. After days spent seemingly anchored to the couch with one baby tugging at her nipple and the other one wailing while it waited its turn, even just working out what to cook would have broken her.


  ‘Molly’s looking good though, isn’t she?’ she continued, shutting the studio door behind her. ‘She’s lost that skinned rat look.’


  ‘Skye too,’ Arran agreed. ‘She’s all better now?’


  ‘I believe so. Hamish said her last kidney function test was normal. Or almost back to normal anyway, thank goodness. That was all so frightening. But it made me think . . .’ She paused. They were standing on the path between the shed and the house. Nell could see her breath. It was almost winter. Maybe there would be a frost tonight. ‘It made me think that I want to see Ben,’ she went on in a rush.


  Arran snorted. ‘Shit. What’s brought that on?’


  ‘Lots of things. Skye nearly dying. Molly. Those photos you showed me from your trip.’ She hesitated. ‘Ben’s been on my mind ever since he and Skye broke up,’ she admitted. ‘I kept thinking that we’d see him again, hear from him. I never thought he’d just disappear like that . . .’ She wrapped her arms around herself to suppress a shiver. Those terrible months. Skye’s collapse, Skye in hospital, then shuffling around the house like a sleepwalker, alert only when the phone rang.


  ‘What did you expect—that he was still going to turn up for dinner that week?’ Arran reached into his top pocket for his cigarettes.


  Nell felt a flash of anger, as much at his question as at the fact that he’d started smoking again. ‘Don’t be a fool,’ she snapped as he lit up and calmly inhaled. ‘Of course not. They couldn’t be together, I know that. They shouldn’t be together.’ They were brother and sister, it was all wrong—hadn’t she been the first to point that out to Skye? Their relationship was impossible, and if they’d remained lovers she would have been appalled. The fact that they hadn’t should have pleased her, brought her relief, but instead as she watched Skye mourn she’d just felt sad, sorry for both of them, Ben and Skye, and what they’d lost. What they’d all lost. She tried to explain herself. ‘It’s just that I can’t help feeling that Ben’s one of us—isn’t he? Technically, anyway. I mean, I know he didn’t grow up in our family, but he’s still part of it. How can we just let that go?’


  Arran turned to her, blowing a thin stream of smoke into the night air. She suddenly remembered how he and Skye used to do that on chilly mornings on their way to school, pretending that unlit twigs were cigarettes, giggly and high at their own sophistication.


  ‘You hardly know him, Nell.’


  ‘I do know him,’ she protested. ‘He came to dinner every week for a while there. That was at least two months. And Skye talked about him all the time. Lately you have too. I was so pleased when you told me he was going to Syria with you.’


  Arran shook his head. ‘That was because he’s involved with Zia. Don’t get me wrong, Ben’s great. But we just went away together. It doesn’t mean we should have him round for Christmas lunch.’


  ‘He’s family, Arran,’ Nell insisted, a little surprised at her own vehemence. She forced herself to lower her voice. ‘Look, if I’d never met him, never known he existed, I wouldn’t have cared. But I did meet him. He’s connected to us. I can’t ignore that.’


  Arran tapped his ash into a fern. ‘You’re missing Charlie,’ he said. ‘You can’t just replace him with Ben, you know.’


  ‘I’m not trying to!’ Nell cried, stung. Arran had always liked to play devil’s advocate, but was what he said true? Naturally she missed Charlie. Anyone in her position would, but that was different. That was about what she had lost, while Ben—Ben was . . . found. When Arran didn’t respond she went on, more determined now. ‘I want to see him. I want to be able to have him round, call him up occasionally, but I can’t do that with this whole mess with Skye hanging over all our heads. We need to sort it out, clear the air. He needs to see her, and Molly too. She’s his niece, for God’s sake. Can you talk to him?’


  Arran bent down to stub out his cigarette against the concrete pavers. ‘Not a chance. I’m keeping right out of that one. You should too.’ He stood up. ‘Ben’s not even speaking to his real parents,’ he said, with deliberate emphasis. ‘What makes you think he wants to talk to you?’


  ‘Maybe he doesn’t, but I want him to know that I do,’ she said stubbornly. ‘Stay out of it, if you like, but give me his number. I know you’ve got it, and I’ll keep bothering you at work until you do.’


  Arran laughed. ‘You probably would, you crazy lady. My phone’s in the kitchen. Let’s go inside.’


  He bent to throw his butt into the fern, but Nell slapped his hand. ‘Put it in the bin. Didn’t I bring you up better than that?’


  Chastened, he held the door open for her. Once she had her back to him he made a request. ‘Dinner next week—can I bring a guest? There’s someone I want you to meet. His name’s John.’
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  Nell watched the taillights of Arran’s car disappear down the street, then returned to the house, locked the door behind her and picked up the phone. Now or never, she thought, blood thumping in her ears. If she put it off until tomorrow she might lose her nerve altogether. Arran had written Ben’s number on a scrap of paper, and as she squinted to read it she noticed her hands were shaking. Don’t be silly, she told herself. The worst he can do is say no. Besides, she reasoned as she dialled the number, he probably wouldn’t even answer and she could just leave a message.


  ‘Hello?’ came a voice on the other end of the line. Ben’s voice. She felt something well up in her; a curiosity, a tenderness. This person was part of her.


  ‘Ben, it-it’s Nell,’ she stammered. ‘Skye and Arran’s mother. Sorry to ring you so late.’


  ‘It’s not late,’ he said. She glanced at the clock, surprised to find it wasn’t yet nine pm. She had been thinking about this all day, all week. Dinner felt like decades ago.


  ‘I got your number from Arran. He showed me the pictures from your trip. It looks like a beautiful place—I loved the shots of the mosque. And how wonderful that you made contact with Zia’s brother!’ She was prattling, she realised, catching sight of her reflection in the glass door of the oven. Her mouth was opening and closing like a fish pulled up from the sea.


  ‘It was great. I was glad Arran invited me,’ Ben replied cautiously.


  Nell stared at her fingernails, bracing herself. There was paint under all but one of them. Crimson, like blood. She had blood on her hands. Like it or not, it was her observation that had set this in train. Maybe it was her job to try to fix it, too.


  ‘Ben, I want to see you. Regularly, I mean, as one of the family. I want to be able to have you over for lunch or pick up the phone and talk to you. I don’t want you to disappear and never be heard from again.’


  In the hush that followed she could hear her own breathing, ragged, afraid.


  ‘I’ve been thinking about it ever since Molly was born,’ she hurried on, ‘how you shouldn’t be left out, that she should grow up knowing both her uncles, not just Arran. I’m sorry that you’ve been hurt, but we were hurt too. It was no one’s fault. We can put it behind us. And I’m also sorry that your parents never told you how you came to them, and I hope you’ll be able to work that out together, but either way it doesn’t mean you can’t be a part of this family as well.’ She pulled up panting, a marathon runner forced into a sprint.


  Ben was quiet for a minute before he responded. ‘What does Skye think of this idea?’


  ‘I haven’t told her,’ she hedged. ‘I will though.’


  On the other end of the line Ben snorted, the sound derisory and dismissive. ‘I’m sure she’ll be thrilled. Hamish too. He’ll probably invite me straight round to tea.’


  ‘Given that you’re Skye’s brother, I’m sure he would,’ Nell snapped, almost believing it herself. ‘Hamish is a good man. So are you. It was eighteen months ago, Ben! Can’t we just get over it? You have two full siblings, a niece, a biological parent. We all care about you. Isn’t that something worth hanging on to?’


  Ben said nothing for so long that she feared he’d hung up. Finally he moaned quietly, a long, drawn-out sound. ‘Why can’t you just let me go?’


  Nell’s stomach churned. She longed to take him in her arms, to comfort him and stroke his hair. My baby, she thought, stupidly, unaccountably. She wished Charlie had met him—had known of him even, this third child they’d created together.


  ‘It’s not just me,’ she told him. ‘Arran couldn’t let you go either, or he wouldn’t have asked you to Syria. Then he mentioned it to Skye, and she immediately wanted to know how you were.’ Nell paused. ‘But it’s your call. I’m not going to force you. I can’t, anyway.’


  Another long silence. The kitchen clock ticked through its stillness; the tap dripped onto the unwashed plates. Should she give up, Nell wondered, put the phone back in its cradle and just go to bed?


  Then Ben cleared his throat. ‘What’s Molly like?’ he asked.
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  It was big, Ben thought, as he hesitated on the veranda. Bigger than he’d expected. Hamish must be doing pretty well. Two storeys, established garden, leafy suburb . . . The windows needed washing though, and the paving in the driveway was cracked. Ben smiled as he noted the flaws. The house wasn’t completely perfect, then. Good.


  No one was expecting him. He hadn’t called or sent a note; he’d simply found the address in the phone book and turned up. Would Skye even be home? It was a Tuesday, mid-morning. Maybe she was at playgroup or the health centre, or whatever it was new mothers did. There was no car in the driveway, though of course it could be interred in the vast double garage to the side of the house. Ben wavered. He could leave the gift in the letterbox and she’d know that he’d tried. Surely that would be enough?


  Ben shook his head. Nell was right. He needed to see her. Not so they could all engage in some sort of modern-day blended-family charade, as Nell seemed to hope, but so he could get through this, past it, put it behind him. He’d known he needed to since that night in Syria when Arran and that guy they’d met had had to carry him back to the hotel; he’d known it when he woke depleted the next morning—not from the vomiting or the hangover, but because he’d remembered anew that Skye had given birth, that she’d had someone else’s child. Arran had been so excited to hear word about Habib—he’d rung the number and spoken to Habib’s friend, assured him that they were genuine, and then organised a time later that afternoon for them to meet. And yet all day, in spite of Arran’s excitement and Ben’s own relief that they had accomplished what they set out to, he’d felt sick. That evening, he’d made up his mind. Enough. He’d had enough of torturing himself with thoughts of Skye. He had to accept that it was over. He’d returned to Melbourne determined to forget her once and for all, but still she haunted his thoughts. The phone call from Nell had given him an idea. Maybe if he saw Skye and Molly, finally faced the situation head-on instead of getting drunk or denying what he felt, he would be able to accept it, move on. It was eighteen months ago, Ben! Nell had said on the phone, and he’d been surprised. Only eighteen months? It felt like an eternity. It was time to get his life back.


  He lifted his hand to the door and knocked hard on it, twice.


  ‘Ben!’


  Skye’s face was pale when she opened the door. Was she still unwell, he wondered, or was it the shock of seeing him? He felt his own throat contract, his breathing accelerate. Fight or flight, he thought stupidly, the phrase coming back to him from his year of vet studies. The sympathetic nervous system; the body’s response to overwhelming stimuli. Only he didn’t want to do either. Now that she was here, before him, all he wanted to do was put his arms around her.


  ‘Ben,’ Skye said again, more quietly, still staring at him. There was a baby on her hip. Molly, of course it was Molly. She had dark navy eyes. She must have got them from Hamish.


  ‘Skye,’ he said dumbly, his tongue sticking to the roof of his mouth. He swallowed and tried again. ‘I heard you had a baby. I wanted to come and congratulate you.’ He held out a pink-wrapped package as if negotiating a treaty.


  ‘Oh,’ she said, taking it hesitantly. ‘Thank you. Would you like to come in?’


  No, he thought. I wouldn’t like to. He had done what he had come to do. He could leave now, walk away and go home, yet somehow his feet were following Skye down a hallway and into the kitchen. Molly gazed at him over her mother’s shoulder. She had Skye’s mouth, he was pleased to note. It made up for the eyes.


  Skye waved him towards a seat at the island bench. ‘I’d offer you tea or coffee,’ she said, ‘but I know you don’t drink them.’


  Ben nodded. He was shamefully pleased that she remembered. ‘That’s right. Just a water would be fine.’


  Skye placed Molly in a bouncy seat on top of a towel spread across the bench, then turned to the fridge.


  ‘Does she throw up a lot?’ Ben asked.


  ‘What?’ Skye said, then handed him a glass of iced water. ‘You mean the towel? That’s to stop her chair scratching the timber. Hamish’s idea. Of course.’


  For a second Ben thought she was going to roll her eyes, but instead she glanced down at the bench, running her hands along the dark wood.


  ‘It’s nice,’ he said awkwardly. ‘You have a lovely house.’


  ‘Yes,’ she replied, eyes on his now, deep brown and wary.


  ‘How old is she?’ he said. ‘Molly, I mean.’


  ‘Just three months.’


  Ben looked away. ‘I knew that. I was with Arran, in Syria, the night she was born. He told me, of course. We had a drink and toasted her.’ He paused. Toasted wasn’t quite the word, but whatever. ‘I should have come earlier, I know, or at least sent a card. I wanted to, but it was just . . . difficult, you know? But I really did want to congratulate you, Skye. I think it’s fabulous. She’s gorgeous.’


  Skye smiled. A real smile, he thought. The first since he’d arrived. ‘She is, and I do know. Thank you. I just wish you’d told me you were coming. I would have made myself a bit more presentable.’


  He studied her properly for the first time. She was wearing yoga pants, an old t-shirt and socks. Her hair was unbrushed, and there was dried milk on one shoulder.


  ‘It doesn’t matter. You look beautiful,’ he said, meaning it. Skye went back to the fridge and poured herself a glass of juice. When she sat down to drink it he noticed that her hand was trembling.


  ‘So how’s it going?’ he went on. ‘Motherhood. Are you enjoying it?’


  ‘More each day,’ she said. ‘I was sick after I had her, and it was pretty tough at first. She cried a lot. So did I. I was just tired all the time, but it’s getting better. It’s got better,’ she corrected herself. ‘She sleeps most of the night, and Hamish gets up to her sometimes. He’s a big help.’


  Ben nodded. He could talk about Skye and Molly, but he wasn’t ready to discuss Hamish.


  ‘And she’s smiling now, which is lovely,’ Skye continued. She turned to her daughter sitting in her seat between them, and tickled her on the chest. ‘Aren’t you, Miss Molly Moo? You’re smiling and laughing, like a big smiley girl.’ The baby gurgled, throwing out her arms in delight, and Skye prolonged the game, babbling to Molly as she danced her fingers across Molly’s shoulders and up to her cheeks. Ben felt an ache in his stomach. Skye would want more children, he found himself thinking, then immediately froze. Of course she would. What did it matter? It had nothing to do with him.


  ‘Would you like to hold her?’ Skye asked, undoing the straps of the bouncy seat without waiting for an answer.


  ‘Sure,’ said Ben, though he wasn’t at all. He pushed his stool back from the bench, nervous. Skye placed Molly in his arms. She was heavier than he had expected, more substantial, and he relaxed. He wasn’t going to drop her. It was just like holding Kirra all those years ago, though then he’d been barely a teenager. Molly was looking up at him with the same implacable gaze: absolute interest, absolute trust. She was gorgeous, Ben thought. Her limbs were plump and silken, her skin looked as if it had been airbrushed.


  ‘I think she likes you,’ Skye said. ‘She must know that you’re her uncle.’


  It was true, he thought. She shared his blood, after all, his genes . . .


  Without warning, Molly began to cry. The eyes that had regarded him so calmly filled with tears, her mouth opened, her fists balled and drummed the air.


  ‘What did I do?’ asked Ben, glancing up anxiously.


  ‘Nothing,’ Skye laughed. ‘She’s just tired.’ She held out her hands for the child and lifted her to her shoulder, patting her back. ‘Nap time for you. Sorry,’ she called out to Ben as she carried Molly away, ‘I won’t be long.’


  Ben peered around the empty kitchen. He could leave, he thought, duck out the front door while Skye was busy with Molly. He’d seen them both; why prolong it? Yet something kept him there . . . he wasn’t sure if it was the murmur of Skye’s voice as she soothed her daughter in a nearby room, the remnants of her scent in the air, her gymnast’s tread, light and measured, coming back towards the kitchen. It was too late. He was trapped.


  ‘Sorry,’ she said again. ‘She just loses it sometimes. A bit like her mother. Tell me about Zia. How’s he doing?’ She resumed her seat across from him.


  ‘A lot better, I think, since we found Habib. That’s his older brother—one of them anyway. Did Arran tell you?’


  Skye nodded.


  ‘It was pure luck really, that someone saw one of the posters. Then again, we plastered most of Damascus with them.’ He smiled at the memory of Arran’s persistence.


  ‘So he’s back with Zia and his parents now?’


  ‘I wish. Not yet. Arran’s working on getting him out here through the family reunification scheme, but Habib doesn’t even have an identity—any official papers, passport and whatnot. Either he lost them or they were with Iman when they got separated, and we still don’t know where Iman is.’ Ben shrugged. ‘All that has to be sorted out first, and then the application . . . It could take months. A year, even.’


  ‘And Zia?’ Skye prompted.


  ‘Zia’s brighter, definitely. He joins in more at the drop-in centre. He speaks up. He told me the other day that his mother was coming around to the family house for dinner, and that she’d started talking again. She’s still not living with them, but it’s a start. Arran did a good thing.’


  ‘You too,’ Skye said softly. ‘You helped. I’m glad about Zia. He’s had a hard time. And I’m glad that you’re still in contact with him. When Arran first told me about running into you at the commission flats I could immediately see you doing that sort of work. You’d be good at it. You’re kind, and patient. I imagine those kids don’t get a lot of that.’


  Ben felt himself blush. Rather than meet her eyes he studied the bench once more. The knots in the wood were still visible, though sanded back and varnished. ‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘I enjoy it. It’s harder than teaching, but I get more out of it. It’s almost like being a vet after all. Something comes to you, damaged . . .’ He stopped. He’d never expressed this thought aloud before.


  ‘I know,’ said Skye, nodding, ‘I know. And there’s no lesson plans, right?’


  Ben laughed. ‘Thank God. What about you? Are you working at all? Your art, I mean, the sort of stuff you were doing at the school.’


  ‘I am,’ she said with pleasure in her voice, hands linked around her glass. ‘I couldn’t seem to do anything for ages—the whole time I was pregnant with Molly, and even before that—but I had an idea for a piece after she was born. It’s not much, but it’s got me going again.’


  ‘What is it?’ Ben asked.


  She took a bill from a pile of paperwork on the bench, turned it over and began to sketch. ‘It’s like a plaque, except done in mosaic. I want to put it in the garden when I’ve finished, make an area just for Molly, with a little seat and a birdbath, or even maybe a pond. It’s got her name on it and her date of birth, but picked out in smaller tiles so that they’re part of a larger picture. The M forms the edges of a dragonfly’s wings, for example . . .’


  Ben watched as Skye bent over the drawing, her ash-blonde hair spilling across the page. Then she sat up and dropped the pen onto the bench. ‘It would be easier to show you. Do you want to see it? It’s out in my studio.’


  She led him through the rear of the house and out the back door. As they stepped onto the deck a streak of black and white nearly knocked Ben over, barking madly.


  ‘Jess, hey, calm down, girl,’ said Skye, bending to fondle the dog’s ears. ‘You remember Jess, don’t you? Poor thing, she lives outside since Molly was born, so she’s always very happy to see me.’


  ‘Of course I do. Hey, Jess. You still chasing water rats?’ He held out his palm and Jess sniffed it, then looked up at him and wagged her tail. Good dog, he thought, pleased she remembered him.


  ‘The studio’s down this way,’ said Skye, preceding him along a path between the fence and the garage to a small self-contained building at the rear of the block. ‘I love how cut off it is. There’s no phone, so once Hamish is at work nobody can disturb me. I can get lost in my work.’ She pushed open the door. Jess ran ahead and settled on a blanket in the corner.


  ‘What about Molly?’ Ben asked.


  ‘She’s usually here with me,’ Skye gestured towards a travel cot set back against the wall behind a vast workbench, ‘or I’ve got the baby monitor.’ She picked it up, listened for a second and then replaced it on the bench. ‘Nothing. She’s a pretty sound sleeper, thank goodness.’


  Ben glanced around. The workbench dominated the area, its surface strewn with pieces of glass and tiles, Skye’s tools and drawings. There was no other furniture, save for the travel cot and a three-seater couch against the opposite wall, one of Nell’s paintings hanging above it. The remaining two walls, overlooking the garden, were made entirely from glass, and there was a large skylight cut into the ceiling. Weak winter sunshine filled the room, warming the timber floor, illuminating everything.


  ‘It must be a great place to work,’ he said.


  ‘It is,’ she replied. ‘Come here.’


  He joined her at the bench, where she had cleared a space in the clutter and was brushing off a magazine-sized rectangle of tiny interlocking tiles.


  ‘It’s still not quite finished,’ she said shyly. ‘What do you think?’


  The mosaic was much smaller than he had imagined, far more intricate and detailed. Ben bent closer to see it better, his cheek brushing Skye’s hair. Iridescent blues and greens shimmered and leapt; a dragonfly hovered in the top corner of the work, hyacinths bloomed at the base. He turned to tell Skye how lovely it was but the words never left his mouth. She was already there, her face next to his face, her breath warm on his skin. He kissed her instead, and then, when she didn’t resist, kissed her harder and deeper, his lips fervent with longing. She kissed him back, her hands going to his hair, her tongue meeting his own. She tasted the way she had always tasted, and he felt a sob catch in his throat, felt his penis lengthen and harden, arching towards her. Her hands were on the buttons of his shirt; her mouth trembled beneath his. He thought she said his name, but it could have been the wind that had started up outside or Jess in the corner, whining softly, then lying back down.


  Skye pulled him towards the couch and they collapsed onto it together. Against the dark blue fabric her hair was as bright as lightning, crackling around her face. His arms went around her, her body sliding into place beneath his. The fit was so easy, he thought, so natural, so innate. Her mouth opened wider as desire built. She shrugged off her t-shirt and her bra and he gazed at her hungrily. Her breasts were bigger than when he’d last seen them; her nipples had turned from pink to a dusky rose. He leaned over her and caught one between his teeth, outlining it with his tongue. Skye moaned, and he brought his hand to her other breast while he continued to suck and tug at the first. She liked that. She’d always liked that. He remembered it instinctively, remembered all of her: the way she cupped his head as he worked at her breasts, remembered the pulse in her throat, her urgent fingers insinuating themselves under his jeans.


  ‘The couch,’ she gasped, head flung back. ‘It folds out, into a bed.’


  ‘I can’t stop,’ he muttered. His hands were on her hips; his mouth caressed its way along her belly, softer now, rounder. She rose beneath him to pull down the yoga pants, then shuddered as his hands pulled her legs apart. With her own hands she opened herself for him, and he grabbed for her wrist, sucking the wetness from her fingers. His tongue probed inside her as she undulated beneath him; her hands, now freed, tugged at his shoulders and back.


  ‘Ben,’ she pleaded, ‘Oh Ben, Ben!’


  His tongue slid along her folds to her clitoris, lingered, began to lap . . . but it was too much. He couldn’t wait. With a groan he pulled his mouth away from her body, tore at his jeans and moved back above her. She reached for his cock, holding his gaze, guiding him towards her . . . Then an outraged howl filled the room. Skye dropped his penis and sat up so quickly her forehead hit his.


  ‘It’s Molly,’ she said, looking horrified. ‘She’s woken up. Oh shit, what am I doing?’


  Outside the wind had increased, and the first drops of rain were flinging themselves against the glass.


  ‘Just leave her for a minute,’ Ben cajoled. His erection throbbed; he needed to keep Skye where she was. He reached for her breasts. Molly screamed again through the baby monitor and Skye pushed him away, leaping to her feet.


  ‘Get off me!’ she said. ‘I have to go get Molly.’


  ‘Bring her back,’ he suggested. ‘Put her in the cot here.’


  Skye yanked on her pants and bent to retrieve her t-shirt from the floor. When she looked up he saw there were tears in her eyes.


  ‘Oh God,’ she moaned. For a second they stared at each other. Skye swayed, wavered, then finally sobbed, ‘We can’t. We can’t.’ Molly’s cries intensified and she bolted for the door, running out into the rain without looking back.


  Ben pulled up his jeans but remained on the couch. He felt dazed, nauseated; the studio swam around him, looming and contracting. What the hell had just happened? He’d missed Skye—God, how he’d missed her—but he’d always known that he’d done the right thing. There was no future for them, nothing but pain, he’d been certain of that. Why, then, was his anguish now intensified, his grief greater than in Syria, than when he’d first opened that fucking envelope? He thought he might cry. He was just so tired of it, the longing, the loneliness, the ache that only grew, not lessened, as time went on.


  Molly continued to wail, then her sobs gradually subsided as Skye reached her. Ben stood up unsteadily and lurched to the workbench. He turned off the monitor and with a sweep of his arm knocked the mosaic to the floor, where it shattered into pieces.
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  ‘Hello . . . hello. Are there any little girls in the house?’


  Hamish put down his briefcase as he stood in the doorway and prepared to be ambushed. It was their evening ritual: he’d arrive home and take a long time fumbling with his key in the lock—long enough for Skye to hear him and alert their daughter. Molly would then waddle up the hallway as fast as her chubby legs could carry her and hide in the lounge room. He’d wait for her footsteps to stop, then open the front door, and she’d burst out giggling, throwing herself at his legs. ‘I is here, Daddy,’ she would say. ‘I is.’


  But not tonight. His knees remained unmolested; the hallway was empty and echoing. Hamish tossed his keys onto a side table and made his way towards the kitchen. ‘Skye,’ he called. ‘Molly?’


  There was no answer. The kitchen was empty, the bedrooms and playroom too. He had just begun to feel apprehensive when he heard Jess bark—but a happy bark, not a warning one. Hamish opened the door to the backyard and saw Molly throwing a tennis ball for the dog, her dress and arms streaked with dirt and Jess’s saliva.


  ‘I play with Jess, Daddy!’ she told him earnestly, heaving the ball a scant foot or so. Jess barely had to get up to retrieve it.


  ‘That’s great, sweetheart,’ he said, bending to kiss her. Her curls were damp with sweat, and she smelled of milk and playdough. ‘Where’s Mummy?’


  ‘Mummy working,’ she said, waving one arm towards the studio. Jess barked and nudged the ball back to her.


  Inside the studio Skye was hunched over her workbench, sheets of butcher’s paper spread out before her, fingers dusky with charcoal. She looked up as he came in, bending forward over her drawings so he couldn’t see them. ‘You’re home early,’ she said a bit defensively.


  ‘No, I’m not. I’m late. It’s half past six, and we have to be in the city in forty-five minutes. Don’t tell me you’d forgotten?’ His mild panic of a few minutes ago bubbled again beneath his skin, seguing into anger.


  ‘I hadn’t forgotten,’ she said, pushing her materials together and standing up. ‘I was just busy, with this commission, and daylight saving always tricks me. I look outside and it’s still light—’


  ‘Has Molly had her dinner?’ Hamish interrupted. ‘She needs a bath too. What time’s Nell coming?’


  ‘Seven,’ Skye said, pushing past him. ‘I’ll feed her now.’


  ‘There isn’t time, Skye,’ Hamish said to her back. ‘You still need to get ready yourself. Tonight’s a big deal to me. To Ria, too. We’ve worked hard for this, and I don’t want to risk mucking it up by getting there late.’


  She turned on him, eyes alight. ‘Well, maybe you should have made the effort to get home a bit earlier then, so you could help me out. I’m working too, you know.’


  Not like me, Hamish wanted to say. He was proud of Skye for persisting with her art, proud and pleased that she’d won this new commission, a mosaic sculpture for a local park. Yet it didn’t pay. He’d seen the contract, he’d done the sums: once the costs were taken out—the tiles, the grout—there wouldn’t be enough left over to cover Molly’s time in child care, let alone compensate for all Skye’s planning and labour. He was working long hours because somebody had to; for their family, for the future, so she could muck around out here in the studio and not have to get a real job. The words were on the tip of his tongue, but he swallowed them down. This wasn’t the time to talk about it. Instead, he picked up Molly, who had come in and was clinging to her mother’s leg, glancing between them. ‘I’ll feed her,’ he said, striding out of the studio. ‘You just get ready.’
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  ‘Me have spoon?’ Molly asked, leaning forward in the highchair.


  ‘Not tonight, honey,’ Hamish said, attempting to manoeuvre some spaghetti into her mouth. ‘Daddy’s in a hurry.’


  Molly pushed it away and pursed her lips. ‘No!’ she cried. They sat for a minute regarding each other. ‘Me have spoon please, Daddy?’ she asked again, reaching for it.


  Hamish sighed and handed it over. At twenty months she was old enough to be feeding herself, and at least she’d used her manners. His mobile rang in his jacket pocket, and he got up and went into the hallway to retrieve it. Ria’s number flashed on the screen.


  ‘I’m so nervous,’ she said, without greeting him. ‘How are you? Tell me that you’re relaxed and confident, that it’s in the bag.’


  ‘I’m relaxed and confident. It’s in the bag. But, uh, we may be a little late. Skye’s only just having a shower.’


  ‘HAMISH!’ Ria shrieked. ‘Don’t do this to me! I need you there. You have to charm them so I can win them over with the figures later.’


  ‘You can charm them yourself. You’re full of charm. You are charm personified. Besides,’ he added, ‘surely Darren can hold the fort until I get there? I’m sure he has lots of very interesting things to say about golf.’


  ‘Ha ha,’ Ria retorted. ‘You’re so mean about my boyfriend that anyone would think you were jealous.’


  ‘I was being serious!’ Hamish protested, smiling. He was glad Ria couldn’t see his face. ‘Darren is a very interesting man. Especially about golf. I’m sure he knows a lot about other subjects too.’


  ‘You just get there as quickly as you can,’ said Ria. ‘The first bottle I order is going on your expense account, and it’s going to be a good one. Darren loves Moët. The vintage sort.’


  Hamish went back to the kitchen still smiling, though not for long.


  ‘I finished, Daddy!’ called Molly, proudly showing him her empty bowl. Unfortunately, she hadn’t eaten it, just emptied the contents onto the floor. Spaghetti sauce was smeared across her face and through her hair; limp noodles dangled from one clenched fist.


  ‘Oh Molly,’ he said, automatically glancing at the clock on the oven. Ten minutes until Nell arrived and they had to leave. There wasn’t time to give Molly a bath. Hamish moved to scoop her up, then thought better of it and took off his shirt. As he lifted her out of the highchair more pasta fell from her lap and onto his shoes. He kicked it off and stepped around it, holding Molly in front of him at arm’s length so as not to get any sauce on his trousers. Nell would have to clean it up.


  Luckily Skye was still in the shower. ‘Are you nearly done?’ he asked, barging into their ensuite. ‘I need to put Molly in. She’s made a mess.’


  Skye was rinsing her hair and looked up in surprise, then pushed open the door. ‘Give her to me,’ she said. ‘I’m already wet. You go get her towel and her jammies, then make up her bottle.’


  Hamish handed Molly over in relief. She was still fully clothed, and he watched as Skye set the girl between her legs, then bent over to pull off her dress and her nappy. Molly gurgled happily and reached for Hamish’s razor on the floor of the shower.


  ‘Oh, no you don’t,’ said Skye, plucking it from her grasp and handing it, with the clothes, out to Hamish. She pulled the door shut again and reached for a face washer. Water ran down her breasts and across her belly; silvered her thighs and pooled in her navel. Hamish felt a sudden sharp stab of desire. Skye’s C-section scar was just barely visible, pink and vulnerable above the golden-brown hair between her legs. How long had it been since they’d last made love? Weeks, he thought, maybe even a month. Skye was always tired; she turned away from him when he reached for her in bed. That was normal, he reassured himself. Everyone said that it happened after kids, and to be honest there were a lot of nights like this one, when they were both tired and a bit pissed off . . .


  ‘Go on,’ Skye said as she finished washing Molly. ‘I thought you were worried that we were going to be late.’
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  By the time the entree plates were cleared, Hamish had relaxed. Ria had been charming, as predicted; the food and wine were excellent; the two potential investors were nodding and laughing, and one had taken a distinct shine to Skye. She hadn’t said much, but that was appropriate—he and Ria needed to do most of the talking, and Darren had also been suitably mute. Skye looked gorgeous, and that was the main thing. As she got up from the table to go to the bathroom Hamish watched her with a warm glow of champagne and impending success, and thought how motherhood had improved her body, had smudged its edges. Her gymnast’s muscles had been impressive, but he liked her this way: softer, rounder. Less intimidating, somehow.


  When the main course arrived, however, she still hadn’t returned. Hamish picked up his cutlery without noticing, caught up in his conversation with the middle-aged man across the table from him. It was Ria who leaned over and asked if they should wait, indicating Skye’s empty chair. He glanced at it, surprised. Skye had got up—what, ten, fifteen minutes ago? She should be back by now. Hamish hoped she wasn’t sick.


  ‘No start, start,’ he’d urged the table, cutting into his own meat to set an example. ‘Skye won’t be long.’


  Ria dutifully picked up her fork, then put it down. ‘I’ll just check, shall I?’ she said brightly, rising from her seat. ‘You continue.’


  She was back only moments later, Skye trailing behind her, pushing something into her handbag. ‘Sorry,’ Skye whispered as she sat down beside him, then turned to Darren and made a great show of asking him what his handicap was. Three seats away, Ria raised one perfectly shaped eyebrow at Hamish, then gaily invited their guests to choose the next bottle of wine.


  It had been a clever gambit, Hamish thought as he studied the bill two hours later, but an expensive one. Ria was seeing their guests off in a taxi while Skye and Darren waited for the next one in the foyer, no longer chatting. He called Ria over as soon as she came back into the restaurant.


  ‘I can’t put all of this on my card,’ he hissed. ‘It’s too much—accounts will have a fit. Can we use yours as well?’


  ‘Sure,’ Ria said, extracting it from her purse. She looked over his shoulder and gave a low whistle. ‘Shit, no wonder that red went down so well. Two hundred and eighty dollars! They clearly think we’re people who can deliver.’


  ‘Or whom they can milk dry and then decline,’ said Hamish grimly. ‘God, they really better enter the hedge fund now.’


  ‘They will,’ she soothed. ‘You were great. We were great.’


  Hamish signed the credit card slip and put down the pen. ‘We were. Thank you. You’re good to work with, Ria. And thanks for rounding Skye up too. What was she doing?’


  ‘Drawing,’ Ria said. Hamish looked up, not understanding. ‘Drawing,’ she repeated. ‘Sketching, on some toilet paper. She was leaning on the bench in the ladies room, and all these other women were trying to do their lipstick or check their hair around her, and she was drawing.’


  ‘Ria!’ Darren shouted from near the door. ‘Taxi’s here. Let’s go. I’ve got to be up early tomorrow morning.’


  ‘He tees off at six,’ Ria sighed, pulling her coat around her.


  ‘Good luck with that,’ said Hamish.


  ‘And you,’ said Ria, as she walked away. ‘And you.’


  Their own cab took a further five minutes to arrive. Once they were safely inside, headed towards home, Hamish took Skye’s hand. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘I know these dinners are pretty boring, but I need you there. You can’t just disappear. It looks bad; it embarrasses me. I had to send Ria to find you.’


  Skye barely appeared to hear him. She had her bag open on her lap and was rummaging through it. ‘I had this incredible idea for the sculpture,’ she said, head down, hands sifting. ‘The commission. In the park. I’d been thinking it should have something to do with mothers and children, because that’s who’s always there—maybe a woman pushing her child on a swing? But that’s too predictable—and at the table it suddenly occurred to me.’ She looked up triumphantly, clutching a handful of toilet paper. ‘A reunion. Like Molly and me when she’s been at creche—how happy she is to see me, how happy I am to see her.’ She unfurled the paper across them both and Hamish flinched, shrinking back. He hoped it was clean. ‘Like this,’ Skye said, grasping the middle section and holding it up. ‘Their arms outstretched; their hands meeting—like an O, a circle, something without gaps. Finished. Complete.’


  Hamish made an effort, but in the darkness he couldn’t see anything clearly, just some squiggles on a loo roll. He suddenly felt terribly sad. It was the adrenalin draining away, he told himself, the wine catching up with him, the shock of the bill. God, he hoped those guys signed.


  The taxi pulled up outside their house and Skye went ahead while he paid the driver. When he followed her in he thought she’d be checking on Molly or removing her make-up, but instead she was changing—pulling off her evening dress, reaching for a tracksuit and her smock.


  ‘What are you doing?’ he said. ‘It’s after one.’


  ‘Going to the studio,’ Skye replied. ‘I have to get this down while it’s still fresh.’
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  Three years. Three years since Ben had left, thought Mary, gazing across the top paddock. The air shimmered and shifted with heat haze; cattle twitched unhappily under the only tree, their tails flicking in one another’s faces. By the late afternoon the dam would be shaded, and they would move down there, but for now they were marooned just like her, prisoners of the long summer hours. Mary shifted in her seat, sweat prickling behind her knees. That day three years ago had been just like this one—hot, with no promise of respite. The dam was down that year, and they’d had to pump water into it from a neighbour’s property to keep the cows alive. She could remember that clearly, but the events of that night were almost unbearable to recall: Ben arriving a stranger, his face distorted by rage; Kirra picking pottery shards out of the carpet, tears streaming down her face.


  Mary’s pulse accelerated and her chest tightened painfully. Deep breaths, she told herself. Think about something else. The loss of Ben was still too enormous to endure; she didn’t dare look it straight in the eye. Usually she could control the pain by simply turning off, by sitting and staring out at the land until the world fell away, but today something was different. She had woken that morning knowing immediately that it was the anniversary, and all day her thoughts had been as skittish and unmanageable as startled pigeons. She made another attempt to gather them, to subdue them, fixing her eyes on a fence line in the distance. For a moment she felt her mind relax, grow hazy, but then a car roared past and the spell was broken. A blue ute, she thought with a sudden jolt of hope, just like Ben’s. But that was ridiculous, wasn’t it? Ben had no need of a ute in the city. He’d have traded it in by now, bought something smaller, more practical.


  Mary got to her feet. This was hopeless, useless. Maybe, for once, what she needed to do was keep busy. She looked around the room, searching for inspiration. Frank had vacuumed yesterday, so there was no point cleaning again. She could start dinner, but the thought of cooking in this heat was intolerable, and she was never hungry anyway. Her gaze lit upon some Christmas cards tucked into the blind above the sink. Christmas. That’s right. It had been almost Christmas when she’d last seen Ben. There had been a tree in the corner of the room. She remembered, because its baubles had shook when he slammed the door. Had they put the tree up last year? She didn’t think so, though maybe Frank had for Kirra’s sake. At the thought of her daughter, Mary felt a stab of guilt. Last year she’d at least bought some presents for her. This year she had done nothing.


  As soon as Mary pushed open Kirra’s door, Spud jumped up from his place in the kitchen. Since the time he’d chewed some of her shoes as a puppy, Kirra had taken to closing her door while she was at school; Mary made a half-hearted attempt to shoo the dog away but then gave up. She would only be a few minutes, just long enough to look around and see what Kirra might need or like for Christmas. Mary glanced around the room. It was tidy, as she’d expected, but the posters on the wall had changed, and she didn’t recognise the new pair of boots in the corner. Spud leapt up onto the bed and settled himself against one of the pillows. Mary was too shaken to haul him off. How long had it been since she was last in here? She used to come and go from this room as if it were her own—folding washing, making the bed, giving in to her small daughter’s pleas for one last kiss before she went to sleep. Kirra made her own bed now, of course, but the goodnight kisses—who had stopped those? Mary couldn’t remember. Everything was grey.


  She turned to the wardrobe, festooned with posters of surfers and rock bands where once there had been gymnastics certificates and pictures of ponies. Bathers, she thought. She’d get Kirra some bathers—she was always in the pool or at training. But what size was she now? To find out, Mary pulled open Kirra’s drawers until she came across the right one, a pile of swimming costumes tangled with goggles and caps. As she reached for a purple pair, her fingers brushed against a bundle of paper. Without thinking, Mary pushed aside the bathers to see what it was. Letters, it looked like, tied together with a green hair ribbon. She recognised the ribbon as one Kirra had worn to school when she was in grade three; it had bounced in her curls as she swung on the gate each night waiting for Ben to come home.


  Ben. The letters were from Ben. Mary knew the handwriting on the envelopes even before she opened the top one and yanked out its contents. His sweet slanted script spilled down the pages she held in her trembling hand; he asked after Mary and signed off All my love. Her eyes flicked to the top right-hand corner of the first sheet. The letter was dated two weeks ago. Sorry to hear you haven’t been able to get onto email at school, it began. You should have kept up that IT class! She pawed her way back through the pile. Seven fat missives, the first dating from January 2011, less than a month after he had driven to Tatong to confront her. Mary’s mind raced. Letters, and emails too? All this time Kirra had been in contact with Ben, and she’d never once said a word.


  Spud jumped off the bed and ran from the room as quickly as his stubby legs could carry him, his tail beating frantically with joy. ‘Hello, boy,’ Mary heard Kirra greet him. ‘Where have you been?’


  Mary tried to push the letters back into their paper shrouds, but her fingers felt glued together, clumsy with shock.


  ‘Mum?’ Kirra was standing in the doorway, schoolbag still over one shoulder. ‘What are you doing?’


  Mary turned her back towards Kirra, quickly shoving the letters into the drawer and tucking the purple bathers around them. ‘You’re home early,’ she said, trying to sound unconcerned.


  ‘No, I’m not,’ said Kirra, stepping towards her. ‘It’s just that I don’t have training tonight.’


  Mary eased the drawer shut, but it was too late.


  ‘Mum, what are you doing?’ Kirra asked again, more urgently this time. She pushed past Mary and yanked the drawer open, then turned on her furiously. ‘You’ve been snooping! I can’t believe it. You’re never interested, you never ask me how I am, but then when I’m at school you come into my room and go through my things.’


  ‘I wasn’t!’ Mary said, stung. ‘I came in to see what size bathers you wore, so I could get you some for Christmas.’


  ‘You should already know!’ Kirra screamed. Behind her, Spud’s tail stopped wagging. ‘I’m your daughter, aren’t I? Remember that? And if you did, you’d also know that I don’t need any more bathers. Dad got me some a few weeks ago.’ She stormed towards Mary, eyes wet. ‘But you don’t know, do you? Or you don’t care. You just sit on that couch, staring into space. Dad and I might as well be invisible for all the notice you take of us.’


  ‘And if you cared you would have told me that you’d heard from Ben!’ Mary’s voice was shaking, her heart a bird in her throat. ‘Years I’ve worried about him, you know I have. Years! I wasn’t even sure if he was alive.’


  ‘Oh, he’s alive,’ Kirra said, her tone hard and hateful. ‘I’ve seen him twice, in Melbourne.’ She paused to enjoy the shock on Mary’s face. ‘You didn’t know that either, did you? And I didn’t tell you, because he made me promise not to. Why should I lie to him? You’ve already done enough of that.’


  Mary raised her hand and slapped Kirra across the face. The sound crackled in the hot air, sent Spud diving under the bed. Kirra put her fingers to her cheek, her mouth an O of surprise. When she spoke her words were so quiet that Mary had to strain to hear them.


  ‘I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want to lose him, don’t you see that? Especially seeing as I’d already lost you.’ She snatched up the purple bathers from the drawer and ran from the room. Mary heard her sobs fading as Kirra slammed the front door behind her.


  There was no point going after her, she told herself. Kirra was angry; she needed time to calm down, but she’d be back. She was still only fifteen, after all. Where was she going to go? Yet as the shadows lengthened across the paddocks and the cows moved from under the tree to drink at the dam she grew worried. Should she tell Frank? But he was working and she didn’t want to bother him; didn’t, if she was honest, want him to know what had happened. Her palm throbbed. She’d never so much as spanked Kirra before. And how could she blame the girl, if Ben had made her promise? She’d have given her word too. She would promise anything to have things back the way they’d been.


  An hour later Mary could bear it no longer. She’d checked all around the property, even in Kirra’s old cubby; she’d rung one of her daughter’s school friends to ask if Kirra was there. She wasn’t, and the conversation had been awkward, strained, Gabrielle’s disapproving silence hanging heavy on the line. At five o’clock Mary snatched up the car keys. She hadn’t driven for almost a year; it was possible her licence had lapsed, but that didn’t matter—all that mattered was finding Kirra and apologising to her, bringing her home.


  She was out of the driveway and onto the road to Benalla before she even realised that she knew where she was heading. It was a long way to cycle, but Kirra was fit. She’d done it before. When she got there Mary parked the car and hurried through the entrance, ignoring the woman behind the desk who called out to her that she had to pay. For a second Mary thought the pool was empty and her breath caught, but then Kirra emerged from a tumble turn, her brown arms slicing through the water. Mary sat down in the stands, watching as her daughter stroked through a length, turned, and began another. She would wait until Kirra was finished. She would wait all night if she had to.


  31


  From a distance, the Christmas decorations on the museum looked like some sort of tropical fungus, thought Arran. A tinsel-based mould, maybe, originating from the festive excesses of Federation Square, spreading its tendrils all over the city, entombing buildings, clogging tramlines . . . The idea made him smile. Lots of things did these days. He checked his watch. One thirty. He’d made good time from the office, but then the roads were always quiet on Christmas Eve, most people having knocked off at midday and rushed away for some last-minute shopping or an early drink.


  A shout went up from the lawn at the far end of the building. Arran peered across the gardens flanking the museum, through the trees green as traffic lights. Yes, that was Ben’s group. He could see Ben himself, standing beside a rubbish bin that was substituting for stumps, umpiring an impromptu cricket game. The enormous multicoloured cube of the Children’s Gallery hovered behind him, framing the scene, its vivid panels as enticing as an advent calendar or a freshly wrapped present.


  That reminded him . . . Arran reached into his pocket. The package was still there. He’d have to give it to Zia privately, away from the group, so it didn’t look like favouritism. He didn’t favour Zia, he told himself, it was just that Zia had less than the other boys he’d since introduced to the drop-in centre. He was looking forward to seeing all of them, to hearing how they were and their plans for the summer, but it was Zia he had met first, Zia who had needed the most from him, Zia whom he still thought of frequently, wondering how he was doing.


  Ben spotted him approaching and left the game, an arm raised in welcome. Arran jogged the last twenty metres and pulled him into a bear hug.


  ‘Whoa!’ said Ben, fighting his way out. ‘Good to see you too. Thanks for coming.’


  ‘Sorry I wasn’t here to cook the sausages,’ said Arran.


  ‘There’s still some burnt ones left, I think, but you better be quick. Plenty of salad though.’


  ‘Funny, that,’ said Arran, smiling. ‘I don’t know why you bother providing salad for a group of teenage boys. Meat, bread and Coke—that’s all they want.’


  ‘I live in hope,’ said Ben as they walked back to the game. Arran studied him covertly. It was getting on for two years since they’d been to Syria together, and they’d caught up every few months since then, but the closeness he’d felt to Ben on that trip had never really been repeated. Had it even been real, Arran wondered, or was it simply brought on by their circumstances, by sharing a common mission, working together in a foreign land? Yet it had seemed genuine, had felt true, somehow. A month or so after they’d got back, Nell had even talked about getting Ben involved with their family again—Ben’s family too, Arran reminded himself—but as far as Arran knew nothing had come of it. Ben was friendly enough, but there was a distance to him, a sadness. Arran had never seen him laugh again like he had that day in the courtyard of the Grand Mosque.


  ‘What are you doing for Christmas?’ he asked casually.


  Ben shrugged. ‘Nothing much. Getting organised for the camps. They start early January.’


  ‘Cheat! CHEAT!’ A cry went up from the cricket game, twelve aggrieved faces turning towards Ben. ‘Sanjeev’s out,’ insisted one of them. ‘He says he’s not, but he is.’


  ‘Are you out?’ Ben asked Sanjeev, who was standing nonchalantly in front of the rubbish-bin stumps, preparing to bat again.


  ‘No way,’ he replied. ‘They missed by a mile.’


  ‘Did not!’ cried a boy in slips, sweat-streaked and angry. ‘We got you fair and square.’


  Ben held up his hands. ‘San, you’ve been in for a while now—how about someone else has a go? You can bowl,’ he added to pacify the boy. ‘Now, who hasn’t had a shot?’ he asked, looking around. ‘Zia, what about you?’


  Zia stood up from the grass on the sidelines of the pitch, haphazardly defined by jumpers and drink bottles waving shyly when he spotted Arran. He seemed to have grown at least half a foot since Arran had last seen him, and his upper lip was smudged as if someone had doodled on it in charcoal. How long had it been? Arran wondered. September, maybe, August at the most. He almost didn’t recognise him.


  Zia took the place of the reluctant Sanjeev and watched as the ball was bowled, eyes fierce with concentration. As it came towards him he lifted his bat over his shoulders, nearly knocking over the rubbish bin, then swung at it wildly, arms outstretched.


  ‘Zia!’ Ben called out, laughing. ‘It’s cricket, not baseball.’


  The ball hit the bin with a thump and Zia put down the bat and smiled.


  ‘Do you want to have another go?’ asked Ben.


  Zia shook his head. ‘Let Farid. He’s been waiting for ages. I’d rather talk to Arran.’ He ambled over as his younger brother hurried to replace him.


  Arran held out his hand. ‘Good to see you,’ he said. ‘Great that Farid’s here too. How long’s he been coming?’


  ‘Just this term,’ Zia said. ‘He likes it. He makes Ben bowl to him on the basketball court whenever he can.’


  Arran chuckled. ‘And Ben would, too. Farid’s always been nuts about cricket, hasn’t he?’ They watched as the boy struck a delivery smartly, sending the ball skipping along the grass towards the Children’s Gallery.


  ‘Four!’ Ben yelled.


  ‘He has,’ Zia said, settling himself back on the ground. Arran sat down beside him. ‘I’m getting better at the Aussie Rules though. I’m going to try for the school team next year.’


  ‘That’s great,’ Arran said warmly. ‘You’ll really be one of us then, won’t you?’ He reached into his pocket. ‘Hey, I brought you something for Christmas. I didn’t know Farid was here, or I would have got him a present too.’


  Zia opened the small parcel quickly, then turned the gift over in his hands. ‘It’s a phone,’ he said. ‘Thank you, but I can’t—’


  ‘It’s prepaid,’ Arran interrupted. ‘I know you can’t afford it—that’s why I got it. All the other kids seem to have one, and now your English is so much better . . . It’s so you can ring your friends without your father complaining, or call your mother occasionally, instead of having to wait for her to call you. I can help you put the numbers in it, if you like. There’s twenty dollars’ credit a month, right through until next Christmas. It’s not much, but . . .’


  ‘Thank you, Arran.’ Zia dipped his upper body briefly in gratitude. ‘Could I call Habib?’


  The question surprised Arran. Why hadn’t he thought of that? ‘Probably not,’ he said. ‘It would use up all your credit. But he could call you, maybe, if he had access to a phone.’ Arran titled his head back and gazed up at the blue sky, with a few white clouds drifting across. Somewhere in Syria, Habib must be spending his days under a similar sky. ‘I wanted to ask you about Habib,’ he went on. ‘Is there any news? Have you heard from him lately?’


  ‘A few letters, when he can. I don’t think he can ring. Maybe he doesn’t know the number.’ Zia fiddled with a shoelace. ‘It’s a long process, isn’t it? Like the application for the visa. Everyone keeps telling us to be patient. Mainly people who don’t have to wait for anything.’


  ‘And Iman?’


  Zia’s face clouded. ‘Nothing. Not since he and Habib separated in Turkey, but that’s years and years ago.’ He was silent for a moment, then looked up. ‘My father has a good job now though. A better job,’ he amended. ‘He is in an office, not the supermarket. He says people are nicer to work with than boxes.’


  Arran smiled. ‘That’s great news! So he’s home in the evenings? You must be pleased about that.’


  ‘I am, yes.’ Zia nodded allowing himself a small smile. ‘Farid is too. We didn’t like being alone overnight. I had to call you once, do you remember?’


  ‘I do. That was a tough time for you. And what about your mum?’ He shouldn’t be doing this at a picnic, Arran realised. He should have called on the Vasseghis, made a proper appointment, not ambushed Zia when he was meant to be having fun. He might as well have brought a clipboard with him.


  ‘She is better.’ Zia was plucking at his shoes again. ‘A little. She gets up now most days. She talks to us when we visit. She looks at Farid’s pictures.’


  ‘She’s not back at home though?’ May as well finish what he’d started.


  ‘No. Not yet. It would be too lonely during the day, when we are all out. She is better with the women. They do weaving together. Termeh, kilims—cloth, prayer rugs. It’s good for her.’ Zia shrugged and stretched his hands out in front of him. ‘Having Habib and Iman back would also be good for her.’


  Arran mumbled his agreement.


  ‘She comes over for dinner twice a week,’ Zia went on. ‘I cook. I’m a much better cook now. I haven’t burned myself in ages.’ He grinned suddenly, white teeth gleaming against his dark skin, and Arran thought how handsome he was becoming. Were the girls at school getting interested? He wondered what Mrs Vasseghi would think about that.


  ‘What are you doing over the holidays?’ he asked. ‘Are you going on one of Ben’s camps? They sound like fun.’


  ‘No. I have to be home for Farid, while my father is at work.’


  ‘Farid could’ve gone too, you know. He’s old enough. He’d probably love it—all those outdoor activities.’


  Zia stared ahead at the cricket game. Farid was still in; he was tapping his bat impatiently as he waited for the bowler. ‘We don’t have the money. Baba gives us twenty dollars a week. I didn’t want to ask him for more.’


  ‘Zia, I could’ve helped,’ Arran said, frustrated. ‘The agency could have sponsored you—you and Farid. You should have asked me.’


  A cry went up and the kids sitting watching the game jumped to their feet and ran onto the pitch.


  ‘My team is into the field,’ Zia said and stood up.


  ‘Fielding,’ Arran corrected. ‘Hey—what about tomorrow? Do you have somewhere to go for Christmas Day? Why don’t you come to lunch with my family? Skye would love to see you again.’


  ‘I can’t,’ said Zia, moving away. ‘Baba has the day off. We are picking up Madar and going to the beach. Farid wants to swim.’ He held his new phone to his ear, turning back to Arran. ‘Please say hello to Miss Holt for me. Or maybe I’ll call her instead.’ He laughed and ran off, putting the phone carefully in his pocket. Arran lay back on the lawn smiling. The cheeky bugger.
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  Arran pushed open the door then took off his shoes, lining them up with the others on the porch. He’d been surprised and a little affronted when John first asked him to do that, but now he understood. It wasn’t like living in the squat. The terrace was lovely, and John took pride in it. He had bought and then renovated it all by himself.


  ‘Six and a half years,’ he’d told Arran on their first real date, at a Vietnamese restaurant on Victoria Street, almost shouting to be heard over the clamour from the kitchen. ‘I was always up a ladder, or on a scaffold—I started to feel like Michelangelo.’


  Arran had laughed, but later, when he saw it, he understood just how much love had gone into the house, how much time and effort and money. He’d never been asked to remove his shoes in any other place he’d lived, but then he’d never lived anywhere where the cornices were hand-painted, where the hall runner came from Iran, and not Ikea.


  As Arran came into the kitchen John was at the island bench, methodically laying out circles of pastry.


  ‘I thought we’d have gyoza tonight. Dumplings.’ He wiped his hands on a tea towel. ‘Something nice and simple while it’s just us, before all that heavy stuff tomorrow.’


  Arran leaned across and kissed him, astonished anew by all he had somehow tumbled into: John, John’s cooking, this house, their bed, his own toothbrush in a cup in the mosaic-tiled bathroom. These days, he never thought of Mark except to wish that he could see all this, where Arran lived now, how loved and happy he was—see it, and then have the door closed in his face.


  ‘That doesn’t look simple,’ Arran said, inspecting John’s preparations. ‘My idea of simple is ordering pizza.’


  John laughed. ‘These will taste far better, I promise. Plus the delivery boy’s much cuter.’


  The gyoza were good, light and yet filling, exactly the right consistency. Arran finished his meal and sat for a moment, suffused with contentment, then pushed his chair back from the table and began to clear the plates.


  ‘Leave them,’ John said, pouring himself a second glass of wine. ‘I want to talk to you.’


  Arran’s stomach sank. In his experience, this sort of statement never heralded good news. He sat back down.


  John picked up his glass and swirled it gently, the ruby liquid catching the light of the fading evening. ‘You love your niece, don’t you?’ he began uncertainly, gazing into the wine. ‘And that boy you were telling me about that you saw today. Zia.’


  Arran nodded. ‘Sure.’


  ‘You’re fabulous with my nephews too, you really are. They think you’re great.’


  ‘They’re good kids,’ Arran said simply. Where was this heading?


  John took another sip, then looked up. ‘How would you feel about having one of our own?’ he asked.


  The antique clock on the bookcase chimed, eight rich notes hanging in the dusk.


  ‘Are you serious?’ said Arran.


  ‘I’m not getting any younger. Next year I’ll be forty.’ John leaned back in his seat. His eyes were bright; as he lifted his glass again his hand trembled slightly. ‘I know we haven’t been together that long, but we’re good, aren’t we? It’s something I’ve always wanted, that I thought you might want too.’


  Arran swallowed. He wanted to reach across and hug John; he wanted to jump up on the table and dance a jig. ‘I do,’ he said instead. ‘I do. I adore Molly, but I always thought that’d be as close as I got. I don’t have the money for surrogacy, for a start, and now that there’s laws against it—’


  ‘We won’t need a surrogate. You know my friends, Mardi and Erica? You met them at the barbecue on Anzac Day. Mardi called in, last week, while you were at work. They want a baby too. They can’t use IVF—they’re looking for a donor.’


  ‘Just some sperm?’ Arran asked suspiciously.


  ‘No,’ John said, then conceded, ‘Well, yes, sperm, sure. They need that. But she said they’d be happy for us to be involved with the child, if there was one, that maybe we could share custody once it got past the breastfeeding stage, that kids need dads too, not just mums . . .’ He ran his hands through his hair. ‘Look, we’d have to nut it all out, of course, maybe get something legal drawn up. I’m not saying it’ll be easy—but they’re good people, Mardi and Erica, and they like you. Others have done it like this. Why not us?’


  A warmth went through Arran that was more than the afterglow of a good dinner and excellent wine, as filled with promise as the gold-streaked twilight beyond the dining room windows. He reached across the table and took John’s hands. ‘I’ve only got one question,’ he said, pausing for effect. ‘Mardi came around last week. Why’d you wait so long to tell me?’


  ‘I wanted it to be tonight,’ John said. ‘Silly, isn’t it? But it just felt right.’ He raised Arran’s hands to his mouth and kissed them gently, knuckles first, then the fingertips. ‘Merry Christmas, Arran,’ he murmured, his head bent. ‘Merry Christmas.’
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  ‘OK, Luca, your turn. What did you like most about today?’


  Ben poked at one of the logs on the fire, sending up a shower of sparks. The January air was warm, almost cloying. They didn’t need a campfire, but the kids had begged for it, for marshmallows to toast and potatoes wrapped in foil, for ghost stories told while they clutched each other and hunched their backs against the dark. Everything, he imagined, that they’d seen on TV or in the movies but had never experienced for themselves. How could he deny them? This was what the week was supposed to be about, after all. You couldn’t have a campfire on the eighteenth floor of a housing commission flat.


  ‘I liked the abseiling the best,’ Luca began, his face animated in the flickering light.


  ‘No way. You were shit scared!’


  ‘Daniel!’ Ben cautioned. ‘Enough with the language. And it’s Luca’s turn now. You’ve had yours.’


  ‘I was not scared!’ Luca protested. ‘I was just making sure that Sanjeev was all the way down before I had my go. That’s what Sally told us to do.’


  ‘You’re quite right, Luca,’ Sally said, leaning into the circle. ‘It is a bit scary at first though, isn’t it? Just that moment when you put all your weight on the rope, before it catches . . .’


  ‘Yeah,’ Luca conceded, glancing across at Daniel as if daring him to comment again. ‘And you don’t know if it’s going to hold you. I know you said it would, but you don’t know it will, if you get what I mean.’


  Sally nodded. ‘That’s why I love abseiling. It’s great when you’re doing it, but there’s always that moment of fear when you start. It’s the fear that makes it so exciting, I think.’


  All the kids were nodding, Ben noticed. Sally had been a real find. When he’d first had the idea of running some camps for his drop-in group over the summer it had been Arran who suggested he get some help; Arran who’d realised that an outdoor education student might do the job cheaply, for the experience, and would come with both skills and equipment Ben didn’t possess. Sally had been the first person to answer Ben’s ad in the student newspaper. She was two years into her degree, she’d told him over the phone. She could run rock climbing and abseiling, if that was any use. Ben hadn’t actually envisaged much more for the week than hiking and fishing, maybe a bit of canoeing if he could hire the boats. Yes, he’d said, sitting up at his desk and reaching for his pen. Yes, that would be very useful indeed. He’d hired Sally on the spot.


  So far, the abseiling had been the hit of the camp, and Ben was grateful to be able to offer it. Sally had brought more than that, though. As the only female in their group of nine—seven kids plus Ben and herself—she was a circuit breaker; she made them laugh at themselves when they were starting to get a bit competitive. It wasn’t a maternal thing—at twenty-one, she was too young and too pretty for that—but somehow she softened the group. If she wasn’t here now the boys would probably be standing around the fire seeing who could put it out quickest by pissing on it.


  And she supported Ben; she understood what he was trying to do and helped him to do it. This was the first camp he had run. It was just a pilot, really, with barely a handful of boys, but next week he and Sally would do it again with twelve kids instead of seven, and the week after that with twenty. Then, hopefully—with community interest, with funding, and as long as no one died—the camps could continue and grow. Maybe he could get some sort of regular program happening. Ben didn’t want to give up the drop-in work, but to really be effective he knew he needed more. More time with the kids, to listen and to talk with them; more opportunities to connect, rather than just distract them for three hours two afternoons a week. More scope, more possibilities. To get them out of the city, away from the concrete basketball court and the cigarettes they were starting to smoke when he wasn’t around; to show them that there was more to life, to Australia, than either had so far revealed to them. He’d never discussed it with her, but somehow he knew that Sally felt the same way. She got it. He’d seen her in action; she didn’t just want to teach the boys how to rock climb, she wanted to challenge them, confront them, make them think about what they were capable of. She was on his side.


  ‘Hey,’ she said now, glancing up at him across the fire. ‘You look tired. Why don’t you go to bed? I’ll make sure this lot do the same. They’re due anyway.’ She cocked her head in the direction of Daniel, eyes closed as he leaned against Sanjeev, a silvery thread of saliva inching its way towards his chest.


  ‘Thanks,’ Ben said, standing up and stretching. ‘Are you sure? Don’t let them give you any trouble.’


  ‘They won’t.’ She smiled. ‘They know who’s going to be holding their ropes tomorrow—and fastening their harnesses.’


  Ben laughed and headed towards his tent. Once inside, though, he changed his mind. The nylon had baked all day beneath the summer sun; it was too stuffy to sleep. He pulled off his t-shirt, grabbed a towel and walked down to the lake.


  The cool water enveloped his ankles, slid silkily against his calves. Ben stood there for a moment, enjoying the sensation, then pushed off and dived out into the darkness. He opened his eyes under the water and he surfaced to a sky full of stars, the shore behind him barely a shadow. The boys would like this, he thought; he should bring them down tomorrow night, after dinner . . . Then he immediately changed his mind. It was a stupid idea. They’d start mucking around, ducking each other. He’d lose them in the inky depths in the first five minutes. Ben sighed and rolled onto his back. There was so much that the small group needed from him: attention, forethought, his mind always on their safety and well-being, even though theirs rarely was. They needed instruction and limits and a role model, but also a friend, a listening ear, someone to test themselves with and against. It was exhausting, but that’s why he’d done it, wasn’t it? For the kids, definitely, to make an impact on their lives, but also to relieve the loneliness of his own. They were his family now, Sanjeev and Luca and Zia and the rest; they were the ones who smiled when they saw him coming, who moved over and made a place for him when he sat down to eat.


  The lake lapped around him, washing away the sweat of the day. Ben felt his limbs relaxing, floating, weightless and drowsy . . . Then suddenly there was a small splash and Sally’s blonde head appeared beside him, wet hair slicked back.


  ‘Hi,’ she said. ‘Sorry—I didn’t mean to frighten you. It’s such a gorgeous night I couldn’t bear to go to bed, so I went for a walk. Then I saw your towel on the sand . . .’


  ‘I was going to go in soon anyway,’ said Ben, treading water. ‘Are the boys all in their tents?’


  ‘Yep. They’ll be asleep too. They’re shattered.’


  ‘It was a great day,’ Ben said. ‘Daniel’s face when he finished that first climb—and Luca at the top of the cliff, hanging on to his rope for dear life . . . You did well.’


  ‘Thanks,’ said Sally. Her bobbing shoulders were bare. Ben found himself wondering if she had any bathers on. ‘I love it—they think they can’t do it, and then they’re so thrilled when they can.’ A silence fell between them. Two cockatoos flew across the lake, wings almost touching. ‘It’s nice out here, isn’t it?’ Sally said. ‘Peaceful.’


  ‘It is,’ said Ben, ‘but I’ve got to get back. Early start tomorrow. Coming?’


  They began breast-stroking side by side towards the shore until Sally called out ‘Race you’ and pulled away.


  Her tanned legs looked pale in the water, caught the light from the moon above them. Ben switched to freestyle and made it to the shallows just a touch ahead of her.


  ‘Cheat!’ she teased, wringing water from her ponytail. Then she stood up, completely naked.


  ‘Oh, Sal,’ Ben said. ‘Oh, I don’t know . . .’ But his cock was hard, and he couldn’t think. Why not? a voice inside his head demanded. Why shouldn’t you?


  Sally moved closer, her skin glistening. Ben watched, mesmerised, as a drop of water slid down her neck and around the curve of one breast. Her nipples were small and dark, and sat up as if begging to be touched.


  ‘We’ve got to be together for the next three weeks,’ he tried again, though his voice sounded strained.


  ‘I know,’ she said. ‘That’s the idea.’ She pressed herself against him and lifted her mouth, lips still cool from the water. Ben fought against it for a second, then let himself go under. Her tongue found his teeth, found his own tongue; her breath was warm and sweet and urgent. She tasted good, but different. He hadn’t kissed anyone since Skye, he realised, then tried to push the thought from his head. Sally’s hands were on his shoulders, his back, were tugging at his shorts. She eased them down as his hands cupped her breasts, then dropped to the sand to smooth out his towel.


  ‘Come here,’ she said, lying back, eyes closed. In the half-light her body was all shadows and planes arched invitingly towards him. Ben lowered himself onto her, dropped his head to kiss her breasts, but she pulled at him impatiently, her hand on his cock. ‘Now,’ she hissed against his ear. ‘Fuck me, Ben.’


  He’d tried, he thought later, he really had. And he’d wanted to, at least initially. But it hadn’t helped that he’d noticed that the hair between her legs was exactly two shades darker than that on her head, just like Skye, or that in her hurry to guide him inside her, the nail on her little finger had snagged against his scrotum. Even so he’d recovered, had kept his erection, had felt her hips lift and open for him, had begun to thrust . . . After the first few minutes, though, he knew it was no use. She was too wet, too slippery, awash with the lake and her own arousal. There was no friction, no purchase. She wasn’t Skye. He drove himself into her over and over while she moaned and writhed beneath him, her arms locked around his neck. After a while she shuddered and called out, so he did the same, withdrawing and tucking himself back into his shorts before she could see he was still erect. Sally had wanted to kiss and cuddle, so he lay with her for what he hoped was a suitable interval, then crept back to his tent. If she suspected anything she wasn’t game to ask.


  The air in the tent was still muggy, but Ben was too despondent to care. He lay down on top of his bed and willed himself to go to sleep, but his head throbbed. His penis, too. With a groan, he reached beneath his shorts and began to stroke it, gently at first, then harder and harder. Without intending to, he thought of Skye, imagined her hands on him, her mouth, her warm familiar body lying alongside his, holding him as he shook and wept. Stop, he told himself, trying to empty his mind, trying to think instead of Sally, but it was no use. When he was done he felt disgusted with himself, demoralised and depressed. He pulled off the sticky shorts and thrust them deep into his pack, not wanting to have to see them in the morning, then lay back once more. There’d been some release, but still he couldn’t sleep. His mind was buzzing now with images of Skye, real and imagined. Skye by the creek, where he’d first kissed her after rescuing Jess; Skye laughing with Arran in the kitchen of Nell’s house; Skye in her studio, bent over a mosaic; Skye cradling Molly; Skye in bed with Hamish. Husband, daughter, family, work. What didn’t Skye have? How fucking perfect her life was, Ben thought, clutching at his sleeping bag, how bloody happy she must be while he lay by himself in a tent. If he died during the night his own mother wouldn’t even know where he was.


  His own mother. Mary. He rarely thought of her, had trained his mind to keep that door firmly closed, but all of a sudden he ached with loss. He missed her and his father and Kirra and Tatong. He couldn’t even remember why he’d left them now. Or rather, he remembered, but the knowledge didn’t stir a white-hot anger in him as it had once done, just ash and cinders and a relentless sting. He was alone. He was completely alone.
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  Skye shifted on her back and tried to focus. Hamish was on top of her, inside her, his skin slick with sweat, his stomach slapping against hers. She found herself hating the sound, and wondered why she’d never noticed it before. Did they edit it out in porn films? She wasn’t sure, but then she hadn’t seen many. Hadn’t wanted to, hadn’t needed to, had never understood how something so sham and staged could be any sort of substitute for the real thing.


  Yet that was what she was doing now, wasn’t it? Faking, pretending. She was no different to any of those actresses, she thought, obediently bucking and heaving with a smile plastered to her face. Hamish had left the light on in the ensuite when he came to bed, and Skye gazed over his shoulder around their room, at the drapes, at her bedside table, at the framed wedding photos on the tallboy. It all felt foreign, alien, nothing to do with her. How had she got here?


  All she’d really wanted to do was go to sleep. Though Molly would be two next month she often woke during the night, so Skye did as well. Yet it was more than that, she realised as Hamish laboured on above her. She’d wanted to go to sleep, yes, but what she’d most desired was to be left alone. Instead Hamish had followed her into the bedroom barely five minutes after she’d said goodnight. She’d made a show of stretching and yawning, but still he stroked her hair and kissed her ear, so she’d put her book down, reluctantly, after marking her place. She’d been enjoying that book, an art text that Nell had loaned her. It was giving her ideas. They came crowding back into her mind again, vivid and inviting, and she strived to push them away and focus instead on the body pressing down on hers. And it was a lovely body, there was no doubt about it. Though Hamish was working long hours in the office he still did some personal training, and his shoulders were broad and muscular, his torso tapered to a narrow waist, a flat stomach. Skye remembered the first time she’d seen him bare-chested, when she’d come across him leading a weights session on a hot day not long after she’d started working at the gym. The air in the room was humid and thick and he’d stripped off his singlet. She was walking past on the way to her own class, but she’d stopped in the doorway, forgetting what she was doing, rendered liquid by desire. She clutched at the moment again now, its details still vivid: the sweat on her back, the pool of heat between her legs; the knowledge that she’d fuck him later, after the clients had gone home and the building was silent and dark, that he’d fuck her and she’d shudder and pull him against her until she got what she wanted, until they both did, until they lay there panting and spent.


  The memory worked. Desire flared within her and she tightened her arms around Hamish’s neck, urging him on. She closed her eyes, fell back into the moment, then felt him reach for her hair. His hands coiled in it as he kissed her, harder now. For a moment it was pleasurable. Hamish’s fingers caressed her ears and her nape, made a study of her skull—but then he pulled down hard. Skye flinched at the sudden sharp sting in her scalp. Hamish tugged again, this time as he thrust into her.


  ‘Ow!’ she cried. ‘That hurts.’ She struggled to push him away, but he was holding her in place by her hair.


  Hamish stared down at her, his eyes only inches from her own. ‘You used to enjoy that. You used to like lots of things, Skye. But now you don’t really want me touching you, do you?’


  She lay breathing heavily, pinned by his weight and those hands in her hair. He was angry, but why? Could he tell that she hadn’t wanted to sleep with him, that her mind was elsewhere? Did he somehow know that when it all got too much she shut herself off and thought of nothing or her art or, if she dared risk the pain, of Ben?


  ‘I’m just tired,’ she said.


  ‘You’re always tired. You’ve got to stop getting up to Molly. She needs to learn to settle herself.’ He loosened his grip on her hair, but didn’t let go.


  Skye stared into the gloom and began to count. One thrust, two, three . . . she knew from experience that by thirty it would all be over.
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  A fortnight later she was preparing for bed when she heard Hamish returning from yet another work dinner. Thankfully, spouses hadn’t been invited to this one, and Skye had taken the opportunity to spend the evening in her studio. She was escaping there more and more often, it seemed, but then the commission was due in just two months, and it was such a big job . . . The baby monitor at her side had remained blessedly quiet and she had worked on into the small hours. Now Ria was honking a goodbye and Skye could hear Hamish’s footsteps coming up the drive, his key in the door. As he fumbled with the lock she quickly pulled off her clothes and slipped into bed, pretending to be asleep.


  He was drunk. He must have been, it took him so long to remove his shoes, to find the bathroom in the dark. When he finally lay down beside her his breath was rank with spirits. Whisky, she guessed. Not something he usually went for, but then who knew what he’d drink to keep a client company, or given the mood he’d been in lately? Recently it seemed that Hamish had either been tense and moody, snapping at her for the tiniest things, or conversely unaccountably clingy, following her around when they were at home together, always wanting her by his side. Skye stayed as still as she could, kept her breathing regular. Everything was quiet, Hamish motionless, and she found herself slipping towards sleep. Then his hand was on her hip, pulling her closer. A memory came to her of the two of them in bed together a month or so ago. Hamish had wanted to go down on her, but as his mouth moved between her thighs she’d pushed him away and tried to close her legs. All of a sudden she couldn’t bear to have him so close to her, his breath warm on her most intimate places. Hamish had persisted, though. He probably thought she was playing games, trying to tease him. She’d ended up lying there helplessly, nails pushed hard into his back to stop herself from screaming. Perhaps he’d mistaken her grip for passion.


  Would he try to do that again? Bile rose in her throat, then fear. Hamish was a big man, strong and fit, and no doubt disinhibited by alcohol. If he wanted to screw her he would. Skye began to struggle, pushing against his arm. It closed more tightly around her. She kicked back with one leg, meeting his shin. Hamish’s hand moved from her hip to catch her thigh, pinning her against him. She felt his mouth on her neck, on her hair, then his voice in her ear.


  ‘Stop it,’ he slurred. ‘I just want to hold you. Can’t I even do that?’


  Her cheek was wet and Skye realised with horror that he was crying. She felt herself go limp and let him gather her body to his. They lay there in the dark, Hamish’s heart thudding madly against her back, his tears hot on her skin. Eventually he fell asleep, but Skye couldn’t. Was this what it had come to—her panicking if Hamish reached for her, him begging her to touch him? She felt sick—sick and guilty and sad. It was ruined, she thought; it was over. There was no point pretending anymore. It wasn’t Molly that was exhausting her—it was this, the constant strain of living with one man but thinking of another. She had to stop, stop all of it—put Hamish out of his misery, certainly, but banish the ghost of Ben too. To be in love with him was wrong, but so was hurting Hamish. She couldn’t be with either of them, she knew that now. Time to face up to it, to wipe the slate clean and make a new start. Molly, she thought suddenly, hearing her daughter cry out. The only thing she could take with her was Molly.
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  The next morning Skye waited until Hamish left for work before taking her phone from her bag. Cradling it in her hand, she started to dial, then changed her mind and carried it out to the studio instead. Molly probably wouldn’t understand what she was saying, but she didn’t want her daughter overhearing anyway, didn’t want her asking questions. The phone rang four times, five . . . Skye stared at the statue, her commission, taking shape in the centre of the room. Pick up, she willed, pick it up. Eventually Nell did.


  ‘Mum, it’s me,’ said Skye. ‘I need to move home.’
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  There wasn’t anywhere to put his hands. Zia took a deep breath, reached up and tried again. Pat, pat, pat to the left, just as Sally had told him; pat, pat, pat to the right. Nothing. Not a bump, not a protrusion, not even a crevice he could wedge his fingers into—just hard, hot rock, and the sun beating down on the back of his head. He tried not to panic. When Arran had talked his agency into donating the funds so that Zia and Farid could come away on the camp, Zia had been thrilled, but now he was beginning to wish he’d spent Easter at home instead. After ten minutes of clinging to the tiny ledge, his left leg had begun to shake. The climb stretched impossibly above him; the ground was too far below to stage a retreat. He was dreading the thought of the abseiling planned for the next day. Why the hell would anyone choose to walk backwards off a cliff?


  Tightening the rope attached to his harness, Zia took another deep breath and bent his knees. Maybe if he pushed up, hard, as if he was jumping, he could find a handhold, something to grab onto. An image of his father’s face flashed into his mind, dubious and alarmed. Baba hadn’t wanted him to attend the camp, had asked that he reconsider. Zia had ignored him, but now he understood. There wasn’t much point in escaping Iran only to perish here instead.


  ‘Zia! What are you doing down there? Having lunch?’


  Ben’s voice floated down to him, though it was Sally who was belaying. Zia ignored him. Easy for Ben to mock. He was safe at the top. He’d probably never even tried it.


  ‘Get a move on!’ Ben yelled. ‘I’ve got a phone call for you.’


  Zia glanced up. He could just make out Ben, far above him, peering over the edge and waving his mobile. Zia’s heart lurched. Was it his mother? She hadn’t wanted him or Farid to go on camp either, hated the thought of them being so far away. You could hardly blame her, really . . . His mind on his mother’s anxiety, Zia began to climb, his fingers miraculously finding purchase where moments before they had encountered only smooth stone.


  When he reached the top, Ben was talking into the phone, smiling and saying something about how lucky it was that there was reception out there. For a second Zia wondered if it had all been a ruse to get him moving, but then Ben silently handed it to him. At the same time Sally reached for Zia’s harness, began to undo the rope, but Ben motioned to her to stop.


  ‘Hello?’ said Zia. The line crackled.


  ‘Zia? Zia? Can you hear me?’ It was his father, his accent somehow heavier down the line than it seemed in person, his voice thickened and choked.


  ‘Yes, Baba,’ Zia said. ‘Is everything OK?’


  ‘Zia, we have just heard the news. Habib’s visa has been approved. He will be with us before the end of the month.’


  Zia sat down hard next to Sally, glad that he was still tethered to her. He felt dizzy, weightless. ‘Habib? Are you sure?’


  ‘It is true,’ replied his father formally. He was crying, Zia realised. That was why he sounded so different. Zia had never heard his father weep before. ‘Arran called us. He said he has known for a few days, but wanted to make sure it was true. He will book a flight for Habib.’


  ‘Is he OK?’ Zia asked. ‘Habib, I mean.’


  ‘He is fine. He is looking forward to coming to Australia. He says he will start his life again.’


  Zia looked over at Ben, who was watching him. Ben grinned and raised one thumb.


  ‘Does Madar know?’ He wished he was there with his parents; he wished he could embrace his mother and feel her hold him back.


  ‘Yes. I called her. I will go and see her after work. She was very happy. Can you put Farid to the phone?’


  ‘He’s in a different group, but I’ll tell him later, at dinner.’ Zia swallowed. His legs were shaking again, though from joy this time rather than terror. His legs were trembling. It had been a day for it. Noticing his tremor, Sally put her arm around him and squeezed his shoulder. It felt good. ‘Dad, I have to go,’ he said. ‘I’m still tied on, and someone else needs to use the rope. If you speak to Habib can you tell him I love him? It’s wonderful news.’


  ‘Yes,’ said his father simply, the word quivering with emotion. Zia hung up and shakily passed the phone back to Ben. For the first time since he’d reached the top he looked around, at the view. From up here you could see the whole of the Grampians and the surrounding country—mountains, trees, lakes, sky. You could probably even see to Melbourne, Zia thought. To Melbourne, across Australia, and all the way to Syria.


  ‘Do you want to go tell Farid?’ Ben asked. ‘His group’s down at the lake. I can drive you.’


  Zia looked up from unfastening his harness. ‘Yes,’ he said quickly. He was dying to tell Farid, to rejoice in the news, make it real by sharing it. ‘Don’t you have to be here, though?’


  ‘Nah,’ said Ben. ‘Sally’s got it under control. I just get in her way.’ She smiled, but didn’t look at him. It seemed to Zia that Sally didn’t like Ben as much as on the first camp they’d all been at last summer, though he had no idea why. He liked Ben. He thought he was great. ‘I should probably get back to camp anyway. Start dinner,’ Ben continued. He checked his watch. ‘Sal, if I send Brian up with the bus in about two hours does that give you enough time to get everyone through?’


  ‘Yep, fine,’ she said, then stood up and leaned over the edge of the rock face. ‘Rasheeda! Are you ready?’


  A nervous yes drifted up from the base of the climb. Zia was glad he wasn’t Rasheeda. Smiling, he hurried away from the cliff and back down the mountain after Ben.


  It took almost an hour to reach the main campsite at the lake. Zia stared unseeingly out of the window as they drove, rehearsing and anticipating breaking the news—how thrilled Farid would be, how they would celebrate together. Maybe they could go out to the airport to meet Habib. Their family didn’t have a car, but surely Arran would take them, or Ben? He and Farid could make a sign to hold up, but in Farsi because Habib wouldn’t know English yet . . .


  ‘You’re quiet,’ Ben said. ‘Happy?’


  Zia nodded. The news sat in his stomach like a big bowl of his mother’s khoresht, warming and filling him.


  ‘It is fabulous, isn’t it?’ Ben continued. ‘I was so pleased for you all when your father told me. That visa took a while, I guess because Habib’s not a dependant anymore. How long has it been since you last saw him?’


  Zia had to work it out. He counted back on his fingers, then looked over at Ben, surprised. ‘Seven. Seven years.’


  ‘It hasn’t felt that long?’


  ‘No.’ Zia paused. ‘It hasn’t. But it’s felt a lot longer at times too.’ His thoughts raced. In his mind he had always pictured Iman and Habib as they’d been when he last saw them in Shiraz. Teenagers, young men, Habib still at school. Yet he’d be grown now, he’d have a beard. The idea unnerved Zia somehow, made his brother a stranger. And he would be, really, wouldn’t he, after seven years apart, after living in a refugee camp?


  ‘Shari will be pleased to see you back early, anyway,’ said Ben, changing the subject. ‘She’s down at the lake too.’


  Zia blushed. Shari was Daniel’s younger sister and had just turned fourteen. He’d noticed her when she came to pick Daniel up from drop-in; he’d seen her noticing him. She had sat next to him at dinner on the first night of camp and they’d spoken for a bit. She was kind; she listened. She didn’t frighten him like girls his own age. ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about,’ he said, careful to keep a straight face.


  Ben laughed. ‘Oh Zia, how you’ve come on. You barely said boo when I first met you.’


  ‘I was too scared to open my mouth,’ Zia admitted. ‘Especially in the classroom, with everyone around. I thought they’d laugh at me.’ That daily fear; the knot in his stomach that had lasted five years. ‘Miss Holt didn’t, though,’ he went on. ‘She kept me behind after art one day. I thought I was in trouble, but she just wanted to ask about Iran. The mosque. One day I’ll go back there. She was nice, wasn’t she?’ he said to Ben.


  ‘Yes,’ said Ben. His smile had gone. ‘Yes, she was.’


  Farid was standing on the pontoon near the centre of the lake, surrounded by a group of boys all pushing and yelling. Water sparkled on his skin; his wet hair shone like spilled ink. As Zia ran from the car down to the shore a chant began: ‘One, two, three . . .’ Farid jumped high into the air, bending one leg and extending the other, landing with a splash that drenched his mates, who cheered.


  Zia waited for him to surface then called out above the din, ‘Farid, come here! I’ve got something to tell you!’


  ‘Good luck getting him off that,’ said Brian, one of the leaders, who was lying back on the sand keeping an eye on the group. ‘They’re having a blast.’


  ‘FARID! COME HERE!’ Zia shouted again, ignoring Brian. Reluctantly, his brother began to swim towards the bank. Zia waited until he was almost there, then couldn’t contain himself any longer. ‘Habib is coming! Baba just called!’ he exclaimed.


  Farid stood up and shook the water from his ears. ‘Coming here?’ he asked.


  ‘No, to Australia. His visa is through. Arran told Baba. He’ll arrive in a few weeks!’


  ‘That’s good,’ Farid said. ‘Madar will be pleased. What about Iman?’


  Zia scowled. ‘No news. Don’t you think I would have told you if there was?’


  Farid shrugged. ‘OK, keep your shirt on. I just asked.’ He turned and dived back into the lake, striking out for the pontoon again. Zia stared after him, fuming.


  ‘Hey,’ said Ben behind him. ‘Farid probably doesn’t even remember Habib all that well. He would have been, what—five, six?—when you left.’ Zia nodded and swiped at his eyes with his hand. ‘It’s not the same for him,’ Ben went on. ‘He’s practically grown up here. Why don’t you come and help me with dinner? You can tell me about Habib while I peel the potatoes.’


  It was a kind gesture and Zia appreciated it, but he shook his head without turning around. ‘I need to have a shower after rock climbing,’ he said. ‘I’ll come over later.’


  ‘OK. I’ll be at the barbecue if you want to talk to me.’


  But Zia didn’t want to talk to Ben, or to anyone else. He just wanted to be alone for a while, to absorb the events of the day. The shower was as good a place as any for him to think. Bloody Farid, he thought, ducking into his tent to grab his towel, more interested in doing bombs than hearing about his older brother.


  Something was beeping. Zia looked around, confused, before he remembered. His mobile, the one Arran had given him, which he’d stashed beneath his pillow to keep safe. There must be a message. He pulled it out and checked the screen. Two missed calls. The first was from his father, who had hung up without saying anything and must have then rung Ben’s phone instead; the second, twenty minutes after that, was from a number he didn’t recognise. He entered the voicemail code to hear the message. ‘Zia,’ his mother said. ‘Your father says Habib come Australia soon. I am so joy. Call me please.’ Zia put down the mobile, then picked it up and listened again. To his knowledge, his mother hadn’t used a phone since they’d left Iran, constrained first by her English and then her ever-deepening silence. He clicked back to the display and memorised the digits on the screen. Then, smiling, he began to dial.
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  Apply glue. Press down tile. Straighten or adjust as necessary. Repeat. Skye smiled to herself. This was the easy part—tiling the base of her sculpture—and she was getting into a rhythm. With a bit of luck she’d be finished in a few hours. She might even make it to the supermarket before Molly was due to be picked up from daycare. That would be nice—the simple luxury of pushing a trolley without her daughter inside it trying to snatch things off the shelves. She’d earned a break, she thought, starting a new line of the small cobalt squares. She had relished the challenge of the last few months, of creating her first three-dimensional piece, learning to work with the topography of the sculpture rather than the flat surfaces she was used to, but it was a relief to return for a while to something straightforward. Life had been complicated enough lately.


  When she had finished the row, Skye stretched out on the floor to give her back a break. The commissioned statue loomed above her—three figures initially rising as a single column, then separating, but remaining joined by the circle of their hands. At just over six foot it was by far the largest thing she’d ever done, and, she thought, the best. Nell had asked around among her artist friends and found someone to guide Skye through casting it in concrete and steel, but the rest of the work was hers alone. Thousands of tiny tesserae, flowing in swoops and whorls; all those individual pieces somehow creating something so whole.


  It had been the right decision to make the largest figure a man. Her original sketches had featured a mother and daughter—herself and Molly, perhaps—but as she tried to develop them they’d failed to come alive. After a while she understood why. Mothers were always being shown with children. It had been done too many times before; it was the subject, after all, of her own favourite sculpture, Michelangelo’s Pietà, and what was the point in trying to re-create that? For a week she had toyed with plans for a brand-new design, but then one evening she had chanced upon Hamish and Molly playing their door game on his return from work. Her idea wasn’t wrong, she’d realised, just the way she was envisaging it. She had gone straight to her studio and made a new set of sketches: a father greeting his children, a girl and a boy.


  As she’d looked over them the next day she knew that they worked. They were truer, somehow. Using three forms gave the piece added structural stability, but the statue, which she called Reunion, felt right on a more important level. Men, after all, were the ones most likely to be apart from their families, through their jobs or divorce. Skye sighed and stood up. Ironic, really, to have thought all that through, to have started work on the commission, and then to have moved out, just before it was finished. Ironic that her own daughter was no longer living with her father. But Molly was alright, she told herself. It hadn’t been a huge shift for her, surely? She’d only ever seen Hamish for half an hour or so every weekday, after he got in from work and before she went to bed, and she was still spending most of each weekend with him. They’d agreed on that, that he’d pick her up from Nell’s after lunch on Saturday, return her there before dinner on Sunday night, and so far there’d been no problems. Really, Molly seemed completely unperturbed by the arrangements.


  It was she and Nell who were struggling. Skye picked up the glue and bent once more to her task, the familiar ache in her back kicking in immediately. Of course Nell had said yes when Skye asked to move home. What else could she have done? Her mother wasn’t the type to turn her away, but did she regret it now? The last eight weeks had been difficult. Nell loved Skye and Molly, Skye knew that, and she’d sworn that she would welcome their company, but her modest house felt overcrowded with the three of them in it, and it wasn’t set up for a toddler. Molly was always pulling things out of cupboards or trying to open the bottle of bleach in the bathroom, even after Skye had asked Nell to store it somewhere higher. Once Molly had put her favourite doll to bed in the oven, which didn’t have a safety catch. Nell had turned it on that evening without checking inside, and Skye had spent the rest of the night alternately placating a hysterical Molly and trying to scrape molten pink plastic and charred acrylic hair off the element. Then there were Molly’s TV shows, which Nell disapproved of, and that time she’d once got into Nell’s studio, because Nell wasn’t in the habit of locking the door, and painted all over a half-completed canvas . . .


  Skye had sympathised with Nell over that one. Your studio was a sacred space, the place where you were most yourself. She was lucky that she’d kept hers, at least for now. The statue was so heavy it wasn’t as if she could move it somewhere else, and she didn’t want to be working on it at Nell’s anyway, didn’t want to introduce anything else for them to argue about. Lucky, too, that when she’d screwed up the courage to call and ask him if she could have access to the studio two days a week while Molly was at creche and he was in the office, just until the commission was finished, he’d said yes. Of course, he’d told her wearily, it’s not like I’m using it. Then he’d hung up. She’d flinched and sat there staring at the receiver. It was the only contact they’d had since the terrible argument on the day she’d left two months ago; since she’d gutlessly begged Nell to ring him up and establish his schedule with Molly. Now she hid in her bedroom when he came to collect her. It was pathetic, yes, but she couldn’t bear to see the pain on his face, the way he looked at her. Twice! he’d yelled as she’d strapped Molly into the car seat on the day she moved out. What sort of bitch breaks someone’s heart twice?


  Jess stood up from her blanket in the corner and padded over to the door, waiting to be let out. She should take the dog for a walk, Skye thought guiltily. It couldn’t be much fun for Jess, spending almost all her days alone now, but she wanted to get as much done as she could before it was time to leave. The deadline for the statue was looming, and once that was met she could make some plans. She wasn’t being fair on anyone, she knew that—on Jess, whom she’d barely had time to pat; on Nell; on Hamish. For all their sakes she needed to make a new start—get her own studio, maybe find a flat for rent. The trouble was that it all cost money, and that was something she didn’t have. Nell only asked for her share of the bills, Hamish paid for the creche, yet still she was struggling. The final payment on the commission would help, but for how long? She’d have to look for a job. Skye daubed on some more glue and pushed the tiles down, hurrying now. Maybe something in a school again—the hours were good, which would be easier on Molly. When she got home tonight she’d have to check that grants website where she’d come across her artist-in-residence position . . .


  The studio door opened, and she jumped. It was Hamish, clutching his briefcase and looking pale. ‘Skye,’ he said. ‘I left work early—I’ve got a migraine. I saw your car outside and thought I’d better tell you I was here, so you didn’t get worried if you heard someone moving around the house.’


  ‘Thanks,’ said Skye, her heart still racing. ‘I appreciate it. Can I get you anything?’


  ‘No. There’s some Panadeine Forte in the bathroom from when I did my shoulder. I’m just going to take that and go to bed.’ Hamish turned to leave, but then he noticed the sculpture. ‘Is this the one for the park?’ he asked.


  ‘Yes,’ said Skye. ‘It’s nearly done. I’m just completing the base.’ She watched him study it. No one else had seen it yet, not even Nell or the committee that she’d had to submit her drawings to. For six months she’d worked on it alone. It was like being pregnant—the excitement, the worry, gradually growing something that you could imagine, but never definitively see. Now it was almost finished, and her pride made her want to talk about it. ‘It’s going to be installed in a fortnight, and on the Saturday after that there’s some sort of ceremony. The council are sending a truck to collect it, and a forklift. I just hope the driver knows what he’s doing. It’s really—’


  ‘It’s him,’ Hamish said flatly, cutting her off.


  ‘Who?’ Skye asked, confused.


  Hamish waved his arm at the tallest figure. ‘The man in the statue. It’s him. Ben.’


  ‘No, it’s not,’ said Skye. ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’


  ‘It is him,’ Hamish repeated. ‘They’ve got the same colour hair. He was in that photo that you showed me on the school website, the one of the mosaic being made. I remember noticing him because you’d said his name so many times, you were always talking about him . . .’ Hamish’s face flushed. ‘Right before you dumped me.’


  ‘Hamish, it’s brown tiles,’ Skye said in exasperation. ‘It could be anyone. That’s the point.’


  Hamish came closer to the sculpture, stretched out a hand to touch it. ‘The shape of the face is the same, the eyes . . .’. He swung back to Skye. ‘You’re seeing him, aren’t you? Is that why you moved out?’


  ‘No!’ Skye cried.


  ‘But it explains it, doesn’t it?’ he went on. ‘It would explain a lot. Why you pulled away every time I touched you, how you’d barely say anything at dinner, all those hours you were supposedly working while Molly was at daycare . . .’


  ‘No, you’re wrong!’ Skye protested. ‘I was working. I was working on this! What do you think, that I knocked it up one morning when I had nothing else on for the day?’


  ‘I don’t know what to think about you anymore,’ Hamish said. Outside, Jess barked, a short, reproachful sound. ‘So you swear you haven’t seen him since he left you, after those blood tests? Not once, ever? You can promise that, can you?’


  Skye couldn’t help it. She flushed, the blood rising up into her face at the sudden, unwanted memory of being in this exact place with Ben, the two of them naked on the couch—the couch that she’d had to move out of the studio afterwards because she couldn’t bear seeing it there, couldn’t bear the longing and the grief that it provoked in her.


  Hamish caught her hesitation and strode towards her. ‘You are seeing him! I bet you were screwing him before you even left—in my house, in my bed. Screwing him, but staying with me so I could pay for all this,’ he gestured wildly around the studio, at the statue, ‘because he couldn’t, could he? When did you see him? Every day? While Molly was having her nap? It must have been bloody inconvenient for the two of you once she started talking.’


  Skye shrank back behind her workbench. She had never seen him so angry, so out of control. Even when Molly was at her toddler worst Hamish had been unfailingly calm and gentle, could put her back in her cot for the sixth time in a night without once being tempted to slap her, like Skye was. ‘It’s not true,’ she sobbed. ‘I haven’t seen Ben for years.’


  ‘I bet. You slut. You’re not fit to be a mother.’


  At the accusation Skye saw red. Yes, she’d seen Ben, once, but she hadn’t given in, as much as she’d wanted to. Because it was wrong, yes, but also because Molly had needed her, because she had to look after Molly, so Molly could grow up with her own parents, her own father. Yet it hadn’t turned out like that, had it? She’d ended up leaving Hamish anyway, and the futility of it all was suddenly more than she could bear.


  ‘I’m not seeing Ben!’ she screamed. ‘I haven’t seen him, but I wish I had. And I’ve certainly been thinking about him, every single time you fucked me.’


  Hamish’s face contorted and he rushed at her bellowing, eyes ablaze. Skye saw his hands contract into fists, then at the last moment he seemed to change his mind and he struck the statue instead, shoving it, hard, so that it teetered on its base. Instinctively Skye leapt forward to catch it, trying to save all that work, but it was too heavy. Her legs buckled under its weight; it pitched in her arms like a drunken dance partner. She heard Hamish roar her name; saw him lurch towards her, arms outstretched, at the same moment as pain, swift and jagged, pinned her to the ground and turned the studio black.
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  The chatter from the nurses’ station was driving her crazy. Couldn’t they keep it down a little, show a bit of respect? This was a recovery room, not a nightclub. Nell was tempted to march over and tell them so, but she couldn’t bring herself to leave Skye’s side. Just say she woke up while Nell was gone? She wouldn’t know where she was, what had happened to her . . . Another gale of laughter swept through the ward, and Nell stiffened, turning back to her daughter.


  Skye didn’t look good. Her ash-blonde hair was hidden by a surgical cap; her insentient face was pale, drained. There was a bandage over her right eye, the skin around it already yellowing. Tubes snaked from her nose and the back of one hand. Nell reached for the other, squeezing it softly, but there was no response. She squeezed again, harder, then leaned forward and whispered Skye’s name, but still Skye’s eyes stayed closed. Wake up! Nell wanted to scream. Get out of here, go back to your life. But she couldn’t scream, she couldn’t even cry. She felt utterly powerless, hollowed out. Children take all of you, she thought. They unravel your heart.


  It wasn’t as if she hadn’t heard the phone ringing. She had, a few times that afternoon, but she’d been in her studio and couldn’t bring herself to put down her palette and go inside and answer it. Neither Skye nor Molly was home, after all, and these days she had so few opportunities to work undisturbed. When she finally came in to start dinner there were four messages on the answering machine. Carbonara, she’d decided, hitting the play button as she reached inside the fridge for eggs and cream. ‘Nell, there’s been an accident,’ Hamish’s voice keened, and she’d promptly dropped the items on the floor.


  They would still be there, the mess waiting for her when she finally returned home. Nell had grabbed her keys and driven straight to the hospital. Hamish had first called at almost three, when Skye had just gone into surgery. By the time Nell found him, sitting outside the operating room, his head in his hands, it was ten past six. The light outside was fading; as Nell had arrived, everyone else was going home. It was Skye’s kidneys, Hamish had told her. Somehow the statue she was working on had fallen on her, and the sheer weight of it had torn one kidney almost all the way through while grazing the other. The falling statue had also bruised her liver and spleen, broken some ribs and gashed her head, but it was the kidney tear that had put her in surgery. He didn’t know, he’d babbled—Skye had lost consciousness, probably because of the blow to her head when she’d been knocked to the concrete floor of the studio, and he’d thought that was her only injury. He’d called an ambulance, of course, but it wasn’t until her blood pressure plummeted on the way to the hospital that the paramedics had realised there was another problem. Then at Emergency they’d scanned her and rushed her straight up here, into theatre . . .


  ‘The statue?’ Nell had asked. ‘But I thought it was big—bigger than Skye, not the sort of thing that falls over.’


  A cleaner trudged past them pushing a mop and a bucket, leaving a trail of popping suds in his wake.


  ‘It is. Was,’ Hamish said. ‘I surprised her. I came into the studio while she was tiling the base. She wasn’t expecting me, and she must have jumped up and knocked it somehow. It all happened so quickly.’ He’d started to cry. ‘It’s my fault, it’s all my fault.’


  Nell had put her arms around him. She liked Hamish, she always had. He was considerate and caring; he’d been good to Skye. Yet something wasn’t right. She didn’t understand it, didn’t understand how such a large, heavy sculpture could just topple over, or what Hamish was doing there in the middle of the day . . . But then they’d wheeled Skye out of surgery and Hamish had been called away to speak with the surgeon while Nell began her vigil beside her daughter’s still body.


  Now Hamish was in the hallway, calling his mother, who had picked Molly up from daycare and was keeping her overnight. Nell bent over Skye again, willing her to wake up. This was the third time she’d done so in only four years: first following Skye’s collapse when she read the results of the blood test, then again after Molly’s traumatic arrival. It didn’t get easier. An image of Charlie came to her, just before he died. He’d ended up in a hospital bed too, like this one—not speaking, not seeing. Unlike Skye now, Charlie was conscious, but he hadn’t recognised Nell. A life together—two children, all their travels, that night he’d scrubbed her blood from the floor and they’d both wept for their loss—all that, and at the end he couldn’t tell her from the nurse who came to change his catheter. It was the dementia, his doctor had said, he wasn’t Charlie anymore; she shouldn’t take it personally. But how could she not? He still smelled like Charlie and slept like Charlie, mouth slightly agape, hair falling over his eyes. She remembered the shock of it, the absolute slap in the face: that he’d open those eyes and not know who she was.


  But that wasn’t going to happen to Skye, Nell reminded herself. She was going to be alright. The surgeon had said so. She had lost a lot of blood and the kidney was badly damaged, but he thought he’d saved it. Skye would have to stay in hospital for a while, then take things easy once she was discharged. It was lucky, really, that they were living together—this way Nell could look after her. Though that was something else Nell didn’t understand: the split; why Skye had come home. She had thought Skye was happy, was settled at last; she’d been surprised and upset to answer the phone and hear she had decided to leave Hamish. Nell had endeavoured to talk to her, to tell her that all marriages went through their rough patches, that she should go back and work on things for Molly’s sake, but Skye hadn’t wanted to listen. It had got to the stage where she stormed off to her room whenever the subject was raised. And she shouldn’t have kept on raising it, Nell told herself now, she should have been more patient, more understanding. Skye was her only daughter, after all, and she’d fought so hard for her, gone through so many tests and tears to conjure her into being. Nell remembered once more that night in the studio, her thighs slick and red—then the next cycle, the day they’d been told they had seven healthy embryos. Ben, she thought suddenly. It was two years since the night she had rung him and tried to bring him back into their lives. Ben had spoken with her, but he hadn’t made further contact since that time. Surely, though, he must have contacted his mother—his ‘other’ mother, as she’d come to think of the woman in Tatong who’d carried him, raised him, who’d loved him as she loved Skye and Arran. Nell hoped he had contacted her, anyway. To lose a child would be the worst thing in the world.
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  ‘Hamish, can I have a word?’ Dr Madigan hovered at the entrance to Skye’s room, clutching some files.


  ‘Sure,’ said Hamish uneasily. It wasn’t like her to ask—normally she just breezed in and started chatting as she stood by the bed, flicking through Skye’s chart. Today she closed the door behind her and pulled up a chair.


  ‘I was hoping I’d get to talk to you before I left. Skye too. How long’s she been asleep?’


  Hamish glanced over at his wife. Though her eyes were closed she was frowning slightly, as if supremely irritated by the whole business of being stuck in bed but too polite to say so. ‘As long as I’ve been here. Fifteen minutes, maybe? She sleeps a lot,’ he added.


  ‘I know,’ Dr Madigan said. ‘That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.’ She opened one of the files and began to riffle through it, eventually pulling out two sheets covered with numbers. Renal function tests, Hamish read upside down. Dr Madigan looked up and seemed to sigh a little. ‘Skye’s latest results weren’t great, I’m afraid.’ She paused and raised a tired hand to push back her dark hair, which was shot through with grey. ‘Actually, they were awful.’


  Hamish looked around the room before he replied. Cheap curtains, scuffed walls, a murky watercolour hanging in one corner. Skye had been here a week now, and the decor never failed to depress him. It was standard hospital issue, he imagined, but how could anyone get well in such a place? He had thought she would be home by now. ‘Awful?’ he said finally. ‘How awful?’


  ‘The kidney that was injured doesn’t seem to be recovering. It was damaged pretty badly, as you know, but she’s young, and her surgeon was fairly confident that everything would be OK.’ Dr Madigan’s eyes darted to the page in front of her, and she pushed her glasses up her nose. ‘That’s not what the figures are saying though. I can show you, if you like.’ She looked up, but Hamish shook his head, and she closed the folder again. ‘We think the problem is the preeclampsia Skye suffered during pregnancy. I had her records sent over from the Royal Women’s. She was pretty sick, wasn’t she? I see that her kidneys failed after your daughter was born; she was in the ICU.’


  ‘But she got better,’ Hamish said. ‘The doctors said she did. They wouldn’t have discharged her otherwise.’


  ‘She did,’ Dr Madigan agreed, ‘but we suspect that that episode compromised her kidneys, weakened them. Her test results never quite went back to normal, and usually that wouldn’t matter, but when something like this happens . . .’


  Skye stirred, and Hamish reached across and stroked her forehead. ‘Hey, Skye, can you wake up?’ he said. ‘Dr Madigan needs to talk to you.’ Her eyelids fluttered, then sank down again.


  Dr Madigan waited a moment before continuing. ‘Pre-existing renal abnormality complicates both injury and recovery. The blow to Skye’s kidney caused more damage than it normally would have because the kidney had already been impaired. It’s not healing well for the same reason.’


  Hamish barely heard her. He was concentrating on Skye, searching her inert face for any sign that she could hear him. ‘How much longer do you think it will take?’ he asked.


  ‘That’s what I’m trying to tell you,’ Dr Madigan said, her voice weary. ‘We don’t know if the kidney will recover. It’s not looking like it at this stage. Generally if you lose a kidney it’s not a problem—lots of people live healthy lives with only one—but Skye’s remaining kidney was also affected by the preeclampsia. It’s too much of a risk. If something goes wrong with that one she could get sick very quickly. She might even die.’


  Hamish was listening now. ‘So what will you do?’ he asked, turning to her.


  ‘There’s always dialysis if we have to, but at her stage of life, with a young child, that’s not ideal—she’d have to spend too much time in hospital, at least three sessions a week. I’ve talked about it with the consultant, and he thinks that in the long term her best bet would be a kidney transplant. They’re usually very successful these days—if it goes well, it would be as if all this had never happened.’


  But it had happened, thought Hamish. It had not only happened, it had been his fault, and he had hated himself for it every day since. How the hell had they ended up here? He thought of how Skye had looked at him when they’d first met, how she’d pulled him into the storage room or across his desk; he remembered the smile on her face when she came round from the C-section and he’d handed her Molly. She had loved him, he was sure of it, she’d loved him and wanted him every bit as much as he’d loved her, and then suddenly she had gone cold, she had moved out, she’d goaded him, and he’d reacted so terribly because he was already heartsick with the ache of losing her. What was the word Dr Madigan had used? Compromised. He had been compromised by loss, but it wasn’t an excuse and it couldn’t change what he had done.


  Dr Madigan misinterpreted his silence. ‘I know it’s a shock, but you shouldn’t be too worried. Kidney transplants are really quite straightforward these days.’ She leaned forward as if wanting to comfort him, but Hamish’s gaze had returned to Skye.


  ‘Is she in pain?’ he asked.


  ‘Not much,’ Dr Madigan said. ‘Mostly she’s just tired. Her body’s working hard. It’s exhausted. There’s no quality of life for her, and dialysis wouldn’t be much better. We’ll wait another week to be sure, but if that kidney does continue to fail it will have to come out, and I don’t intend to discharge her with the other one not being one hundred per cent.’


  ‘Could I give her one of mine?’ Hamish asked.


  ‘Possibly. It would depend on your blood type and some other factors, but it’s not hard to check. The usual protocol is to consider a few donors, and have you all tested at once—which we could do this week, while we wait. Would that be OK? And maybe I could give you some information for Skye’s family, in case they want to consider it?’


  Hamish nodded.


  ‘Good,’ said Dr Madigan. ‘I’ll go and get that now, before I leave.’


  Hamish waited until she had left the room, then stood up and moved to the head of Skye’s bed. Bending down, he kissed her gently on the forehead and whispered, ‘I’m sorry.’ She didn’t stir.
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  Hamish pushed open the front gate and walked down the path. He needed to see Molly—to bury his nose in her hair, feel her arms around his neck. It wasn’t his normal night to visit, but he didn’t think Nell would mind. Nothing about their lives was normal right now. Besides, he had to tell Nell what Dr Madigan had said about Skye’s results and the need for a donation; thank God he could still talk to her, that she hadn’t shut him out. It had taken him a few days, but when he’d finally screwed up the courage and explained what had happened in the studio Nell had cried, but she hadn’t turned on him, as he’d expected; she’d looked at him with sorrow, not hate. Thank God for Nell, he thought again, as he waited on the doorstep . . . and Ria too. Ria, who rang every day to fill him in on what was happening at work, who asked how he was, how Skye was, with concern in her voice, who seemed to know that one day he’d be ready to tell her what had happened, just not yet. Ria, who’d caused that strange bubble of delight when she’d mentioned during their conversation that morning that she’d ended things with Darren.


  ‘Hamish,’ Nell said as she opened the door. ‘Come in. Have you been at the hospital? I was just about to ring you and see if there was any news.’


  ‘Hi, Nell,’ he said, bending to kiss her cheek.


  ‘Daddy!’ Molly yelled, careening down the hallway. He scooped her up and held her tightly, her small heart thudding against his. She smelled of crayons and milk and for a moment he felt he could never bear to let her go.


  ‘Have you eaten dinner?’ Nell asked. ‘Arran’s here, with John. There’s plenty left.’


  Hamish swung Molly up onto his shoulders and followed Nell back along the hall to the kitchen, jouncing Molly up and down so that she giggled. ‘I’m not hungry, thanks,’ he said, raising a hand in greeting to Arran and John. ‘A beer would be good though.’


  Nell went to the fridge and he sat down at the table, Molly tumbling into his lap.


  ‘Nanna got me a new bear, Daddy,’ she said.


  ‘Did she? Why don’t you get him to show me?’


  Molly carefully lowered herself to the floor, then toddled off towards her bedroom.


  ‘I was just trying to make her smile,’ Nell said. ‘I took her into the hospital this morning, the poor little thing’s missing her mum so much, but Skye was so drowsy she could barely talk to her.’


  ‘When’s she getting out?’ John asked. ‘Perhaps we could have Molly to stay over one night, give you all a break.’ Hamish expected Arran to scoff at the idea, but he merely nodded and took another sip from his glass.


  ‘Not yet,’ Hamish said. His mouth was dry, and he took a grateful swig from his beer. He concentrated on speaking calmly. ‘Skye’s doctor thinks that she needs a new kidney. The one that got damaged probably isn’t going to come good, and the other one isn’t working properly because of how sick she was when she had Molly.’


  ‘A new kidney?’ asked Nell, staring at him in horror.


  ‘I’ve offered mine, but apparently I need to be tested first, to see if it’s compatible. Dr Madigan was wondering if any of you wanted to be tested as well.’


  ‘I will,’ said Arran, leaning across the table. ‘What have I got to do?’


  Hamish reached for the papers tucked inside his jacket, but before he could pull them out John put a hand on Arran’s arm and said, ‘Babe, they probably won’t let you.’


  Arran stared at him. ‘Why not?’


  ‘The hep B. You know. You’re not allowed to give blood, so I doubt anyone’s going to let you donate a kidney. Same with me.’


  ‘Fuck,’ Arran said, slumping back in his seat. For once Nell didn’t admonish him.


  ‘Can I do it?’ she asked, voice tremulous. In the harsh light of the single bulb above the table Hamish noticed that she looked old. There was a sag to her cheeks that he hadn’t seen before.


  ‘I don’t see why not,’ he replied. ‘Dr Madigan didn’t exclude anyone, just told me to talk to Skye’s family.’


  ‘What happens if she doesn’t get one?’ Arran said. John reached for his hand.


  ‘She can always go on a waiting list, and there’s dialysis, of course.’ Hamish didn’t mention the other thing Dr Madigan had told him, that dialysis was best to avoid, if possible, because it seemed to shorten the life of any subsequently transplanted kidney. Arran would be feeling bad enough without hearing that.


  ‘So how does it work?’ Nell asked. ‘Should I make an appointment with Skye’s doctor?’


  ‘No, it’s just a blood test to begin with,’ Hamish said, pulling out the forms. ‘I’ve got the referral. Any pathology centre can do it. But as soon as possible, Dr Madigan said. Can you go in tomorrow?’


  Molly reappeared in the doorway, a large golden teddy bear stuffed under one arm.


  ‘Bottle, Nanny!’ she demanded, looking at Nell. ‘I want a bottle! Hurry!’


  ‘Say please,’ Hamish said automatically.


  Nell sighed. ‘She’s too old, I know, but it’s been helping her settle without Skye here.’ She got to her feet, allowing Molly to drag her towards the fridge. ‘I should be able to go in the morning, after I take Molly to creche and before I visit Skye. Can you give me one of those slips?’


  Hamish handed it to her, watched as she tucked it into her pocket. ‘You’re not getting much of a break at the moment, are you?’


  ‘No,’ she said, and looked searchingly back at him. ‘And I’m guessing neither of us is getting much sleep.’
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  ‘Thanks for coming, Hamish,’ said Dr Madigan. ‘Please have a seat.’


  Hamish did as he was told, glancing around. He didn’t have a good feeling about this meeting. It all seemed too formal, too serious. For a start, there was another doctor present, a middle-aged man in a spotless white coat, and they were gathered in an office rather than around Skye’s bed. Not that that really mattered, he supposed—Skye had barely been conscious for the past week, and wouldn’t have been able to follow what they were saying.


  ‘Hamish, this is Dr Gow, our renal transplant physician,’ Dr Madigan said. ‘Dr Gow, this is Hamish, Skye’s husband, and her mother, Nell.’


  Dr Gow held out his hand. Nell shook it, struggling to contain the child on her lap, and added, ‘And this is Molly, Skye’s daughter.’ Molly reached across the desk for a silver letter opener, almost grasping it before Nell hauled her back. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘She’s got a cold. I couldn’t take her to daycare.’


  ‘That’s fine,’ Dr Gow said. ‘I know it’s a difficult time for you.’


  ‘So one of us can donate, right?’ asked Hamish. ‘That’s why you called us in?’


  The two doctors exchanged a brief glance. ‘Well, maybe, maybe not,’ Dr Gow said cautiously. ‘I’m not sure if Dee went into this with you, but there are three areas that we look at when considering potential donors: blood type, tissue type and crossmatching.’


  ‘I didn’t,’ Dr Madigan said apologetically, looking at Hamish. ‘I thought you already had enough to take in.’


  ‘Blood type’s fairly obvious,’ Dr Gow went on, ‘though having said that, while someone with blood type O can donate to anyone, a person with blood type A can only donate to a recipient with A or AB blood, and AB can only donate to AB. Then there’s the Rhesus factor, of course . . .’


  Hamish nodded, feeling just as he had on his first day of uni, confused and out of his depth. Beside him Molly sniffled, then wiped her nose on her sleeve. Nell delved in her bag for a handkerchief.


  ‘Next is tissue type,’ Dr Gow continued. ‘This is all about antigens, which are blood and tissue proteins. We look at six antigens when considering potential donors: a perfect result is when all six match between the donor and the recipient, which can occur within the general population but is far more likely from a family member. We can still do a transplant without getting that perfect match, but in the long term the recipient does better the more antigens they have in common with the donor. The kidney lasts longer; the patient needs lower doses of immunosuppressives, that sort of thing.’ He took a breath. ‘And finally there’s also crossmatching, which is where donor and recipient cells and serum are mixed in an attempt to predict whether the transplant will be rejected. There are roughly fifteen different components to this test, and if the result is negative—’


  ‘Stop!’ Hamish called out. Molly, who had grown drowsy sucking her thumb, was startled awake and began to cry. ‘I don’t care about any of that. I can look it up later if I have to. We just need to know who’s the best donor for Skye, and when we can get started.’


  Dr Gow straightened the papers in front of him. ‘Alright then. I thought it might help you understand the results, but the fact is that neither of you are ideal donors. Hamish, you’re an AB blood type, and Skye is O. On top of that, only two of your six antigens match, and the crossmatching suggested a high chance of rejection. And Nell,’ he turned to her, ‘genetically you’re closer, of course, but when Dr Madigan suggested you considered donation she hadn’t realised you were over sixty-five. We prefer not to take organs of that age.’


  Nell had been soothing Molly, but now looked across at Hamish, stricken. ‘I couldn’t have her for so long, that’s why. Arran, too. Nine years it took us, almost a decade of trying, and then the IVF . . .’ She began to weep quietly. ‘I was thirty-seven when they were born. I was just so grateful that I never even considered it might cost her later.’ Molly reached up and touched her grandmother’s tears, puzzled.


  ‘It doesn’t mean that either of you are completely ruled out,’ Dr Madigan rushed in. ‘There’re drugs Skye could take to help her body accept your kidney, Hamish, or maybe she could have another transplant later if she used yours, Nell. But we just want to give her the best chance we possibly can. She’s young, she’s active, one day she might want another child . . .’


  ‘What we’re trying to say is that we think we should investigate other options, better matches,’ Dr Gow said. ‘We could try the transplant registry, or maybe there’s someone else—a cousin or an aunt, for example?’


  Nell shook her head. ‘I’m an only child, and all of Charlie’s family are overseas. I haven’t even met some of them. But I suppose we could try . . .’ she said doubtfully. ‘I could call them and you could tell me what blood tests to get them to have, and—’


  ‘There is someone,’ Hamish interrupted. He’d been thinking about it ever since Dr Gow had declared that Hamish himself wasn’t a match; had suddenly wondered if the connection of blood which had so tormented him might yet save Skye. ‘You’ll have to call Arran, Nell,’ he said to her. ‘I know they’re friends. Arran would have his number, wouldn’t he?’
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  ‘Just hold still.’ The disembodied voice came from somewhere behind his head. ‘We’re getting the picture now. Try not to move at all, OK?’


  Ben stared up at the X-ray machine. He didn’t need to be told. He wasn’t inclined to move anyway—every time he did the tube in his leg jagged and pulled, delivered a sharp hot sting to his groin. He could feel the dye flowing through it and into his femoral artery; in his mind he traced its path through his body to his kidneys, imagined it suffusing the renal cortex, flushing through nephrons. The year of vet studies had come in handy after all.


  ‘That’s it . . . great,’ said the voice. ‘Lovely. Everything’s looking good.’


  Ben hoped so. The arteriogram was to map the blood vessels in his kidneys, firstly to ensure that everything was normal, then later to aid the surgical team when they came to reposition the organ inside Skye. Inside Skye. He suppressed a shiver. The idea still seemed impossible to him, but it looked as if the donation was going ahead, events racing towards that conclusion. Three days ago he’d been running his sessions at the drop-in, preparing for the school holiday camp, and wondering if he should get a dog. He was surrounded by people most days, but the evenings were lonely. A dog would be company, would be something to come home to, though he’d have to check if it was allowed into national parks so he could take it away with him on the camps . . .


  And then there had been a knock on the door. It was late, after ten, so Ben first peered through the peephole. What he saw made his hands shake as he reached for the latch. Two men on his front porch, Arran and Hamish. Arran he’d barely spoken with since the Christmas Eve barbecue; Hamish he knew only from photos—the one he’d seen on the fridge when he’d taken Jess home after she nearly drowned; a family snap he’d glimpsed that time he visited Skye after Molly was born. What was Hamish doing here? Had he found out somehow what had happened that day; had Skye confessed? But that was crazy, he told himself. It was two years ago now. His imaginary dog fled the room. He opened the door.


  Arran stepped forward first. ‘Ben,’ he said. ‘I’m glad you’re home. We need to talk to you. Can we come in?’


  Hamish followed Arran into the lounge room, nodding briefly at Ben. He was tall and good-looking, but Ben thought he looked tired. Tired and stooped, his broad shoulders hunched.


  ‘Would you like a drink?’ Ben asked. ‘Coffee? A beer?’ It was a cool night, but he could feel himself sweating.


  ‘No thanks,’ said Hamish. He sat down on the couch and waited until Ben was seated opposite him; then he cleared his throat and glanced across at Arran. Ben couldn’t be sure, but he thought that Arran nodded, as if to encourage him to begin.


  ‘Skye’s in hospital,’ Hamish said, turning back to Ben. ‘She had an accident. A sculpture she was working on in her studio fell on her, a large one made of concrete.’ He pressed his hands together in front of him, almost as if he were praying. ‘It did a lot of damage . . . she needs a new kidney. I’ve had the tests, and I can’t donate. Arran and Nell can’t either. The hospital said that her best chance would be someone who was related to her . . .’ he faltered. ‘I’m really sorry to spring this on you, Ben, but there’s no one else. Would you consider it?’


  Arran began to elaborate and apologise, but Ben barely heard him. ‘Yes,’ he said simply.


  Later, in bed, he’d reflect on how quickly he’d made up his mind, but really, there was never a choice. Whatever Skye needed of him, she could have.


  ‘You will?’ Hamish said, straightening. ‘Are you sure? Is there anyone you should discuss it with?’


  Ben shook his head. There was no one. There’d been no one since Skye; no one who mattered, no one who made him feel anything. Sally had tried, but even she hadn’t managed.


  ‘That’s great, Ben.’ Arran sighed, as if he’d been holding his breath.


  ‘I’m sorry to do this to you,’ Hamish went on. ‘I know it sounds crazy—that it’s come out of nowhere—but I wouldn’t ask if there were other options, if Skye wasn’t so sick.’


  Hamish’s eyes were wet, Ben noticed. His own were too; his heart heaved in his chest as if it had come untethered from the rest of him. ‘How sick?’ he asked.


  ‘Pretty bad,’ said Arran. ‘It’s not life threatening yet, but it could become so. If she can’t get a kidney she’ll have to go onto dialysis. That’s why we wanted to speak to you face to face, rather than just ring. There isn’t much time to waste.’


  ‘You’ll need to get a blood test done tomorrow,’ Hamish said, all business now. He pulled a notepad and pen from his back pocket. ‘First thing, if you can. Is there a pathology place you can go to near here?’ Ben nodded. ‘Good. Let me know where it is and I’ll have the hospital fax across the request. That will tell us if you match, then if you do there’ll be some other investigations—’


  ‘How long will it take?’ Ben broke in. ‘Just so I know. The whole thing, I mean, from go to whoa.’


  Arran coughed. ‘The doctors want to do it next week, I think.’


  ‘Next week? The tests, you mean?’


  Hamish put down his pen. ‘Not just the tests. The whole thing. The transplant, if you’re compatible. Is that OK?’


  Ben nodded. It was ridiculous. It was mad. It didn’t change his mind. ‘What happens if I’m not?’


  ‘Then she’ll have to go on the donor registry, or dialysis.’ Hamish slumped forward and ran his hands through his hair. ‘God, I could do with that beer now.’


  ‘Coopers OK?’ Ben asked, standing up. He needed one too.


  ‘Anything alcoholic is good,’ said Hamish.


  ‘I’ll give you a hand.’ Arran rose and followed Ben down the hallway to the kitchen. As soon as they were out of earshot he hissed, ‘Are you sure this is OK?’


  ‘You drinking me dry? It’s happened before.’ Ben felt suddenly light-headed, almost giggly. The whole thing—Arran whispering to him, Hamish in the lounge room, asking for his kidney—was too surreal to absorb.


  ‘Not the beer—the donation,’ Arran said. Then his voice softened. ‘Listen, I didn’t want you to feel forced into it. You can still say no. It’s just that at the moment there’s nobody else . . .’


  Ben opened the fridge door and reached inside. ‘It’s OK. I want to.’ A thought hit him. ‘Does Skye know you’re here?’


  Arran shook his head. ‘She’s in and out of consciousness. Even when she’s awake, she isn’t focused enough to take much in.’ He took two beers from Ben and added, ‘This was Hamish’s idea.’


  ‘Really?’ Ben asked. He was glad he’d passed the slippery bottles over. He had a feeling he might have dropped them otherwise.


  Arran hesitated. ‘He’s feeling guilty,’ he said. ‘Look, we haven’t given you the whole story. She left him, they had a fight, it got messy—’


  ‘She left him?’ Ben interrupted.


  ‘Yeah. She’s been living with Nell for the past couple of months. I would have told you, but we haven’t seen each other, and it wasn’t really my place anyway . . . It’s bloody fantastic that you’ll do it,’ he rushed on. ‘I know it won’t be easy, but it’s her whole life, you know? We all really appreciate it.’


  ‘Yeah,’ said Ben, grabbing a third stubby for himself to take out to the lounge. Then he’d looked at it, paused and put it back in the fridge. If he had to have a blood test the next morning he should probably be fasting.
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  Now the humming stopped. Ben’s eyes flew open, and he saw the nurse who had accompanied him to the X-ray department hovering by his side.


  ‘Are you still with us? I thought you might have drifted off. It takes a while, doesn’t it?’


  He felt himself being rolled backwards.


  ‘We’re just going to pop you in recovery for a bit,’ the nurse continued. ‘I’ll get that catheter out, but because it was in an artery we need to keep you for an hour or two to make sure that it doesn’t start bleeding again. Are you hungry? I can get you something to eat now.’


  Ben shook his head, and closed his eyes again as her footsteps retreated. Skye was here, somewhere in this building. He could sense her, somehow, lying as he was against starched white sheets, their chests rising and falling in rhythm. Maybe on another floor, maybe in the room next to his, but nearer than she’d been in years. They’d matched. Of course they’d matched: six out of six for the antigens, same blood type, no indication at all that her body might reject his cells.


  Dr Madigan had been jubilant. ‘You’re her brother, I hear?’ she’d said, looking up from the results. ‘You’d have to be, from these. Funny, I thought there was only one.’


  The question was unstated, and he’d let it slide. I was her lover too, he thought. Her partner. For a while I thought I’d be her husband. That was all over now, but it didn’t matter anyway. Nothing mattered, except whether the transplant took. God, he wanted it to work. He wanted to heal Skye, make her well again, if not with his kidney, then from the very force of his longing. Tears slipped out from beneath his eyelids and ran down his cheeks. Even if he never saw her again he couldn’t bear the thought of her dying.


  The nurse returned with a cup of tea he didn’t want, and some papers that she set down next to his bed. ‘Dr Gow’s sent you some forms to fill out. Just the hospital admission paperwork, so we’re all set for Thursday. I believe the arteriogram went very well.’ She smiled encouragingly but didn’t ask him why his face was wet. Nobody wanted him to back out now. When she had left again Ben reached for the papers, hoping they’d distract him. Name, address, phone number, date of birth, next of kin . . . He stopped writing. That would be his mother, wouldn’t it? But he hadn’t spoken with her for three and a half years; he had erased her from his life. Ben felt the tears well up again and swiped angrily at his face. This was stupid. He was a mess today. The sooner the operation was over, the better. He stared at the form, tempted to leave that line blank. But they’d kick up a fuss if he didn’t name a next of kin, wouldn’t they? Maybe they wouldn’t even go ahead with it, and he couldn’t do that to Skye. Besides, he thought blackly, someone would need to bury him if it all went wrong. He picked up the pen and wrote Mary’s name.
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  They came for him two days later, early in the morning—an orderly, a different nurse, a theatre technician. He was given a gown to change into, then prepped for surgery: his abdomen marked with texta, an IV inserted in the back of one hand. The anaesthetist dropped in, asked some questions and told him to relax, but Ben found that he couldn’t. The last few days had been so frantic—he’d had to organise things at home, reschedule an upcoming camp, spend some time with the youth worker who was going to fill in for him at the drop-in centre—but even now that was all done he couldn’t seem to shut down his thoughts. The nurse noticed his agitation, and brought him a small white tablet and a paper cup filled with water. ‘Just a pre-op,’ she said. ‘Something to keep you calm.’ He swallowed it thankfully, legs restless on the trolley as he waited to be wheeled into the OR.


  He was still waiting ten minutes later when she poked her head around the door. ‘There’s a visitor here for you. Shall I send them in?’


  Ben nodded. The tablet was beginning to work. He felt drowsy, boneless, lighter somehow, as if he might float up from where he was lying, through the ceiling and out of the hospital, into the silver dawn sky. It was a pleasant sensation. He’d thought the visitor might be Arran, but was surprised when Nell came in instead. She sat down next to him and took his hand, her face lined with worry.


  ‘I’m glad you’re still here. They just took Skye in, so you won’t be long.’ Her other hand reached for his hair, tucked it back beneath the surgical cap as if he were a child. ‘Thank you, Ben. It hasn’t been easy on you, has it? You must rue the day you met any of us.’


  ‘No,’ he mumbled.


  The orderly returned and adjusted something at the foot of the trolley. Ben closed his eyes. Nell’s hand in his hair reminded him of something, a stifling summer evening when he was six or seven. He’d had chickenpox and couldn’t sleep for the itching, but Mary had sat beside him for hours stroking his forehead, her fingers as cool as the water at the bottom of the dam.


  ‘Wait!’ he called out as the bed jerked forward and the lights above him swam. The orderly stopped, confused. ‘Nell,’ he cried, clutching tighter to her hand. ‘Can you ring my mother? I want you to tell her what’s happening. The nurses have her number.’ He sank back against the trolley, felt it lurch once more beneath him. His eyelids were growing heavy. The world was closing in around the edges. He was going now. It was too late . . . but with a monumental effort he sat up again and shouted down the corridor, ‘Tell her I told you to! Tell her to come.’ There was a reason that he’d separated himself from her, he knew there was—only he couldn’t remember it now. Everything was fuzzy, and he was so sleepy. It wasn’t important anyway. He’d had one mother with him, but now he wanted his real one.
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  The phone rang six times before it was answered.


  ‘Hello?’ said the voice at the other end of the line, then, as the silence lengthened, ‘Hello? Hello? Is anyone there?’


  ‘Sorry,’ gulped Arran, hanging up in a panic. ‘Wrong number.’


  He sat back in his seat, pulling a file from his desk. Who was it he’d been ringing? He’d made the bloody call, but then he must have zoned out before it was picked up. Arran opened the manila folder and flicked through its contents. The Asantis. Damn. He needed to talk to them about their visa application—the reminder was right there, scrawled on the notepad in front of him. Still, at least he knew they were home now. He’d give it fifteen minutes so they didn’t connect him with the startled silence, then try again.


  The morning was dragging. Arran forced himself back to his computer, but the mess there depressed him. Half-read emails, most of them marked urgent, reports he needed to comment on, notes for letters he was supposed to have written. He should have scheduled a home visit, he realised, something that would have distracted him. Why hadn’t Nell called? She’d texted when the surgery began, almost two hours ago now, and had said she would ring when it was over. It shouldn’t take long, Dr Gow had told them when they’d visited Skye the previous evening. There was no reason to fear that it wouldn’t go well. Skye and Ben were both young, and Ben was fit and healthy. So was Skye usually, Arran thought, and surely that counted for something? He pulled out his mobile for about the tenth time that hour. Molly grinned at him, fat-cheeked, from the screen, but there were no new messages. Arran closed it again and put it on his desk. He’d have called Nell, except he knew she’d have her phone turned off in accordance with hospital regulations. The wait must be killing her too.


  Skye would be OK, he told himself. So would Ben too, though the thought of his friend produced a niggle of guilt. He’d dragged Ben into this. Just say it didn’t work out, that there were complications, that Ben couldn’t go back to running camps? He’d told Arran recently that he loved what he did and he never wanted to work in a classroom again. Imagine, too, if Ben’s remaining kidney packed it in, and then he’d need a transplant . . . Arran shook his head to clear it, glancing around his desk for something to focus on. The Asantis, he thought, he’d ring them back, but when he picked up the phone it was another number he dialled.


  ‘Hey,’ said John. ‘I’ve been dying for you to ring. Did it all go OK?’


  ‘I don’t know. I haven’t heard. It’s doing my head in.’ Arran paused, then made up his mind. ‘I’m going to the hospital. I’m not achieving anything here, and it’s almost my lunch break.’


  ‘Good idea,’ said John. ‘I’ll meet you there.’


  ‘You will?’ said Arran, touched. ‘I just rang to let you know, in case you tried to call and no one answered . . .’


  ‘Of course I will. I’m not getting anything done either. I keep thinking about your mum when I’m meant to be concentrating on Australia’s top ten spots for meeting Swedish backpackers.’


  Arran laughed. ‘That can’t be helping. OK, I’ll see you soon. Thank you.’ He shut down his computer, pushed the folders into a pile in the middle of his desk and headed out of his office. By the time he got to reception his fingers were curled around his car keys in his pocket; once he was out on the street he began to run.
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  Molly was the first to spot him as he came through the doorway to the waiting area. She’d been busy with some colouring, sprawled on the floor in the middle of the room, but she jumped up to embrace him, a purple crayon clutched in her fist. Arran disentangled her from his legs and swung her onto his hip.


  ‘Arran!’ Nell exclaimed, pushing herself to her feet. She threw her arms around him, enfolding Molly as well, her scent the one he remembered from his childhood: turpentine and talcum powder.


  ‘Mummy is still asleep,’ Molly told him seriously.


  ‘Is she?’ he said, setting her down and turning to Nell. ‘I couldn’t concentrate at work. Thought I might as well come here. John’s on his way as well.’


  ‘I’m glad you did,’ Nell said. ‘It’s been a long morning.’


  ‘Where’s Hamish?’ Arran asked.


  ‘He had to go out and make a call, but he said he’d be quick. He’s been here since six too.’


  Behind them something banged and Molly began to cry. Nell sighed and bent down to pick her up. ‘She’s been trying to pull things out of that vending machine all morning. Keeps pushing open the flap, then getting upset when there’s nothing there.’ Molly reached for her grandmother’s necklace, curling the silver beads into her palm.


  ‘It must be pretty awful,’ Arran said. ‘Seeing everything you want but not being able to have it. Can I buy her something?’


  ‘Maybe just some Smarties. Don’t tell Skye, but she’s already had two packets of chips. I should have left her at creche, but I wanted her here. As a piece of Skye, you know?’ Nell said quietly. ‘A good luck charm. Like the Catholics, with their bits of the saints that they carry around for protection.’ She dropped her eyes. ‘It’s silly, isn’t it?’


  Arran shook his head and held out his arms to take Molly again. ‘It makes perfect sense. Give her to me. She can have whatever she likes.’


  Hamish returned just as Molly was gleefully extracting her third packet of chips from the vending machine. Arran shook his hand—funny how they seemed closer now than in all the years they’d known each other, united in their fears for Skye—and then John arrived. He embraced Arran briefly, kissing him on the forehead, then offered to fetch coffees for everybody.


  Nell returned to her seat by the window; Hamish took Molly on his lap while she methodically worked her way through the chips; Arran sat down on a plastic chair and picked up a magazine he had no intention of reading. The minutes ticked by. Nell’s eyes were on the door, Arran noticed, no doubt trying to summon the surgeon. She half rose as somebody pushed it open, then sank back down when she realised it was John, juggling four Styrofoam cups. He sat next to Arran and handed him a coffee and a paper bag. ‘I got you something to eat,’ he mumbled. ‘Just in case we’re here a while. Keep your blood sugar up.’


  Arran peered inside and smiled. A chocolate iced donut. John knew his tastes; knew that right now he’d be craving sugar or booze or a fag, and only one of the three was permitted in the waiting area. He bit into it gratefully.


  John waited until he was finished then leaned in and whispered to him, as if they were in church. ‘While I was waiting for the coffee I got talking to the guy in line next to me. He told me that his wife had just had a baby that morning, and now all she wanted was a Coke. He’d come to get her some, but he didn’t know what sort—regular, diet, Zero, vanilla—so he just bought three cans of each. ‘It was the least I could do, he said, She just gave me a son.’ John smiled at the memory. ‘It was sweet. It made me wonder about us, about how we’ll be when our baby’s born.’


  ‘When?’ Arran asked. The idea still gave him goosebumps.


  ‘It’ll happen,’ John said. ‘Mardi’s from a family of six, you know. She’s born to breed.’


  ‘So she’s going to be the . . . what? Carrier? Is that the term?’


  John’s legs jittered and his feet tapped the linoleum, an impatient, happy little dance. ‘Gestational parent, I think, to be precise. Erica told me that they’re going to take turns trying—Mardi the first month, then Erica, then Mardi again—until one of them gets knocked up. Whoever carries the baby this time, the other will next. If it works out, that is, and we all want to do it again.’


  ‘I hope so,’ Arran said. ‘Four parents . . . Think of all the attention that child’s going to get. We’ll need to have at least one or two more so the first isn’t spoiled rotten.’


  ‘Oh, I think he will be,’ John said, his voice still lowered, and reached for Arran’s hand. ‘Or she. I don’t care which. Can you imagine it? Mardi—or Erica, if we get lucky on the first go—will get to hold the baby first, because she’s just given birth. She won’t want to let go, but eventually she’ll pass it to Erica, and when she’s had a cuddle she’ll give it to you, and I’ll take pictures and we’ll all laugh and cry, and then finally someone will say that it’s my turn, and the baby will be asleep by then, or screaming, but I won’t care because you’ll be handing it into my arms . . .’


  Nell jumped out of her seat and hurried across the room. Arran started and looked up, expecting to see Dr Gow, but instead there were three people he didn’t recognise hovering uncertainly in the doorway, a man, a woman and a teenage girl.


  ‘Mary?’ said Nell tentatively.


  The woman took two steps forward. She had grey hair but bright blue eyes, and carried a handbag that had seen better days. ‘Nell?’ Her voice trembled. The two women gazed at each other, seemingly frozen to the spot, then all of a sudden they were embracing in the middle of the room. Arran’s mind raced. Mary . . . he’d heard that name before, but when?


  ‘I’m so glad you’re here,’ Nell said when they finally pulled apart.


  ‘Is it over? Is he OK? And your daughter?’ Mary asked. She was crying, Arran saw, her tears catching the light as they slid down her face. ‘We came as quickly as we could,’ Mary continued, heedless, not even reaching for a handkerchief. ‘But Frank was out with the cows, so I had to fetch him in, and Kirra had already left for school. We picked her up on the way through. We couldn’t just leave her there. I knew she’d want to come.’


  Nell led her to a chair. ‘It’s OK,’ she said soothingly. ‘They’re not out yet. You’ll be just in time.’ She turned to the man, who was standing silently in his overalls and Blundstones. ‘You must be Frank . . . and Kirra. Come in and wait with us. Arran, Hamish, John—this is Mary and Frank, Ben’s parents, and his sister Kirra. Ben asked me to contact them just before he went into theatre this morning.’


  John was the first to speak. ‘Hi,’ he said, ‘I’m John. Arran’s partner. You’ve had a long drive then? Do you need a coffee?’


  ‘Thanks,’ said Frank. ‘That would be great. Mary?’


  She nodded. ‘And an orange juice, please,’ Kirra called out as John headed again to the cafeteria.


  ‘This is Hamish,’ Nell continued, drawing Frank down next to Mary. ‘Skye’s husband . . . and Arran, her brother.’ She paused, and added clumsily, ‘Ben’s brother too, then, biologically.’


  Kirra smiled at him. ‘You look similar. Around the eyes. Don’t they, Mum?’


  Mary fought back fresh tears. ‘They do.’ She nodded. ‘They do.’


  ‘Skye’s the one Ben really looks like,’ Arran began, then immediately glanced across at his brother-in-law. Fuck. He’d wanted to smooth the situation, help these poor frightened people feel more at ease, but he’d just put his foot in it. Hamish didn’t need to be reminded of Skye’s likeness to Ben. The room was mined—there were booby traps all over it.


  ‘Can I come in?’


  A slim, suited woman stood just outside the waiting area, holding two plastic bags. Molly crawled out of Hamish’s lap and toddled towards her. ‘Work lady!’ she crowed.


  The woman laughed. ‘That’s right, Molly. You see me at work. You like coming into your daddy’s office, don’t you?’


  Hamish quickly got up and went towards the newcomer, then ushered her into the waiting room, one hand resting gently on her back. ‘This is my colleague Ria,’ he said. ‘Ria, this is Arran, my brother-in-law, Skye’s mother, Nell, and Mary, Frank and Kirra. They’re Ben’s family—the donor.’


  ‘Pleased to meet you,’ Ria said, then turned to Hamish. ‘I brought some lunch for you all. You sounded as if you were in for a wait when you called me, and with the office just a few blocks away . . . I’d better get back there now.’


  ‘Don’t,’ Hamish said. ‘Please stay. I’d really like you to.’


  They were a strange group, Arran reflected as he reached for one of the sandwiches that Ria had provided. This wasn’t a situation any of them had expected to find themselves in. After the flurry of introductions there didn’t seem much to say, but then Ria spread out the food she’d brought on a table in the corner of the waiting room, and John returned with coffee, buns and more donuts to add to the repast. For a few minutes everyone held back, but then Molly solemnly started passing out the buns, breaking the ice. Kirra bent down to talk to her, and Hamish moved across to join their conversation; Ria sat nearby, watching him, a half-smile on her face. Frank stood off to one side with his arms crossed until John walked over and started asking questions about the farm. Mary’s eyes darted between Kirra and Frank; Nell had squashed herself next to her and was clasping Mary’s hand. Such a disparate bunch, the nine of them crammed into a space meant for half that, but all connected somehow, tied together. And not by blood, Arran thought. Blood was overrated. Love was what linked them; love for the two members of their family who weren’t in the room. He reached for another bun before Molly got her fingers on it, then turned to talk to Mary.


  ‘Hey!’ came a voice from the doorway. Dr Gow stood there, still in his scrubs. ‘Sorry to break up the party,’ he said, ‘but I’ve got some news.’
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  White. Everything was white. White walls, white ceiling, the uniforms of the nurses who came to take her temperature or peer for long minutes at something hanging off the end of her bed. White sheets, white pillow . . . white noise. The clatter of the lunch trays in the hallway, the hum of the fluorescent light tube above her, a machine beeping rhythmically just out of sight. At one point she’d tried to look for it, to see what it was measuring, but the pain in her side when she attempted to roll over had made her cry out, and someone had raced in and jabbed her with a needle, turning the white back to black.


  They were fighting over her, the light and the dark. Sometimes when she opened her eyes she thought it was morning, then she’d open them again and the room had grown dim. Had half an hour passed, or a day? She tried to ask but the words caught in her throat like cottonwool balls. At first Skye wondered if she’d had another baby. There was the wound on her abdomen, for a start, her inability to sit up; there were the curtains around her bed and the doctors muttering as they flicked through her chart. It all seemed so familiar, somehow . . . but there was no child being brought to her, no heat in her breasts.


  Something else, then. Skye forced herself to concentrate, matching her breathing to the metronome of the machine. In . . . beep . . . out . . . beep. The darkness reached for her, but she kicked at it, clinging for safety to the rails of her bed. She was winning this time. She was clawing her way free. Why was she here? Think. Images slowly swam up to her. She was at home, in her studio, working on something . . . a big piece, a sculpture, only it wasn’t her home anymore, she recalled with a pang. She’d left Hamish. She’d moved out and taken Molly with her. Skye’s eyes flew open. Molly! Where was Molly? There’d been a fight, she thought, heart racing. She remembered it now. Hamish was shouting something, advancing towards her, knocking over the sculpture . . . but Molly hadn’t been there, had she? The machine went into overdrive, beeps accelerating, crashing into each other. Skye felt a scream gather itself deep in her chest, and then there was a man she didn’t know standing by her bed, smiling at her and saying, ‘Well, look who’s here.’


  She’d had a transplant, he told her, when she could breathe calmly again, when she’d been reassured that Molly was fine and would soon be in to see her. A kidney transplant—one of hers had been damaged. There’d been an accident, at home . . . Normally the other kidney could take over, but Skye’s had been weakened by the preeclampsia she’d developed when she was pregnant. ‘Do you remember that?’ the doctor asked. Skye nodded warily. ‘Don’t worry if it’s still a bit vague,’ he went on. ‘You’ve been sick for almost a month now. Things will come back to you as you recover and we get you off the painkillers. The main thing is that the new kidney works beautifully. You’ll have to be monitored, of course, but it was pretty much a perfect match.’


  ‘It was? Where did it come from?’ asked Skye.


  The doctor looked surprised. ‘Your brother. Sorry. We told you that before, when you first woke up from the surgery, but then you went back to sleep.’ He wrote something down on a piece of paper and handed it across. ‘Here’s my name. Dr Gow. Paul. I’ll be in to see you every day, but if you have any more questions just ask one of the nurses to call me.’


  ‘Can I see him?’ asked Skye. ‘My brother. Is he here?’


  ‘Sure,’ said Dr Gow. ‘He’s in the next room. We’re very happy with his progress—he should be ready to go home at the beginning of next week. I’ll get a nurse to bring him in.’


  He left the room and Skye sank back against the pillow, trying to take it all in. A new kidney. She’d been cut into; opened up. Gingerly she put her hands to her stomach, anxious to know more, but there were just the dressings she’d encountered before and a lone plastic tube snaking out of her side. A transplant. It seemed impossible, but more memories were coming back to her now; vivid, yet somehow familiar, things she thought she’d dreamed. Hamish’s accusations, the searing weight of the statue striking her flank, the smell of glue on her hands as she brought them up to protect herself. Newer memories too, shaded by drugs and fatigue and the pain: Nell asleep by her bed, mouth open, face lined; Molly’s damp palm against her cheek. She’d struggled up out of the blackness for that, drawn to the touch like a fish to a lure. Had they spoken? She didn’t think so, but they’d been there, Nell and Molly, waiting for her. Arran too, maybe, though she couldn’t recall it. He must have been in bed, recovering from his own surgery.


  And Hamish. Hamish had also visited. At her bedside were flowers and a card in his handwriting, as well as a framed photo of Molly she knew he usually kept on his desk at work. It was good of him to bring it in, she thought, so she could see it when she awoke. Would he come back again? She supposed so. The idea neither moved nor upset her; it washed against her like a wave on a beach and then retreated back out to sea. Nothing was stirred: no passion, but no anger either, and certainly no hatred. If this was his fault, it was hers too.


  The door to her room swung open and a figure appeared in a wheelchair, being pushed by a nurse. Expecting to see Arran, Skye sat up, not comprehending, her incision throbbing in protest. Ben? Why was he here? Then she saw his drip and his pallor and she understood.


  The nurse wheeled him to her bed and bent to put the brakes on. ‘I’ll leave you two now,’ she said, straightening up. ‘I’m sure you’ve got a lot to catch up on.’ She turned to Ben. ‘Just use your sister’s buzzer to call me when you want to go back to your own room.’


  Skye waited until the nurse had left; until she had closed the door and her footsteps had faded in the hallway. ‘You,’ she said, staring at him. ‘You’re the donor?’


  Ben nodded. ‘Arran couldn’t do it, and Hamish didn’t match. This was Hamish’s idea—he got my address from Arran, and they came to see me. He was so worried about you, Skye . . .’


  But she wasn’t listening. ‘It’s your kidney inside me,’ she said. ‘You gave it to me?’


  Ben nodded again, but was silent. A clock ticked on the wall; the fluid in Ben’s drip caught the light from the window. They gazed at each other. Vegemite eyes, Skye thought, remembering Charlie. Her eyes, Arran’s eyes, Ben’s . . . Eyes she had recognised in the mirror in the art room, on that day long ago when she’d cut herself.


  ‘Can I see your scar?’ she asked. Ben rose stiffly from his chair and sat beside her on the bed, lifting his shirt. There was a patch of gauze taped to his skin. He pulled it back to reveal an eight-centimetre incision neatly held together with blue-black stitches, the edges red but healing. Skye placed her hand on the wound, gently tracing it with her fingers.


  ‘Now your turn,’ said Ben.


  Her dressing was larger and harder to detach. Ben moved her hand away and eased back the bandage, careful not to hurt her. Her own scar lay beneath, a tattoo, a marking she would carry with her for the rest of her life, longer than Ben’s but otherwise identical. Just as she’d done, he reached out to touch it, to circumnavigate its ridges, a lone explorer on the pale plain of her flesh.


  ‘Thank you,’ she said simply.


  ‘You’re welcome,’ he replied, finally looking up.


  Skye felt her heart racing, her pulse soar. She closed her eyes and saw herself begin to heal: the blood pumping out from her core and around her body, nourishing her organs; the new kidney, rich with life, nestled inside her like a secret, like an amulet. He was part of her. He had been part of her from the very beginning, formed with and alongside her. How she’d fought it, how they’d fought it, but this . . . this was an ending somehow, a conclusion, a completion. This was irrevocable. He would always be with her now, in some way at least, and that was enough.


  Skye took Ben’s hand from her stomach and laid it in her lap. Slowly, with infinite care, she pulled him against her, pulled him down on the bed so they were lying above the covers, face to face, side by side, scar to scar; Ben’s arms around her, her arms around him. The darkness came for her again, and this time she gave in to it.
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  ‘Name?’ asked the woman at the information desk.


  Zia had to think. ‘Ben . . . ah . . . Cunningham,’ he said, clutching the casserole dish tighter to his chest. It was still warm, the heat radiating through his thin shirt. Cunningham. That was right, wasn’t it? It felt like a long time since he had last used Ben’s surname, since he had been his teacher rather than his friend.


  ‘Ward Three South, room seventeen.’ She looked up, pointing. ‘Take the lifts over there to the third level, then turn left. There’s a nurses’ station you can ask at if you have any trouble.’


  Zia thanked her and returned to where Habib was waiting in the crowded foyer. ‘Three South,’ he said. ‘Come on.’


  Habib rose reluctantly. ‘I’ll wait here,’ he said in Farsi, plucking nervously at the cuff of his jacket.


  ‘No way,’ Zia protested, switching to the same language. He grabbed Habib’s sleeve and steered him towards the lift. ‘I really want you to meet him. He runs the drop-in group, and he took me and Farid rock climbing. Plus he helped look for you, remember? With Arran, that man who drove us home from the airport. Arran started it all, trying to find you, but Ben went with him.’


  Habib shuffled into the elevator behind him, careful to stay close. The doors closed, and he glanced at Zia anxiously. It was the small space, Zia realised. It must bring back memories.


  ‘Relax,’ he said, shifting the casserole dish to one hip and awkwardly putting his arm around his older brother. ‘We won’t stay long, I promise, and Ben won’t expect you to speak English. Except maybe hello. Can you say that? Hello?’


  ‘Hello,’ Habib repeated dutifully, and Zia patted him on the back. Seven years ago, in Iran, Habib had been the one who knew everything, who told him what to do, but their roles had changed now, reversed. It made Zia want to laugh and cry at the same time. Instead he jabbed at the door-open button and strode out onto level three, glancing around. He’d missed Ben, these last few weeks that he hadn’t been there at the drop-in centre. When he’d heard he was in hospital he knew he wanted to take him something, to look after Ben just as Ben had looked after him. What better way than with food? Zia had made ghormeh sabzi, a Persian green curry. It was bound to be better than anything Ben was being served here. Zia could smell the lamb and the turmeric as he knocked on Ben’s door, then gently pushed it open.


  But the room was empty, the sheets on the bed thrown back in a tangle, as if whoever had been there had left in a hurry. Zia stood in the doorway, Habib lurking behind him.


  ‘Should we go now?’ Habib asked, and for a moment Zia was tempted. It was still all too complicated, this country, nothing was ever straightforward. He’d tried, that was the main thing. He could tell Ben later that he’d been there. Then he felt the pot in his arms, warm and heavy as a child, and squared his shoulders, setting off in search of the nurses’ station.


  ‘I came to see Ben in room seventeen, but he’s not there,’ he told a blonde woman behind the desk.


  She disappeared for a moment into an office behind her, then quickly returned. ‘Apparently he’s been taken in to see his recipient—the person he gave his kidney to. She’s in the next room further along the corridor, number eighteen.’ The nurse saw him hesitate, and added, ‘You can go in, if you like. I’m sure he’d love to see you. And that smells fabulous. Be a shame to waste it.’ She smiled at him, and Zia smiled back. He could cook now. It had taken a while, but he could finally cook.


  Zia made his way to room eighteen, Habib tagging along. The door was slightly ajar, so he peered in, not wanting to intrude. Ben was lying on the bed, his eyes closed, arms wrapped around something . . . around someone. Zia gradually realised that it was a woman, that they were asleep and holding each other. It took him a moment, but then he recognised her, remembered how she had sat with him and drawn him out in her art class when he could barely speak, how she’d praised his work and asked him questions about his country. Miss Holt. Skye. He watched them lying together, Ben’s cheek against Skye’s forehead. They were linked, he realised with a jolt, they were all joined somehow: Arran and Miss Holt and Ben, the only adults he felt connected to outside of his own family. He didn’t understand it, but it made him happy nonetheless, the pattern emerging from the fragments like the mosaics in the mosque at Shiraz.


  Habib looked at him questioningly, and Zia shook his head. No, they weren’t going in. He backed out of the room quietly so as not to wake Ben and Skye, then left the curry at the nurses’ station with a note: Get better and I will see you soon. Love, Zia. In a sudden surge of joy he grabbed Habib’s hand and raced with him towards the lift, Habib laughing and protesting. They had to hurry, Zia thought. Back outside, back into the day. They needed to get home to their mother.
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