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			Brigitte jogged, with Ella asleep in the three-wheel pram and Zippy straining at his lead, along Fifth Parade towards the foreshore. It was early autumn, but the trees on Raymond Island never relinquished their leaves. Brigitte disliked this time of year, the days drawing in, the threat of winter in the air. The cold brought memories of pain to her body.

			Moored fishing boats, sailing boats, and cruisers bobbed on McMillan Strait, silver glitter in the sunlight. She slowed her pace at the start of the boardwalk, sticking to the right-hand side, as far from the water as possible. The boards were the parched grey of old bones, tufts of seagrass growing up through the gaps. The breeze carried a smell like wet dog, almost as strong as the eucalyptus in the air. She shivered as it chilled her sweat.

			An old fisherman was setting up his gear on the first jetty. Around the pylons, black swans fed on algae and submerged weeds, their legs waggling comically in the air as heads and long necks dipped into the darkness beneath the surface.

			Brigitte looked across at the mainland. It was peak hour, and a line of about ten cars snaked beside the road, waiting for the cable ferry — the only way to access the island without a boat. She saw her husband’s Ford Territory in the queue, and turned the pram and dog to beat him home.

			At the start of Sixth Avenue, she let Zippy off his lead — a big brindle flash until he spotted a koala low in the manna gum out front of their house. Zippy attempted to climb the tree, failed awkwardly, and barked with his front paws on the trunk. The koala, appearing nonchalant, climbed to a higher branch and went back to sleep.

			Harry was tinkering next door in his boat-repair workshop under the carport. A whiff of linseed and tung oil on the air. Brigitte waved.

			‘G’day, Brig.’ Harry’s salt-and-pepper hair flopped over his forehead. One of the flannel polishing cloths he bought in bulk from Lang Hardware was draped over his shoulder. Best rags in Victoria. ‘Got some lemons from the tree for ya.’

			‘Come and get them later. Hands full now.’ She pointed to Ella asleep in the pram and tilted her head at Zippy attacking the tree.

			‘No worries.’ Harry — a bachelor, mid-to-late forties — was one of the other young people living on the island.

			The pram tipped dangerously to a forty-five-degree angle as Brigitte struggled to drag it up onto her back porch. She felt a twinge of pain in her lower back — and a surge of panic — as she righted it. Only a twinge. After the last back operation, 99 per cent of her pain was gone. A twinge every now and then was nothing to worry about.

			Ella was still asleep. Brigitte slid open the door and pushed the pram through the house to the middle bedroom, where sunlight dappled the carousel ponies below the architraves. She heard tyres crunch gravel on the driveway as she pulled Ella’s door shut.

			Zippy’s happy-excited bark; a car door closed, the gate creaked.

			‘Zippy, no.’ A squeaky laugh that didn’t suit him. And then, in the growly dog voice the vet had told them to use on Zippy: ‘Down, Zippy.’ The voice Zippy never paid any attention to; he continued to bark, jump, and lick.

			Brigitte crossed the porch, a wiggle in her walk. ‘Detective Senior Sergeant, is that a gun in your pocket?’

			‘Will there ever be a day when I come home and you don’t say that?’

			‘No. You know I like repetition.’ She kissed him, held his head in her hands — dark hair not as short, face not as closely shaven since they’d moved from the city. When she was standing on the porch and he was on the ground, they were almost the same height.

			He stepped up and strode towards the door, wiped his shoes on the mat.

			‘Shh, Ella’s asleep in there,’ she said.

			He turned in the doorway. ‘Where’re the twins?’

			‘Emily and Josh’s.’

			He had a crooked smile, one side higher than the other. Sometimes it made him look clever, sometimes smug. ‘Want a beer?’

			‘Sure.’ She walked across the backyard to unpeg the clothes from the line while he went inside.

			He returned with two stubbies of Coopers, twisted off the tops, drank from one, placed them both on the table, and sank back in the ancient black leather couch.

			‘How was your day?’ Crack: she dropped the plastic laundry basket on the porch.

			‘Flat out, as usual. Coupla kids chroming in the park. Some cattle on the road near Sale. Dude shop-lifted a can of drink from Kmart.’

			She kneeled astride his thighs, swallowed a mouthful of beer, and reached, twisted — tested for pain — to place the bottle on the coffee table. Not even a sliver. ‘And how’s your shoulder?’ She undid a couple of top buttons and opened his shirt to inspect the pink scar tissue of the circular wound.

			‘Better now,’ he said as she kissed it.

			‘I like the look of the new uniforms,’ she said in between more kisses and un-buttoning.

			‘Oh, really?’

			‘Uh-huh. Maybe you could get hold of one?’

			‘Almost got to wear one every day after the fuck-up in Melbourne.’

			‘Be very sexy on you.’

			‘See what I can do. But only if you can find one of your old stripper costumes.’

			‘Aidan!’ She pulled away. He knew that subject was taboo; it always got a rise out of her.

			‘What? You started it.’ He pulled her face back to his.

			She forgave him quickly — flipped onto her back and dragged him down on top.

			‘Hope Harry’s not looking over the back fence,’ he said as he peeled back her clothes.

			‘Have I told you what a good fuck you are?’ She slid her hands down and unzipped his trousers.

			‘Not recently.’

			‘It has been a while.’

			He buried his face in the crook of her neck. ‘Sorry.’

			‘Shh. Everything’s OK.’ She stroked his hair, and then reached back over her head, gripped the arm of the couch, closed her eyes, and whispered in his ear what she wanted him to do with her. Repeatedly.

			Their beers went warm in the last of the afternoon sun.

			The bathroom door was open so Brigitte could see into the kitchen while she washed Ella’s dark, wavy hair. No complaints, no tantrums, as she combed through conditioner. Such a calm child, so much easier to deal with than Phoebe when she was three.

			Ella picked at the fraying Band-Aid on her knee.

			‘If you pull it off slowly, it hurts for a long time,’ Brigitte said. ‘But if you rip it off quickly, it only hurts for a few seconds. Want me to have a go?’

			Ella shook her head, and straightened her leg quickly under the water.

			‘What’s for dinner, Brig?’ Aidan called as he looked in the fridge and took out another beer.

			‘Well, I was a bit busy today, the gym, reading my book, playing with Ella, walking Zippy. I didn’t quite get around to organising that.’ She rinsed Ella’s hair. ‘If you put on some pasta, I’ll heat up a jar of sauce when we’re finished in here.’

			‘Pub?’

			‘You always have the best ideas. That’s why I married you.’

			‘Thought it was because I was a good — Phoebe, hi, what’s happening?’

			Brigitte heard Phoebe stomp in and dump her school bag on the floor. Finn wasn’t far behind her.

			Aidan said, ‘Don’t slam the —’

			Slam: Finn banged the screen door shut. ‘Hi, Aidan. Mum, Ella,’ he called as he rushed past, on his way to the Xbox in the lounge room.

			Phoebe leaned against the breakfast bar and stretched like a cat. When she tilted her head back, her silky blonde hair met the top of her denim shorts. Her T-shirt was too tight — Brigitte would bin it the next time it went through the wash. The straight lines of Phoebe’s lean little body were softening into curves; nine seemed far too young for that. Please don’t let her be like I was, Brigitte wished every day. Surely there was no chance of that. Not with so much love surrounding her. And a cop for a stepfather.

			‘I’m hungry. What’s for dinner, Aidan?’ Phoebe said.

			‘Ring the pub and find out.’

			‘They’ll say chips.’

			Something crashed outside the bathroom window. Brigitte jumped up; there was a scuffling sound, and Zippy barked.

			‘What the fuck!’ Aidan slammed his beer on the breakfast bar and rushed into the bathroom.

			Brigitte frowned at him. ‘Nothing. Probably just a koala bear.’ She stood on tiptoes to see out the window, but it was too dark.

			Ella looked from Aidan to Brigitte, her bottom lip wobbling. Brigitte lifted her out of the bath, wrapped her in a towel, and carried her on one hip to the kitchen.

			Aidan took a torch and went outside.

			‘What is it, Mummy?’ Phoebe’s eyes were wide; she looked five years old again.

			Finn slid across the painted floorboards on socked feet. ‘What’s Zippy barking at?’

			‘Nothing.’ Brigitte wrapped an arm around Phoebe.

			‘Aidan should bring his gun home,’ Finn said.

			‘Don’t be silly.’

			‘People don’t like cops, you know.’

			‘Stop it, Finn.’

			‘Or their families.’

			‘Where did you hear that?’

			He shrugged, tapped a toe on the floor, looked at his feet. There was a hole in his sock.

			The barking stopped. Footsteps and claws on the porch. Aidan slid open the door. Zippy was at his heels, wagging his tail and panting with a dumb, happy look on his face, tongue lolling out the side of his mouth like a slice of ham. Phoebe ran to Aidan. Ella squirmed out of Brigitte’s arms and followed her big sister.

			‘What?’ Brigitte said.

			Aidan shrugged, his girls hanging off him.

			‘A koala bear?’ Brigitte saw the torch shaking in his hand.

			‘They’re not bears, Brig.’

			His hands never shook before Laurie Hunt.
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			Brigitte stared out the window. Sunlight and shadows streaked Gip TV’s manicured lawn; green patches of moisture crept up the thirsty, grey fence. She looked back at the computer screen and tapped two fingertips on the mouse, uninspired about writing a fifteen-second TV-commercial script about water tanks. She opened Facebook and took a bite of her salad roll.

			‘Guess who’s going to be in Lakes tomorrow?’

			Kumiko, the receptionist, was always sneaking up on her. She swallowed her mouthful. ‘I don’t know.’

			‘Guess.’

			‘I don’t know. Nick Cave?’

			‘No. Give up?’

			She nodded and sipped her apple juice through a straw.

			‘Matt Elery.’

			Kumiko waited until Brigitte stopped choking on her juice, and said, ‘Book signing at Lakes Books.’

			She sucked up a big drink.

			‘Read any of his books?’

			‘Not my cup of tea.’ She opened a drawer, pretended to look for something, and then banged it shut. ‘Have you finished the brief for the Metron TVC yet?’

			‘His new novel’s set here.’

			Brigitte swivelled her chair.

			‘It’s fictionalised, but everybody’s saying it’s Gippsland. About a cop whose wife is found dead in a lake. Called Dead in the Water.’

			Brigitte scoffed. ‘He wouldn’t call his book that. Nobody would call their book that.’

			‘He did. Wanna go?’

			‘Where?’

			‘The book signing.’

			She pressed down on the arms of her chair. ‘I’m busy tomorrow.’

			Cam, the production manager, placed an A4 document in front of Brigitte and tapped it with his knuckles, then chubby fingers. Kumiko scuttled back to the reception desk.

			‘What’s this?’ Brigitte looked up at Cam’s lineless face.

			‘Bairnsdale farmers’ market script.’

			‘What’s wrong with it?’

			‘Nothing. You have to be on camera for it.’

			She frowned and rubbed an eye.

			‘Talent hasn’t turned up and we have to shoot it now.’

			She shook her head. ‘No way.’

			‘Yes way. Has to air before the weekend. Maree Carver’s coming up to promote her new cookbook at the market.’

			‘Get Kumiko to do it. She loves being on telly.’

			‘No. You’re the only one around here who fits the brief: anglo, friendly looking, late twenties.’

			She laughed at the late twenties.

			‘Yeah, we’re really pushing it there.’

			‘Fuck off.’

			‘Come on. Won’t take long. Practise your lines in the car.’

			Brigitte tied on a Bairnsdale farmers’ market apron while Cam decked out the display kitchen like the set of a cooking show: designer cookware; chopping boards topped with fresh herbs; small bowls filled with oils, condiments, raw eggs. He placed a Metron Homes brochure indiscreetly on the granite bench — a free plug for the use of the location.

			Maree’s Family Cooking stood on a bookstand: Maree Carver wearing a blue-and-white-striped apron, and looking up from an old-fashioned, basin-style bowl, a TV-smile on her face. Brigitte opened the book to a cake recipe, and watched Cam untangle cords and set up the camera and lights. Johnno, the lighting technician, was having a sickie.

			Cam brought in a step stool for her to stand on, and smirked. ‘For the vertically challenged.’ He filled a mixing bowl with a packet cake mix and asked if she wanted a rehearsal.

			‘No, just shoot it. Get it over with.’ A thought fluttered up, like dust: What would Matt Elery look like now? The thought was swept away as Cam stuck his hand down the front of her apron. ‘Oh my God, Cam! What are you doing?’

			‘Oh, pleeaase, just trying to attach the lav mic. Here, you do it.’ He handed her the microphone. ‘Stick it in your cleavage.’

			She attached the tiny microphone to her skin with double-sided tape, threaded the wire under her apron and shirt, and stuck the transmitter in her back pocket. While she was managing this, she did the maths: He’d be forty-seven now.

			When she thought Cam was ready, she looked down the barrel of the camera and said the lines from the script: ‘I always love cooking for my family and I’m so —’

			‘I wasn’t ready. You have to wait till I say “action”.’

			She groaned.

			‘OK. Camera rolling, and, action.’

			‘I always love cooking for my family and I’m so excited Maree Carver, from One, Two, Three, Cook!, is coming to Bairnsdale.’ She followed the script — looked engagingly at the cookbook while holding a jug of milk over the bowl.

			A watery memory of Matt: He’s wearing long denim shorts and a white T-shirt; his feet are bare. She’s worried about him standing on a syringe in the street. He looks so out of place in this part of town — fresh and shiny against the grunge. She’s looking out a taxi window, sees the flash of his blue eyes from the other side of the street. Was she arriving or leaving? Was that the last time she saw him? No, he came to the hospital years later. ‘Maree will be holding cooking demonstrations at the Bairnsdale market this Sat—’

			‘Cut! Bairnsdale farmers’ market. Come on, Brig, you wrote these lines, you should know them.’

			She gritted her teeth.

			‘Ready? Remember: friendly, happy, happy — preparing a marvellous meal for the kiddies and that sexy hubby of yours.’

			Guilt flooded her chest. For what? Thoughts don’t count.

			‘Rolling, and, action.’

			‘Maree will be holding cooking demonstrations at the Bairnsdale farmers’ market this Saturday.’ She wrinkled her brow, trying to make a confused face like it said in the script. ‘Do I blend or fold? I never know the difference.’ She shrugged and poured the milk into the bowl, stirring with a wooden spoon.

			‘OK, great. Now let’s do it again.’ He came from behind the camera and refilled the jug. ‘With a bit more energy this time.’

			They shot it again.

			And again.

			And again.

			‘What was wrong that time?’

			‘Nothing. Just need a few to choose from when I’m editing. Too many’s better than not enough.’

			She rolled her eyes. ‘You said this wouldn’t take long.’

			‘Depending on the talent.’

			‘Fuck off.’

			Seventies music — ‘Kiss You All Over’ — swooned from somewhere.

			Cam looked around. ‘Where the fuck is that coming from?’

			Brigitte shrugged. It got louder.

			‘It’s your bag, Brig!’

			She gasped, rushed for her handbag, and fished out her phone. Aidan. More guilt. ‘Very funny.’

			‘What?’

			‘Changing my ringtone.’

			‘Knew you’d like it. What do you want?’

			‘You rang me.’

			‘Returning your call.’

			‘Sorry. My phone must have accidentally dialled you. Forgot to lock the screen again.’

			‘What are you wearing?’

			She turned her back to Cam. ‘Aid! I’m at work.’

			‘Me, too. Just dispatched two officers to an in-progress in Ross Street. Suspect allegedly removing roses from some old bloke’s front yard.’

			‘Aren’t roses spring flowers?’

			‘Always knew you were cut out for detective work. Let you know next time we’re recruiting.’

			She glanced over her shoulder at Cam. He was tapping his foot.

			‘How about I drive over and take you out for lunch?’

			‘Can’t. I’m in the middle of something. Bit late for lunch anyway.’

			‘I’m open to other suggestions. I could wear a uniform.’

			‘I have to go.’

			‘Don’t say I didn’t offer.’

			A pause. Something in the silence?

			‘Everything OK?’ he said.

			‘Why wouldn’t it be?’

			‘See you tonight.’

			She hung up and turned back to Cam. He was looking at his watch. ‘Is it true what they say about Italians?’

			She twisted her mouth.

			‘He is Italian, isn’t he, your hubby?’ He adjusted the camera. ‘Got any brothers?’

			‘Two sisters.’

			‘Oh. Let’s go again. Ready? This is the one. Happy, happy, and, action.’

			Matt was probably bald. And overweight. She put on a big fake smile. ‘There’s also a great competition you can enter.’ She’d caught the taxi from the car-licensing place in Carlton. She looks so happy, even though they told her not to smile in the photograph on her probationary licence. She feels light. She’s going to tell him. She couldn’t remember exactly why she hadn’t told him, it was hazy — photographs, broken things, yelling on the stairs, closing doors. Their baby would have been eighteen now. She’d buried that thought all these years. She gestured with her hand and knocked over the bowl of eggs. ‘Fuck!’

			‘Brigitte!’

			They cleaned up the mess, re-dressed the set, and started again.

			They were still shooting at four o’clock. Her face hurt from smiling.

			‘There’s also a great competition you can enter, with fabulous prizes, including cookbooks and the latest kitchenware.’ She gave one final, vigorous stir, and looked excitedly at the camera. ‘Don’t miss this huge event.’

			The script said to taste the batter and make a face. She lifted a spoonful of the runny, white mixture to her mouth and tasted it. ‘I definitely need to be there,’ she said straight to the camera.

			‘Cut!’ Cam was laughing.

			‘What now?’

			‘Maybe don’t taste it. Looks like you’ve just given somebody a blow job.’

			***

			Brigitte’s phone buzzed as she parked her X-Trail in the Paynesville Primary School car park. A text from Cam: Dinner for Gip TV staff with Maree Carver at the Bateau House 2nite 8pm. She groaned — a long enough day with Cam; she didn’t feel like going. She replied with a white lie about being unable to make it because one of the kids was sick.

			The twins were the last two in the school aftercare room, and the teacher was grumpy when Brigitte walked in. And she was late to collect Ella from the kinder-daycare centre.

			‘I’m starving. What’s for dinner, Mum?’ Finn asked from the back of the car.

			‘Fish.’ She parked on The Esplanade, outside Joe’s fish shop.

			‘No fish for me,’ Phoebe said.

			‘Get you some potato cakes instead.’

			‘And chips,’ Ella said.

			‘No, we’ll make a salad at home.’

			The kids complained as Brigitte went into Joe’s.

			She pushed aside the rainbow of door strips as she entered. There were two tables covered in red-checked cloths. Joe sat at one of them, doing the crossword in the paper, humming along with classical music. He smiled and put a hand on his knee as he stood; stiffness, a wince — she knew that pain.

			He asked how the kids were as he walked around behind the counter. She glanced through the fish and bubbles painted on the shopfront and saw Finn doing something to annoy Phoebe; Phoebe was yelling, and Ella was in the middle, crying. The car windows were fogging up. She turned back to Joe and asked how he was.

			‘Not bad. Cold weather’s no good for my bones. Sylvia says we should move up north.’ He straightened the brochures on the counter top. ‘Saw Detective Aidan the other day. Some illegal fishing going on round the back of the island.’

			‘Yes. Heard about that.’ A breeze from Bass Strait blew across the water and crackled the door strips. Brigitte pulled her coat tighter around her shoulders and ordered four bits of fish and a couple of potato cakes.

			‘Flatty’s good today.’

			‘Got bones?’

			‘Fillets shouldn’t have too many. Nice with a parmesan-and-yoghurt crust.’

			She wrinkled her nose and said she’d stick with the flake, grilled.

			‘So adventurous.’

			She shrugged.

			They chatted more about the weather and the kids while he cooked the fish, wrapped it, and took her money.

			‘Going to the farmers’ market?’ he said. ‘Maree Carver’ll be there.’

			‘I know.’

			‘We love her. Watch her on telly all the time.’

			Brigitte gripped the steering wheel as she drove onto lane one of the ferry and killed the engine. Heat climbed her body like ants. She wound down her window. The kids complained that it was too cold.

			Scott, the ferry operator, walked over to greet her. She heard his country music playing softly on the upper deck: ‘Back in My Baby’s Arms Again’.

			‘Thought you weren’t working Thursday nights anymore,’ she said, pushing up her sleeves.

			‘New bloke called in sick.’ Scott’s loose sweater billowed under his hi-vis safety vest as he waved a few more cars on board. ‘Heard you’re having tea with the telly chef and your hoity-toity friends.’

			She laughed. ‘Is there anything anybody doesn’t know about everybody’s business down here?’

			‘Nup.’ He ambled across the three-lane vehicle section and climbed the checker-plate steel stairs to the control stand, above the sign that said, Users must follow the directions of the ferry operator at all times.

			The ferry buzzed underfoot and creaked in the wind. The hydraulic ramp groaned as it was raised. Panic, as always, turned from heat to ice water trickling down inside her arms to her fingertips. She looked at her white knuckles on the wheel and relaxed her grip. Crank: the gypsy wheels engaged the submerged chains and started to haul the ferry across the 150-metre strait between Lake Victoria and Lake King. She pulled down her sleeves and wound up the window.

			The floor of the car seemed to drop beneath her, like in a lift. She caught a whiff of diesel over the fried fish as she did her diaphragm breathing — slowly, in through her nose, out through her mouth — and counted: the techniques a psychologist had taught her to control anxiety after her breakdown following her first husband’s death. Techniques revisited after Aidan had been shot during the raid at Laurie Hunt’s house.

			It’s not always this bad, she lied to herself. You’re just tired. She blocked out the kids’ nagging, closed her eyes, and didn’t open them until she felt the jolt of the ferry aligning with the concrete slip on the island.

			Zippy carried on as if they’d been away for a month. He jumped and knocked Brigitte back against the gate. The rusty bottom hinge finally gave way. She yelled at him. The kids ran inside and he turned his attention on them.

			She stuck her head in the door, and called that she was going to Harry’s to get some lemons for the fish.

			On the way, she stood on tiptoes to inspect the bathroom window frame. In the morning rush, she’d forgotten about last night’s commotion. There were some marks at the bottom. Indentations, scratches? She stretched to touch the wood; paint flaked away. Had something been leaned or pushed against it? More likely, the marks had always been there. She took a couple of steps backwards. There was a snapped tree branch hanging low enough for the wind to have blown it against the window. That’s all it was — what the crashing sound must have been. A fat koala, drunk on eucalyptus oil, climbed on it, weighed it down, and fell out of the tree. Aidan had been overreacting again.

			She reached up and used all her weight to break the branch off completely.

			Harry’s station wagon wasn’t out front of his house. She walked past a boat in his workshop. An unopened cardboard package from Lang Hardware was sitting on the bench.

			There was a half beer box of lemons on his porch and a note tucked behind a torn bit of screen on the security door: Brig and Aid. Visiting my mum. Back tomorrow. Help yourselves to lemons and anything from the veggie garden. Harry.

			The grass out back had been mown recently. One foot in front of the other, she stepped carefully along the neat brick path between the veggie garden beds. What was Zippy’s squeaky toy duck doing down here among the lettuce leaves? She picked it up. Naughty dog. They’d have to get around to fixing the gate.

			Aidan arrived home half an hour later — they must have just missed each other on the ferry. She met him on the porch. ‘Detective Senior Sergeant, is that a gun in your pocket?’

			He didn’t seem to find it amusing or cute tonight. Something was up. She followed him inside.

			‘No kissing, no kissing.’ Ella giggled, standing between them, pushing them apart. But they weren’t kissing.

			Brigitte started telling him about Zippy getting out the gate again, but he seemed distracted and walked over to admire Ella’s latest painting stuck on the fridge.

			‘Wow! You’re a great artist. That’s the best painting I’ve ever seen,’ he said without really looking at it.

			‘It’s a cow and a farmer and the sun,’ Ella said. ‘For you to take to work.’

			He thanked her, crouched for a hug and a kiss, and she ran off to annoy Phoebe. He opened the fridge door, took out a couple of beers, and handed one to Brigitte. ‘Heard you’re gunna be famous.’

			‘Yeah, right.’ She laughed through her nose.

			Finn yelled from the lounge room for Aidan to come play Xbox.

			‘In a minute, OK?’

			‘Have you got any homework?’ Brigitte called.

			No answer.

			Aidan went to change his clothes in the front bedroom, which was really the back bedroom, but they never came in or went out the front way. Brigitte followed and stood in the doorway watching him. A frown, a slight wince as he took off his shirt and pulled on a T-shirt.

			‘Your shoulder sore?’ she said.

			‘Bit.’

			‘Anything I can do to take your mind off it?’

			‘Maybe later.’

			He slipped off his trousers, folded them, placed them on the bed, and took a pair of jeans from the chest of drawers.

			‘Something else wrong?’

			He shut the drawer. ‘What’s for dinner?’

			‘Fish and salad.’

			He stepped into the jeans. ‘Also heard your old boyfriend’s gunna be in Lakes Entrance tomorrow.’

			She felt her neck flush as she sipped her beer. Like her pole-dancing days, the subject of Matt Elery was taboo.

			‘You going?’ he said, adjusting himself and zipping his fly.

			‘Why would I?’

			‘Dunno.’ He looked into her eyes, daring her to look away. ‘Just to see.’

			She held his gaze, took another mouthful of beer, and heard herself swallow.
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			A plan by the East Gippsland Shire Council to hike up the cost of using the ferry to Raymond Island has sparked anger among residents, said the 3GR announcer from the portable radio on the breakfast bar.

			Brigitte shook her head.

			About 540 people live on the tiny island, in the Gippsland salt-water lakes system, well known for its large koala population and colony of rare dolphins. The mayor said, ‘If you choose to live there, you have to be prepared to pay for it.’

			‘Bastard,’ she said.

			‘Talking to the radio again?’

			She felt Aidan’s gaze on her back as she bent to take a plate from the dishwasher.

			‘You look nice today.’

			‘Have to go in to work for a while.’ She straightened but didn’t turn.

			‘Thought Friday was a Mummy-and-Ella day.’

			‘I’ll take her with me. Just for an hour or so.’ She turned and he took the plate from her hands.

			‘Long way to go for an hour’s work. Can’t do it from home?’

			‘Cam wants to talk about this stupid farmers’ market commercial.’ She looked at the buttons on his shirt instead of his eyes. The top one was coming loose from its thread. She should tell him to get changed, and sew it for him. She took back the plate and placed it on the breakfast bar. The radio announcer said the weatherman predicted twenty degrees and sunny with a change expected tonight.

			The toast popped up in the toaster and Brigitte jumped.

			She hesitated at the roundabout out of Bairnsdale. No cars in the rear-view mirror. Dark clouds were brewing: the change was coming sooner than the weatherman had predicted.

			Ella asked where they were going.

			Brigitte wiped her palms on her new Country Road skirt. ‘Just to see somebody from work.’ She took a deep breath, held it, let it go, and flicked the indicator in the opposite direction from the Traralgon Gip TV studio. The taste of toast came up in her throat. Aidan was going to know. He always knew everything.

			She drove past a Crime Stoppers portable billboard standing on the grass embankment beside the road: If you see something, say something. She should have fixed Aidan’s loose shirt button. She pulled over and did a U-turn.

			After a few kilometres, she turned back again. The sky was clear ahead. It was greener down this way. Poplar trees stood erect along the roadside, unbending in the wind.

			Forty-five minutes later, Brigitte and Ella both gasped at the flash of deep blue water as the road descended into Lakes Entrance.

			The X-Trail’s engine ticked as it cooled in the foreshore car park. Ella chatted to her doll. Through the windscreen, the lakes looked calm; the yellow paddleboats for hire were mirrored on the surface. Brigitte turned her attention to her short fingernails, coated with clear varnish — the only nail polish she’d managed to find in the bathroom cupboard. Her hands were shaking.

			She checked her phone: email — nothing since she’d last looked; Facebook — a friend’s baby had made a mess of her rice cereal at breakfast, Cam’s puppy was sporting a new doggy sweater. There was a text from her brother, Ryan: Hey Lil Sis. LTNH. S’up? Luv u. She didn’t know what LTNH meant. And S’up — WTF? She’d call him later.

			She fished from her handbag a new lipstick, and removed it from its packaging. The name Harmony was printed on the bottom of the tube. She tilted the rear-view mirror, and steadied her elbow on her hand as she applied it.

			Ella asked what she was doing and if they were at work.

			‘Thought we’d go buy a book instead.’ She rubbed her lips together. Just to see.

			At the end of a long, hard day, Detective Robert Moore (the name sounded familiar, but she couldn’t place it) stands on the lake foreshore of some Godforsaken fishing town in regional Victoria. Below, police divers lift the body of a woman from the water.

			When the woman in the lake turns out to be Moore’s wife, he starts to lose control. Or was he ever really in control?

			DEAD IN THE WATER is a novel about the darkness that lies beneath the surface: murder, corruption, and obsessive love.

			Brigitte turned the book over. The shiny red title was splashed across a stormy sky, above a lone fishing boat drifting on inky water. She placed it on the table covered with royal-blue crushed velvet.

			‘Who would you like me to make it to?’ he said without looking up. Not bald. Not overweight.

			A nervous smile twitched at the corners of her mouth. ‘Courtney.’

			He looked up and pushed dirty-blond hair out of eyes the colour of the crushed velvet. She’d forgotten all about the half-moon-shaped scar under his left eye.

			‘Brigitte!’

			‘Hi, Kurt.’

			‘Oh my God, what are you doing here?’

			He wasn’t wearing a wedding ring. She hid her left hand behind her back. Stupid. She glanced across at the kids’ reading corner. Ella was curled in a beanbag, concentrating on a picture book. She had the new purple boots Aidan had bought for her on the wrong feet.

			‘I live down here now. On Raymond Island.’ Brigitte fiddled with her handbag strap.

			‘Not in the house we … stayed at?’ His cheeks turned pink.

			She felt hers redden as she remembered the other scars on his chest, illuminated above her in the moonlight. Her stomach fluttered. Nineteen again. ‘My grandfather gave it to us when Aidan was stationed at Bairnsdale.’

			‘You married that cop?’

			‘Married two of them.’ Of course he knew that.

			‘Bit more exciting than a writer.’

			As if that was ever really an option. She sneezed — the bookshop was dusty, with a wall of second-hand books as well as new titles.

			‘The guy who drives the ferry down there came in earlier. Said he’d read my book three times.’

			‘Scott?’

			‘No, some other name.’ He looked around her; the people in line were shuffling their feet, clearing their throats. ‘Can you hang around for a bit? Have a coffee. I won’t be too much longer.’ He wrote something in her book and passed it back.

			She hesitated, looked at Ella again. ‘Coffee shop couple of doors down.’

			He nodded. Ella ran over and cuddled Brigitte’s leg. Matt smiled and handed her a Dr Seuss bookmark.

			Brigitte paid for Dead in the Water, and the new Mem Fox book for Ella, with cash so Aidan wouldn’t see the transaction on their credit-card statement. She looked over her shoulder as they left. Matt was smiling and nodding at a woman who appeared to be telling him some long-winded story, her arms waving about in the air. He glanced across, caught Brigitte’s gaze, and she bumped into a blond guy coming through the door. She dropped her book; the blond guy picked it up and apologised even though it was her fault.
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			The coffee shop was done out in red and black and tin. It was lit with unflattering fluorescent — the kind of lighting that made you look jaundiced. Brigitte smoothed the skin beneath her eyes with her middle fingers, as if that might rub away the fine lines, the years.

			She sipped her skinny flat white; her hand shook, and the cup rattled as she placed it in the milky spill on the saucer.

			Ella looked up from Good Night, Sleep Tight — babycino moustache on her top lip. Brigitte smiled, and then lowered her head when she saw Kumiko rush past the café towards the bookshop.

			‘That man in the bookshop from your work?’

			Brigitte blinked.

			‘Can I have a cookie?’ Ella had a sly look on her little face. ‘With smarties on top.’ She turned her dark, inquiring eyes — Aidan’s eyes — back to her book, and Brigitte went up to the counter to buy a cookie.

			They sat in silence for an unusually long time — maybe a whole minute. Brigitte heard the wall-clock ticking as the song on the sound system faded out. When that bloody Gotye track — ‘Somebody That I Used to Know’ — started, she picked up her bag and stood. ‘You know what?’ she said. ‘It’s meant to be a Mummy-and-Ella day, so I think we might go. I don’t really need to see that man.’

			‘Won’t he be cross?’

			‘No.’

			Ella whined about not finishing her babycino. Brigitte took her hand firmly, in a hurry now. She turned in the doorway and saw herself in the mirror at the back of the café. A mother, old, boring. The dark patches under her eyes were visible from there — she’d tossed and turned all night, weighing up whether or not to come. She corrected her posture, and smoothed her skirt; it was too short for somebody her age. What the fuck was she thinking?

			Gotye launched into the annoying chorus. She looked at their half-empty cups — Harmony lipstick mark on hers — abandoned on the red-lacquered table. Would they still be there when Matt walked in?

			The primary-coloured shade sails cast triangular shadows on the playground sand. Brigitte sat at the picnic table staring, from behind her sunglasses, at Lake Victoria beyond the retaining wall. Buoys bobbed on the green-grey chop; a fishing boat rocked in the distance.

			She rubbed at the goosebumps on her arms as she remembered the first time Matt had kissed her. God, almost twenty years ago. They’re drinking at Young and Jackson’s, around the corner from his work. It has been raining but the sun is out now, and a rainbow shimmers over Flinders Street Station.

			She has to leave for some reason. She stumbles off the bar stool and stands on tiptoes to kiss his cheek, but he turns his face so it’s on his lips. She couldn’t remember what that kiss felt like, but she remembered the red-and-gold carpet, the heat from his body, the smell of — what was it on his skin? Spice? Citrus? — cinnamon and bergamot. Trams rattle past, and across the street, above the shop next to the station, a red neon sign blinks: City Hatters. That shop was still there — she’d driven past it the last time she was in the city.

			‘Mummy, Mummy.’

			She blinked and looked across at Ella sitting on the swing, feet dangling, sun glinting golden streaks on her long dark hair.

			‘Can you please push me?’

			She smiled, rubbed her face — rubbed away her thoughts — and walked towards Ella. She hurt her arm as she swung around the fireman’s pole on the way. Hard to believe she once did that eight hours a night for a living.

			***

			The weather had deteriorated; it was grey and drizzling when they reached The Esplanade on the way home after school pick-up. A police car was blocking the road. Constable Brandon Williams was directing traffic to detour around Wellington Street. Brigitte stopped the X-Trail, wound down her window, and asked him what had happened.

			‘An incident in the water near the Bateau House restaurant.’

			She caught Brandon’s glance at the kids in the back and didn’t ask what kind of incident. Her stomach turned like a giant slug.

			Brandon read her thoughts. ‘Aidan’s down there.’

			She took the detour, parked in the ferry waiting-bay beside the road, and told the kids to stay where they were. Finn stepped out to follow her. She yelled at him to get back in the car as she walked in the direction of the blue-and-white weatherboard restaurant.

			The uniformed officer at the Victoria Street end was dealing with a group of youths, arguing about entering the street. He didn’t notice Brigitte slip past the roadblock, buttoning her cream trench coat, drizzle in her face.

			She pulled her hood on and hugged herself as she watched from the embankment a scene, similar to the one described in Matt’s book blurb, unfolding below. The waterfront had been cordoned off with police tape from the Bateau House to the ferry shelter. Forensic crime-scene officers were taking photos and notes. Bag-and-taggers, Aidan called them. There were a few plainclothes guys that Brigitte didn’t recognise. Melbourne Homicide? One waded in the shallow water; his suit trousers rolled up above his knees. Aidan stood on the wharf, jacket off, hi-vis vest on, shirt sleeves pushed up. He was saying something to the wading guy. The wading guy tripped, fell forward to his knees, splashed in the water, swore.

			Brigitte put her hands over her mouth and sucked in her breath as a team of police divers lifted a body onto the wharf near the post to which an orange lifebuoy was attached. The sign above the lifebuoy said: Lifebuoy is for saving lives. She looked away as they placed the body in a bag. The ferry’s flashing red light reflected on the Bateau House’s glass doors.

			‘Stand back!’ The new detective, Senior Constable Carla Flanagan, strode over. Brigitte had no intention of going any closer. Flanagan — tall, late twenties, pretty with curly blonde hair pulled into a tight ponytail — ducked under the tape, gripped Brigitte’s shoulder, and used physical force to bustle her back. Flanagan looked as though she trained hard at the gym and could break your arm with little effort.

			Aidan saw and walked up to the edge of the tape. Flanagan took a step back. Aidan nodded and told Brigitte it was OK; deep, calm voice. There were raindrops on his long eyelashes. ‘Go home. No — go to Harry’s.’

			She wanted to know what was going on, what had happened, did they know who was in the water, but she nodded, her legs shaking, the back of her throat tight.

			‘Be there as soon as I can,’ Aidan said. His top button was hanging by its last thread.

			There was a sandwich board outside the ferry shelter: IMPORTANT. YOU MUST BE AT THE NEXT COUNCIL MEETING TO VOTE AGAINST THE NEW FERRY FEES.

			Brigitte drove on and parked at the front of lane three. The ‘new bloke’ was operating the ferry. He was wearing red sunglasses in the rain. He pushed the reddish-brown hair off his face and rested freckled hands on her window frame. She recognised him from the gym: fortyish, big muscles, spent a lot of time looking in the mirrors.

			‘Fisherman spotted the body in the water just after lunchtime,’ he said.

			Brigitte tilted her head towards the kids.

			He grinned at them. ‘Good day at school, guys?’

			Brigitte hadn’t seen him around school, but he looked like one of the sporty dads who coached the soccer team, chaired the parents’ association, and helped out in the canteen in his spare time.

			He lowered his voice and turned back to her. ‘Been crazy with coppers all afternoon.’ His eyes were hidden behind the sunglasses, but his downturned smile was reassuring. ‘I’m Jeremy Williams.’ He held out a hand to her.

			She returned his smile, and lifted her right hand off the steering wheel. It was cold and clammy like a fish, but Jeremy shook it with just the right amount of firmness. ‘Not related to Brandon?’

			‘Nah. Williams is the third most common surname in Australia.’

			‘Brigitte Serra.’

			A group of Japanese tourists in bright raincoats stepped out from the passenger saloon and called to Jeremy. Funny how the narrow, enclosed shelter on the south side was called a ‘saloon’. No Wyatt Earp, whisky, or wild-west cowboys.

			Jeremy scratched his neck as he turned and strode across to the tourists, glancing back over his shoulder. Blue jeans a tad too short, red Doc Martens. In the rear-view mirror, his image appeared distorted — the top half of his body smaller than the bottom — as he pointed at the crime scene, telling the tourists, with animated arms, the story he must have told a hundred times already that afternoon.

			She saw in her peripheral vision that the strait was very choppy. Don’t look at the water, don’t look at the water. If you don’t see it, it’s not there. She looked instead up at the red flashing light on the Raymond Island end of the ferry, indicating its direction of travel.

			A crackled message from the Coast Guard came over the radio in the control stand. Breathe. She did the wrong kind of breathing — gulped deep breaths, but couldn’t get enough air into her lungs. The houses and eucalypt trees on the island receded to outlines. She clamped her hands on the wheel and closed her eyes as Jeremy climbed the steel stairs, two at a time.
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			‘Last one,’ Harry said as he opened a third bottle of wine. ‘Have to go across to the pub and get some more.’

			Brigitte looked at the bakelite clock on the wall: midnight. ‘Can’t.’ She tilted her head towards the cranking sound. ‘That’s the last ferry.’

			‘Wish they’d build a Dan Murphy on the island.’

			‘Even a shop’d be good.’

			‘Ah, but that’s the charm of the place.’

			‘Charm!’ She snorted. ‘Maybe somebody’ll build a bridge if the council put up the ferry fees.’

			Harry laughed. ‘Not unless they wanna be lynched.’

			The ferry groaned and wailed as it made its final dock for the night. ‘Hope Aid’s on it.’

			Aidan walked into Harry’s kitchen ten minutes later. The button had fallen off his shirt. ‘Where’re the kids?’

			Brigitte tilted her head towards the lounge room where they were sleeping, TV still going with the sound down.

			‘Drink?’ Harry held up the wine bottle.

			‘Got any whisky?’ Aidan slumped in the vinyl chair next to Brigitte’s and blew the hair off his forehead.

			Brigitte hugged him; he smelled of sweat and the remnants of citrus cologne. She felt the hard muscles of his back through his shirt.

			Harry staggered, knocked his hip on the corner of the laminex table, steadied himself, and went to get a drink. Aidan untangled himself from Brigitte’s arms and gently pushed her away.

			‘Don’t s’pose it ever gets easier.’ Harry handed Aidan a tumbler of whisky.

			‘Seen worse, mate,’ Aidan said, and downed his drink in one swig.

			‘Not a local?’ Harry asked.

			‘Has to be formally identified, but doesn’t look like it.’

			‘Woman?’

			‘Yeah.’

			Brigitte looked down; Aidan was jiggling his leg unconsciously. She put a hand on his knee and the jiggling stopped.

			‘Been there long?’

			‘Pathologist reckons since yesterday.’

			‘What happens to her — to the body — now?’

			Brigitte didn’t want to hear any more; she glanced at the clock again: 12.25. Harry poured Aidan another drink.

			‘Funeral home arranges transport to forensics in Melbourne.’

			‘For a post-mortem?’

			Shut up, Harry. She held Aidan’s hand.

			‘Yeah.’ Aidan pulled his hand away and sipped his drink.

			‘Daddy!’ Ella stumbled in, hugging her Mem Fox book and rubbing sleep from her eyes. Aidan smiled half a tired smile, and lifted Ella onto his lap. ‘Mummy buyed me a book today.’

			He looked at her book.

			Brigitte held her breath when she saw the Lakes Books sticker on the back cover.
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			I’m not a very good swimmer, she said as she undressed in a dream, lacy white underwear glowing silver in the moonlight. She sat on the first jetty and dangled her feet in the water.

			If you love me, you’ll come in, Matt said. He pulled at her legs and she told him to stop. He didn’t stop. She kicked him, too hard, split his lip. He touched a hand to his mouth and came away with blood.

			He grabbed at her legs again; she slipped and splashed into his arms. Royal-blue eyes. She tasted blood in his kiss, leaned back and looked at the sky. There were two moons, side by side, spinning. She pulled at his shorts, wanted him, needed him. Ached for him. Ached as you can only ache in a dream — for the lost or the dead or for something that can never be. He pushed her hands away and told her they had to swim to the other side first.

			He dived under. But didn’t come up. She rolled her body around in the water and couldn’t tell which was the island and which was the mainland. She felt something touch her leg. A log or something floating in the water. Where was he? Matt! She twisted to kick the floating thing away. Her head went under. She came up coughing and called him again.

			She heard a splash. It sounded like he was swimming back. But it was too late — she was drowning.

			I came back for you, he said. The floating thing was beside him. It wasn’t a log. It was a corpse: flesh like a plucked chicken’s, dusky-pink and cyanotic. Red light on glass. Lifebuoy is for saving lives. She couldn’t speak, couldn’t breathe. And she couldn’t make her body swim. Couldn’t move at all — as if her limbs were filled with cement, paralysed. Salty water rushed into her mouth, her nose, down her throat, burnt her lungs.

			Somebody was crying, whimpering. She pushed up through the blackness, the bubbles, towards the sounds of sorrow, gulping the air at the surface.

			She opened her eyes. Above her heartbeat, she could still hear the whimpering. She pushed down the doona and rolled over.

			‘Aid.’ She touched his shoulder; it was damp, sweaty. He was curled in a foetal position, his body twitching through his own nightmare. ‘Aidan.’ She shook him gently. She thought — had hoped — his bad dreams were over; he hadn’t had one since they’d moved to the island six months ago. She folded her arms around him, patted his back the way she’d done to soothe the kids when they were babies. ‘Shh, it’s OK. Just a dream.’

			As the tension started to leave his muscles, she held him tighter, lips to his salty eyelids, his mouth. More kisses, deeper, tongues together. She felt his erection against her thigh, took it in her hand, milked it gently.

			‘I’m too tired, Brig.’

			She pushed him onto his back and climbed on top, held his hands, kissed them, sucked his fingers. A low moan resonated deep in her throat as she slid all the way down. She closed her eyes and saw the start of her dream, remembered the ache. No. She forced the thought under and opened her eyes. As they adjusted to the dark, she watched Aidan’s face — mouth open slightly — as she rocked her hips slowly.

			The timber bedhead beat time against the wall as she moved faster, curled her toes, tensed her muscles. Almost. Almost. She felt him go soft and pull out.

			She sighed and slumped forward, ear to his chest, heard his heartbeat.

			‘Sorry,’ he said. It sounded as though his voice was coming from somewhere other than his throat, echoing in a cave.

			She ran her fingers through his chest hair. Their skin was glued together with sweat, and made a suction sound as he rolled from underneath.

			The first birds were starting up. Brigitte had thought it would be peaceful on the island, but sometimes the birds drove her crazy. They didn’t just twitter: they squawked and screeched and warbled and laughed. Cockatoos, magpies, kookaburras, and whatever those multicoloured birds were called.

			Aidan whispered, ‘Brig, what’s your greatest fear?’

			She thought for a moment. There were a few. Hospitals. Death. The alternative — growing old. All equally weighted fears. But it was the water, drowning. She couldn’t tell him that, because he’d want to know why. He thought she just didn’t like the slimy algae in the lakes down here.

			‘Don’t really have one,’ she lied. She started to feel her hangover, thirsty, and reached for the glass of water on the bedside table. ‘Do you?’ She took a long drink.

			‘No.’

			She didn’t believe him. He’d brought back dark things from the shooting at Laurie Hunt’s. He’d gone in all swagger and bravado, and come out with his life — just — and something else that never left him. She’d seen glimpses of it in his eyes, but it always slithered away before she could catch its tail.

			‘The woman in the water,’ he whispered. ‘I …’

			‘What?’ She replaced the glass.

			He shook his head.

			‘Tell me, Aid.’

			‘Nothing. Sorry.’ He turned his back to her.

			She reached out to touch him. It was ever so slight, but she felt it, saw it in the half-dark — a flinch. Her eyes prickled.

			She rolled onto her back, traced a hand down her body, over the scars on her chest, her stomach. Some parts were numb: she could touch but not feel.

			The smoke detector started to beep for a new battery — it took her a while to realise it wasn’t one of the birds. Aidan swung his legs over the side of the bed and sat up.

			‘What are you doing?’ she said.

			‘Have to change the battery.’

			Drifting, dreaming, falling, drowning, waking. Finally sleeping. Through the bubbles, she heard ‘Kiss You All Over’.

			It was Cam on the phone, flustered: ‘Maree Carver didn’t turn up at the studio, and she’s not answering her mobile.’ It sounded like he was driving. ‘We have to film them for the next series of farmers’ market TVCs.’

			‘What are you talking about?’ Her voice was croaky.

			‘The cooking demos!’

			She cleared her throat and rubbed her eyes.

			‘You’re gunna have to do it.’

			She glanced at the alarm clock: 6.45am. ‘No fucking way.’

			‘Don’t worry. Maree must’ve got confused and thought I said to meet at the market. When she turns up, you can go home.’

			‘No, Cam.’

			‘Pick you up at the ferry shelter in Paynesville at 7.30.’

			‘No …’

			He’d already hung up.
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			The body of a woman has been found in McMillan Strait, near the Paynesville shoreline, the 3GR radio announcer said.

			Fisherman Jim Woodward alerted emergency services just after 1.30 yesterday afternoon. Mr Woodward told 3GR he was walking along the wharf when he spotted something unusual in the water.

			Mr Woodward said he called police after he saw the woman’s head, covered in long blonde hair, and shoulders floating near the Bateau House restaurant.

			Homicide Squad detectives and local police have spoken to a number of witnesses at the scene, and launched an investigation into the woman’s death.

			The woman is yet to be identified but is thought to have been aged in her thirties.

			Detective Senior Sergeant Steven Williams of the Homicide Squad said no further details were available. He appealed to anyone with further information to call Crime Stoppers.

			And now for some music: a little ditty ’bout Jack and Diane.

			At any given time, on a commercial radio station somewhere, this song was always playing. Brigitte changed the car’s station. She sipped Gatorade and watched Cam erecting the One, Two, Three, Cook! marquee on the wet grass. It was bright red, heavy-duty — more professional than the surrounding striped jobs from Bunnings. She could see Cam’s mouth moving, so she turned down the radio and opened the door to hear what he was saying. A breath of cold air swirled into the vehicle. Cam dropped one of the poles on his foot and swore.

			‘I said, “can you come and help me get this bloody thing up?”’ He pushed his hair off his face.

			She stepped out of the car, woozy, and walked across to help.

			‘Thought girls couldn’t help with your erections.’

			‘True. And it’s been a long time since you were a girl.’

			‘If you’re going to be mean to me today, I’ll just go home.’

			When the marquee was standing, Cam set up a trestle table and gas cooker. Brigitte went in search of coffee and looked at some of the other stalls on the way: Greg’s Native Plants, Island Honey, Mike’s Meats. She bought three bars of organic vanilla-bean soap. The stallholders were gossiping in hushed voices about the body found in the strait. They stopped talking when she approached.

			‘What’s Aidan say about it?’ Cam asked as she placed two coffees on the trestle table next to a stack of Maree’s Family Cooking books.

			‘Doesn’t know anything yet.’

			‘Must have creeped him out.’

			‘He was in the Homicide Squad, Cam.’ She sipped her coffee. ‘Lot worse things then.’

			‘Gross job.’ Cam struck a match, cupped a hand around it, and tested the two burners on the cooker — cold, blue flames — both working. ‘OK, we’re ready. Cooking with gas, baby.’

			She shook her head and rolled her eyes. ‘I can’t believe you’re making me do this. Won’t people be disappointed Maree Carver’s not here?’

			‘Some. And others will be happy you’re here.’

			‘Who?’

			‘Your fans.’

			‘What fans?’

			‘You’d be surprised how many calls we’ve had since your ad went to air.’

			She twisted her mouth.

			‘Creepy old men ringing the station, asking for your phone number. Here, put this on.’ He threw the One, Two, Three, Cook! apron at her. ‘I’ll get the ingredients out of the car.’

			Sunny from Sunny’s Aromatherapy shop rushed in at 8.00am to set up her stall next to One, Two, Three, Cook!’s. She laid out poles on the ground and Brigitte helped assemble them.

			The wind ballooned Sunny’s purple dress, and threatened to snatch the canopy from Brigitte’s hands as Sunny showed her how to attach it to the roof frame.

			‘Yesterday, the …’ Sunny couldn’t even say it, ‘in the water.’ She connected the poles to the corners of the marquee and stood it up. ‘My friend was late home from work and the whole time I was worrying, what if it was her?’

			Sunny secured the marquee with sandbags while Brigitte started a display of bath salts.

			‘Smell this,’ Sunny said, holding out an opened amber bottle of some lotion or potion. ‘Mandarin, patchouli, ylang ylang, and flax. Very sensual.’

			Brigitte sniffed. ‘Mmm. What’s flax?’

			‘Linseed oil. Good for dry skin. Take a bottle. And some yellow clay mask. It’s a new recipe.’

			‘Thanks.’ Brigitte took the goodies to her stall and placed them under the table.

			It started to rain as Cam struggled from the car with a big cardboard box, fresh herbs waving over the sides. He dumped the box on the table and swiped his hands together.

			‘Lotta stuff in there,’ Brigitte said.

			‘Lotta cooking demos to do.’

			‘You do know I can’t cook?’

			‘Culinary-challenged.’ He started unpacking the box. ‘Don’t worry, I’ve left a message with Gary from the Bateau House to come down and help you, in case Maree doesn’t turn up. You’ll just have to stand next to him and look pretty.’

			The line of market-goers ambling from the car park was thickening. The smell from the chaplaincy sausage sizzle made Brigitte’s stomach growl. People came over and asked when Maree Carver would be there. Cam told them Maree was running late but they’d been lucky enough to get Brigitte Serra, and an award-winning chef from the Bateau House to help. Some people smiled and nodded; others walked away. One man thought Brigitte was Maree Carver and asked her to sign a book.

			At ten o’clock, Cam said they should get started without Maree or Gary.

			‘Give them five more minutes?’

			‘No. The first demo’s easy. Harissa. No cooking involved.’ He looked up the recipe in the book, and lined up ingredients and a mortar and pestle. Then he walked away.

			She yelled after him, ‘Where are you going?’

			‘Won’t be a sec.’

			A guy in his late twenties — blond hair and pouty lips — came over with a big smile and a tub of a yellow-lidded honey.

			‘Gary?’

			‘No. Tate Evans, new production assistant.’ He swapped the honey to his left hand and held out his right to shake with Brigitte’s. He looked at her for too long, as though he knew her from somewhere.

			Cam came back with two bottles of olive oil. ‘Hey, Tate. You and Brigitte’ve met? Good.’ He started finely chopping a bunch of parsley. ‘All you have to do,’ he said to Brigitte, ‘is grind up the dry ingredients, then mix them with the parsley in the big bowl. A splash of olive oil, pepper, salt — that’s it. Give it out to people in these.’ He placed a stack of disposable bowls next to the mortar and pestle. ‘With a bit of pita bread.’

			She was staring at him, rabbit-like. He clicked his fingers. ‘Come on. You’ll be fine. Tate and I’ll just be out the front, filming you.’

			She pasted a smile on her face, pushed up her sleeves, and smoothed her apron. ‘How much of the dry ingredients?’

			‘Couple of tablespoons each. We’ll do a few batches,’ Cam said as he set up the camera with Tate holding an umbrella to protect it from the rain.

			She followed Cam’s instructions, concentration creasing her brow. It wasn’t hard, really.

			‘Hey, Brig,’ Cam called from behind the camera. ‘Don’t forget to smile.’

			She scowled at him.

			The rain eased to a drizzle, but the clouds were grey and lumpy — mashed potato left too long.

			When they ran out of harissa ingredients, Cam helped Brigitte move onto fried haloumi with rocket leaves. She wondered what kind of family Maree Carver had in mind with these recipes. The twins and Ella would never eat anything green, and Aidan thought coriander was exotic.

			Still no Maree Carver or Chef Gary. Cam rang them both, without success.

			‘How friendly were they at the Bateau House on Thursday night?’ Brigitte said.

			‘Are you suggesting they might be marinating something else?’

			‘Cam!’

			‘You have a dirty mind, Brigitte Serra.’

			She didn’t laugh. ‘Cam, you don’t think …’

			He shook his head. ‘Don’t be silly. She’s just fashionably late, like she was for dinner. She’s a prima donna.’ He adjusted the neck strap of her apron, smoothed it, and went back behind the camera with Tate.

			Brigitte fried haloumi slices in a heavy-based frypan. She was getting the hang of this.

			‘Careful not to let it get too hot,’ Cam called.

			‘Yes, Cam.’ She turned the haloumi over with tongs: golden brown, perfect. She served it on beds of rocket.

			Kumiko came past with a bag of organic apples. She rushed behind the stall, dumped the apples, and hugged Brigitte. ‘How are you? How’s Aidan?’

			Brigitte’s breathing was constricted by Kumiko’s python-like squeeze. ‘We’re both fine.’

			‘Really?’ Kumiko released her grip and studied Brigitte’s face as if examining a specimen under a microscope.

			Brigitte proffered a bowl of haloumi and rocket, sticking a toothpick in it.

			‘That’s good, Brig,’ Cam called. ‘How about a smile, Kumi? The food is so yummy.’

			Tate wandered over to say hello to Kumiko. His wavy hair had curled in the rain. Brigitte could see why Cam had chosen him for the job.

			‘You should have come yesterday,’ Kumiko said to Brigitte, between bites of haloumi. ‘Matt Elery.’

			Her heart flipped in her chest.

			‘That’s where I recognise you from,’ Tate said to Brigitte. ‘The bookshop.’

			Brigitte ignored him, pretending to be busy arranging bowls.

			‘He was so nice.’ Kumiko drooled. ‘Had these amazing blue eyes.’

			Brigitte felt herself blush.

			‘Get out of the way now, Kumi and Tate,’ Cam called. ‘You’re blocking my shot.’

			Kumiko poked out her tongue.

			‘Might use that for the next Gip TV promo.’

			Brigitte started on the second batch of haloumi.

			‘Hey, Barbie,’ Cam called to her, ‘here comes Ken.’

			She looked up and saw Aidan walking across the oval. He was with a stocky man a head shorter. The shorter man was wearing a black suit. At the farmers’ market, for fuck’s sake. His arms arced at his sides like an ape’s. Mirrored sunglasses, strawberry-blond crew cut, chewing gum, a little too much swagger. The twins dragged their feet behind the men, eyes on their iPods. What the hell was Phoebe wearing? A tight denim skirt that barely covered her bum. They’d be having words about that later. Ella held Aidan’s hand, chattering away.

			When he reached the One, Two, Three, Cook! stall, Aidan stooped to look under the canopy. ‘Here’s something you don’t see every day.’ He leaned on the trestle table and half-smiled, dark shadows etched beneath his eyes.

			Brigitte thought about the flinch as she shook the pan, too vigorously, and a piece of haloumi jumped over the side.

			‘Remind me again why you’re here,’ Aidan said.

			‘All part of God’s plan, apparently.’ He didn’t look amused. Join the club. ‘Filling in for Maree Carver,’ she said.

			‘The telly chef?’ Aidan frowned, and she went cold: he knew exactly where Maree Carver was, but couldn’t say. He turned to his offsider. ‘Brig, this is Detective Steve Williams from Homicide. In charge of the investigation.’

			She recognised him — the wading guy.

			He shook her hand and looked her up and down. She glanced sideways at Aidan; he rolled his eyes.

			‘No relation to Constable Brandon. Or the ferryman — and don’t pay before he gets you to the other side.’ Williams laughed at his own joke. ‘Bit like Tasmania down here.’

			‘Gotta go in to work for a bit,’ Aidan said. ‘Leave the kids with you?’

			Brigitte looked around, at the stall, at Cam and Tate. ‘OK.’ She shrugged, couldn’t really say no. ‘Want to try some?’ She stabbed a toothpick into a serving of haloumi.

			‘What is it?’

			‘Haloumi.’

			‘Yeah, but what is it?’

			‘Fried cheese.’

			‘I’m right, thanks.’

			‘I’ll try some,’ Williams said, taking the chewy out of his mouth.

			Aidan went behind the stall and bent to kiss her. ‘Be careful.’

			Brigitte gestured a hand to the surrounding stalls. ‘Of what?’

			He frowned again.

			Cam watched the two detectives walk away towards the car park. Brigitte elbowed him.

			‘Allowed to look,’ he said.

			She glanced at Tate, who was perusing a manila folder of notes.

			‘He ever wear a uniform?’ Cam said.

			‘How long do we have to stay here?’ Phoebe was whining, sitting cross-legged on the ground at the back of the marquee. ‘This is boring.’

			‘Don’t sit like that,’ Brigitte said. ‘I can see your undies.’

			Phoebe ignored her and went back to playing a game on her iPod.

			‘Can I have some money?’ Finn said.

			Brigitte sighed and found ten dollars in her purse for him. Phoebe jumped up and held out her hand, too.

			‘Don’t go out of the market,’ Brigitte said as they walked away.

			‘OK, Mum,’ Finn called over his shoulder. Phoebe didn’t look back.

			‘Now for the fish,’ Cam said.

			‘Fish!’

			‘Warm flathead with spinach salad.’

			She screwed up her nose as he took the flathead out of a plastic bag. ‘I’m not touching it. It stinks.’

			He shook his head. ‘It’s fish.’ He sliced the flathead into bite-sized pieces, then wiped his fishy hands on a tea towel and threw it to her.

			She recoiled and dropped it. Tate laughed; she glared at him as she picked it up with the very tips of her fingers.

			She splashed a little olive oil into the pan, and floured and fried the fish.

			‘You don’t need your notes anymore,’ Cam said to Tate, and he placed them on the table.

			Joe and Sylvia came over.

			‘Where’s Maree Carver?’ Joe asked.

			Fashionably late. ‘Not here yet.’

			He gave Brigitte a quick lesson on cooking flathead. He said Cam had sliced it incorrectly — hadn’t used a sharp enough knife. Sylvia rolled her eyes, and wandered off to look at Greg’s native plant stall.

			Ella pulled at Brigitte’s apron.

			‘Not now, Ella. Mummy’s busy.’

			‘It’s OK,’ Cam said from behind the camera. ‘Let her help you. It looks cute. Pass Mummy the spinach, Ella.’

			Detective Sergeant Ray Perry — Rough-As-Guts Ray — stopped to try some fish. ‘Terrible business yesterday.’ He had a gravelly voice, like a pack-a-day radio shock jock.

			‘Is that other man from your work coming today?’ Ella interrupted. ‘From the bookshop.’

			Brigitte knocked over the oil, and mopped the spill with the tea towel.

			‘Can I have an ice-cream?’ Ella tilted her head and smiled. ‘Two scoops?’

			Brigitte narrowed her eyes. She gripped the frypan handle to take the fish off the heat; it was hot and burned her fingers. She swore under her breath and shook out her hand.

			‘You right, love?’ Ray said.

			‘Fine.’

			‘Haven’t had a floater for yonks.’ He clicked his tongue and shook his head.

			It couldn’t be … ‘Cam!’ she called as she wrapped the tea towel around the handle. ‘Try Maree Carver again.’ The tea-towel corner dangled in the flame; she dropped it on the table as it caught fire. The wind rustled through the trees and whipped around the marquee canopies.

			Cam pointed and flapped his arms. Tate rushed towards them.

			The burning tea towel caught on the tablecloth and Tate’s folder of notes; flames leaped up the side of the marquee and spread quickly across the signage at the top.

			Cam screamed at Brigitte and Ella to get out of there; somebody call the fireys. Ray went to find a fire extinguisher as Greg’s native plants started to catch.
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			Brigitte put Kumiko on speaker while she looked for calendula ointment in the bathroom cabinet.

			‘No weak, rapid pulse or cold, clammy skin?’ Kumiko said. The first-aider at the market had said to watch for signs and symptoms of shock, and given out fact sheets. ‘Rapid breathing, dizziness, nausea?’

			‘No.’ She applied the ointment to the frypan-burn on her hand.

			‘Pale face, fingernails, or lips?’

			She looked in the mirror. ‘Just embarrassment.’ And dread of Cam’s jokes: Is it hot in here or did Brigitte Serra just walk in? Put away the matches … He’d get months of mileage from this.

			She took her phone to the kitchen, stirred the noodles on the stove, and heard helicopters whupping as Finn flung open the door. ‘Something’s going on in Paynesville!’ he shouted.

			‘Have to go, Kumi. See you at work.’ She hung up the phone.

			‘Can me and Phoebe go see?’ Finn asked.

			Brigitte said she’d come with them, flicked off their dinner, and called Ella.

			Harry was out front of his house, looking up at the TV choppers. He joined Brigitte and the kids.

			From the park, they saw media — local and city — and onlookers swarming the Paynesville foreshore.

			‘Jesus H. Christ,’ Harry said, squinting across at the cars, vans, reporters, camera crews.

			The ferry was docked on the mainland. Brigitte could just make out Jeremy, on centre-stage again, talking to an audience of enthralled passengers.

			‘What’s happened, Mummy?’ Phoebe asked, standing close to Brigitte.

			Her phone buzzed in her pocket. A text from Cam: Seen the news?

			She opened The Age webpage — breaking news — as they reached the ferry shelter. Harry read over her shoulder.

			Celebrity chef found dead in East Gippsland lake

			‘Oh my God,’ she said.

			‘What?’ the kids said in unison.

			She held up a hand to shoosh them, and read on.

			A woman’s body pulled from the water between Lake Victoria and Lake King at the small boating town of Paynesville in Gippsland has been identified as celebrity chef Maree Carver. The thirty-five-year-old star of the popular One, Two, Three, Cook! cooking show had been in Gippsland to film a TV commercial promoting her new cookbook.

			Ms Carver’s family, including her husband, Michael Gorr, and her two young children, were told of the tragic news yesterday.

			Mr Gorr said he and his children were going through hell. ‘We’re devastated. [I’m] just trying to push on as much as possible,’ he said.

			The phone rang. Cam. ‘You were right. Awful, awful, awful. I feel sick to my stomach.’ He sniffed. ‘Are you OK?’

			‘I’m fine.’

			‘I can’t believe she drowned. I should have walked her to the motel.’ It sounded like he started crying.

			‘Is somebody there with you?’

			A pause, and then a snuffly ‘A friend’s on his way now.’ He couldn’t get any more words out.

			Finn wanted to go across, but Brigitte said, ‘No,’ and turned for home. She phoned Aidan on the way.

			‘How’s your hand?’ he said.

			‘You should have told me about Maree Carver.’

			‘Wasn’t meant to come out till tomorrow.’

			‘That’s not the point.’

			‘You know I’m not allowed to discuss investigations.’

			‘This is different.’

			Zippy came bounding up the road towards them; he must have slipped through the broken gate again. Brigitte hung up, grabbed Zippy’s collar, and led him home.

			They’d left the TV on in the lounge room. Channel Nine news. A blow-waved, heavily made-up reporter was standing in front of the Bateau House, looking serious, trying to furrow his botoxed brow, but there were no lines. ‘The news has devastated the Channel Nine community,’ he said. ‘Maree was a much-loved member of our Melbourne team. Our thoughts are with her family and friends during this difficult time. There has been a massive outpouring of grief on social media, and tributes from fans have already started flooding into the studio.’

			An image of Maree Carver lit up the screen. She looked younger than she did on her cookbook cover. Her clear skin was made up to look natural. Model-smile, grey-green eyes, hair piled loosely on her head. It was a photo her agent must have provided. A classic head-shot pose: hand casually under ear, elbow resting on top of forearm draped along a bench or back of a chair that had been cropped out of the photo. Soft lighting. The boat neckline of a dress or evening top — black, satin and velvet maybe — skimmed her collarbones.

			The reporter said, ‘Detective Senior Sergeant Steven Williams of the Homicide Squad said police are investigating the circumstances of Maree’s death, and has urged anyone who saw Maree on Thursday night to call Crime Stoppers.’

			Brigitte went to the kitchen for a drink.
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			‘Shut the door,’ Aidan said as Brigitte walked into the bedroom.

			She tilted her head. ‘Kids are out there, you know.’

			No smile. He was wearing grey trousers and a business shirt — work clothes.

			‘Why are you dressed like that?’

			‘Night shift. Bloody Ray called in sick. Reckons he’s still recovering from some dodgy fish at the farmers’ market.’

			She looked at her feet.

			‘Can’t get anybody to cover him.’ He crouched in front of something next to the wardrobe.

			She stepped closer to see what it was. ‘What the —’

			He put an index finger to his lips.

			— fuck is an ugly steel safe doing in our bedroom?

			‘The combination’s Ella’s birthday,’ he said as he twisted the lock. ‘30–10–9.’

			From the safe, he lifted a blue plastic case the size of a family-value cereal box. ‘We’ll keep the ammunition locked away in the shed later on —’

			‘What ammunition? What are you talking about?’

			‘But for now, it’ll be on top of the wardrobe.’ He stood, placed the case on the bed and opened it.

			She drew in her breath when she saw the coal-black pistol nestled in the foam interior. ‘Is that your work gun?’

			‘No.’

			‘Where did it come from?’

			‘Doesn’t matter where it came from, and it can go back once this investigation’s —’

			‘Oh my God.’ She put her hands over her mouth. ‘Maree Carver didn’t drown, did she?’

			He glanced at her, lines knitted between his brows, and then looked back at the gun in its case. ‘It’s a semi-automatic, just means it’s self-loading. See here.’ He pointed to something on the gun.

			She didn’t want to see, turned her head slightly and looked at it from the corner of her eye.

			‘Harry’s coming over in a minute to watch the kids, so we can have a little go at shooting it round the back of the island before I go to work.’

			‘Aid, you’re scaring me.’

			‘It’s OK, Brig. It’s just gunna stay in the safe for a bit.’

			‘Tell me what’s going on.’

			‘Just being careful.’ He closed the case. ‘Now go put on a jacket and some boots.’

			She shook her head. ‘No.’

			‘Yes.’ He spoke firmly — his policeman’s voice — and touched her cheek. She did as he said.

			Aidan walked around from the back of the car, holding two pairs of industrial-looking earmuffs. ‘Ear protection. Guns are louder than a jet engine. Can cause permanent hearing damage.’

			He was serious, no joking — no Say hello to my little friend. He handed her a pair of safety glasses. Let me guess, she thought, loose shrapnel could take out your eye.

			They were at the back of the island, where the roads were dirt and the houses were few. Ferns grew in the shade of eucalypts, pines, and tea-trees. The sky was wolf grey and the water was the colour of the gun, a white-lace trim of foam edging the wavelets.

			‘Always assume the gun is loaded.’ The wind whipped through Aidan’s hair as he pulled back the slidey thing on top of the pistol. ‘Whenever you put the gun down, make sure the slide is locked open, so you can tell it’s empty.’ He placed the gun next to a box of ammunition on the car’s bonnet. ‘And never point it at anything you don’t want to shoot.’ He swivelled it to point at the water.

			Brigitte folded her arms under her breasts and hunched her shoulders forward. Aidan told her to pick up the gun. She shook her head and took a step backwards.

			‘It’s OK. It’s not loaded,’ he said.

			‘But you just said to always assume the —’

			‘Just hold it for a sec, Brig.’ He loaded ammunition into a rectangular metal container.

			She sighed, unfolded her arms, moved forward, and picked up the gun with two fingers, holding it at arm’s length, like a raw fish.

			‘Hold it properly, Brigitte. It’s not a toy, you don’t want to drop it.’

			She scowled and gripped it, hurting her burnt hand. It wasn’t as cold or as heavy as she’d imagined.

			‘And remember what I said about never pointing it at anything you don’t want to shoot?’

			She pointed it away at the water; she’d had it aimed at him.

			He took the gun and showed her how to insert the metal container, the ‘magazine’, into the base of the grip. She started to zone out as he explained how the slide springs forward, loading one round into the chamber. ‘Now the gun’s ready to fire.’ He glanced at her.

			She nodded and swallowed, her mouth dry. He wasn’t seriously expecting her to fire it?

			He demonstrated how to grip the gun, thumbs on the same side. ‘The slide flies back with each shot, so never cross your thumbs behind it.’

			‘Would it break your thumb?’

			‘Cut it right off.’

			Was that supposed to be encouraging?

			He took a few steps forward onto the coarse, sandy beach. She followed. He stood with his feet shoulder-width apart, arms extended, gripping the gun in both hands.

			‘What if you hit a boat?’

			‘There are no boats out there.’

			‘Or a dolphin?’

			‘Stop being silly.’

			He explained how he was lining up the sights — the front sight should be centred in the rear-sight notch. She had no idea what he was talking about now, could barely hear him through the earmuffs and above the wind and her heartbeat. ‘See that green shopping bag out there in the water?’

			No. She squinted. ‘Oh, yes.’ She lowered her chin to her chest and hugged herself as he placed his finger on the trigger.

			‘Imagine you’re placing your finger against something delicate like glass,’ he said. ‘Gently. Don’t jerk the trigger.’

			She held her breath.

			Bang! She jumped, and a tiny, strangled scream escaped her throat. The shopping bag disappeared.

			He shot four more rounds, and then turned to her, still pointing the gun at the water. ‘Now it’s your turn.’

			She felt hot and cold like she did when she was on the water. She took some shallow breaths and her legs started to shake. ‘I can’t.’

			‘Yes, you can.’

			‘No, Aid.’ She shook her head.

			‘You’re a brave woman, Brig.’

			‘No, I’m not.’

			‘Survived all that shit when you were young. Had three kids. This is nothing.’

			The ground seemed to rock beneath her, like a boat. She ripped off the earmuffs and safety glasses; the glasses caught and tore out some of her hair. She didn’t care — just had to get them off.

			Aidan frowned. ‘You OK?’

			‘No!’ The wind almost blew her over as she turned and marched back to the car, crunching pine cones under foot.

			She sat in the passenger seat, shivering, as she watched Aidan removing the ammunition from the pistol. Angry with herself for being silly, angry with him for trying to make her do this, the gunshots and the isolation of the island rang in her ears.

			When he got into the car, he reached across and hugged her, kissed the top of her head, stroked her hair. ‘It’s OK. We’ll try another time.’

			‘No.’ She shook her head. ‘We won’t.’

			He held her tighter, his breath hot against her cheek.

			‘What’s going on, Aidan?’

			‘Don’t worry, I’ll send the divvy van to patrol the island tonight.’

			Don’t worry! ‘What for?’

			‘Nothing else for them to do.’

			‘What for?’

			‘I told you — just being careful.’
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			When the kids were in bed, she started reading a book that Tate, the new production assistant, had recommended: Cloud Atlas, which started in the form of a mid-nineteenth-century ship-traveller’s journal. She couldn’t concentrate. She flicked on the TV, lowered the volume, and called Zippy onto the couch with her. Leaves whispered against the side window and cast shadow fingers across the curtains. Zippy’s ears pricked up. ‘It’s just a tree branch,’ she said, patting his warm head. He licked her hand.

			Somebody drove into their dead-end street — unusual at that time of night. It must be the car Aidan had sent. She walked over to the front window, looked through the blind slats, but the car was out of sight at the end of the cul-de-sac. Tail-lights like two cigarette tips in the dark. Brake lights. White lights. Reversing. Zippy barked but didn’t get off the couch. She held her breath.

			The car stopped in front of their house. White and blue: the colours of safety. She let out her breath, turned up the heater, and went back to the couch.

			Her phone rang. Her mother, Joan. Asking if she was all right. ‘That girl from the cooking show, how awful.’

			‘Yes, it was —’

			‘And that wasn’t you I saw featured in a TVC, was it?’ Priorities back on track, no asking how Aidan or the kids were.

			‘I forgot you get Gip TV up there.’

			‘Why were you in a commercial?’

			‘Long story.’

			Joan deepened her voice. ‘Go on.’

			‘Actor didn’t turn up, so I had to fill in.’

			Joan cleared her throat. ‘But you don’t have any training.’

			‘Don’t need a performing-arts degree for regional telly.’ She looked at her fingernails, picked at a split one.

			‘You’re not a member of the Media, Entertainment, and Arts Alliance.’

			‘Didn’t ask for my union card either.’

			‘Are you going to be doing more of this?’

			She was about to say no, then decided to tell her about the series of farmers’ market commercials. Joan said she’d better get a casting agent. Brigitte heard ice crackle and ping against glass as Joan gave her acting tips. She stifled a yawn. ‘I’ve gotta go, Mum.’

			‘Have you spoken to your brother lately?’

			She’d forgotten to call him.

			‘I think you should talk to him. He sounds funny.’

			‘What do you mean “funny”?’

			‘I don’t know. Call him and find out what’s going on. He’s never going to tell me.’ The flick of a cigarette lighter, the inhalation of smoke. ‘Now, shall I give you my Melbourne agent’s number?’

			Melbourne agent, like she had more than one. ‘Sorry, Mum, bad reception, it’s the wind, you’re breaking up.’

			‘I can hear you. Brigitte?’

			‘Are you there?’

			After she’d hung up on her mother, she tried Ryan’s number. No answer. She left a message, inviting him up for the weekend. The landline in the kitchen rang.

			‘Everything OK?’ Aidan.

			‘Yes.’

			‘Been trying your mobile.’

			‘Joan was on the phone.’

			‘Dispatched the divvy to patrol the island.’

			‘I know. But it’s not patrolling. It’s parked out front.’

			Zippy wandered in to find her.

			There was a rustling sound at Aidan’s end. ‘Thanks for that.’

			‘What?’

			‘Nothing. Just Carla. See you in the morning.’

			Zippy barked as the theme music played at the end of Law and Order: SVU. He jumped off the couch and charged at the back door; Brigitte heard his claws on the glass. She sprang up and rushed to look out the front window. The divvy van was still there. Safe. She went to see what Zippy was carrying on about. Probably a koala.

			She stopped dead when she saw a dark figure standing on the porch. How long to open the safe, get the gun from the case, drag over a chair to stand on, reach the ammo, load it? Three minutes? Four?

			The figure was holding a bottle of wine. Fuck, just Harry. She flicked on the porch light, and held Zippy by the collar as she slid open the door. The smells of wood smoke and mosquito coils were in the air.

			Zippy continued to bark.

			‘Shh, Bugalugs, it’s just me.’ Harry wiped his feet on the mat. ‘Aid said to check on you.’ He was wearing overalls, a navy sweater, and a yellow hi-vis beanie.

			‘You almost scared me to death.’

			‘Sorry.’ He pulled off the beanie, handed over the bottle, and followed her in. ‘Cop car out the front.’

			‘Yes. Aid’s being obsessive.’ She took two glasses from the cupboard.

			‘Can’t be too careful, love.’ Harry rubbed his hands together. ‘Bit nippy out.’

			‘Autumn.’

			He lifted his gaze to her face and took a seat at the kitchen table.

			Zippy lay at the back door, licking himself. A koala grunted like a pig while Brigitte was pouring the wine; she jumped and spilled some on the table. Zippy growled.

			‘You all right, love?’ Harry said.

			She nodded. ‘Fucking koala bears,’ she said as she crossed to the sink for a cloth to wipe the spill. ‘Did you know they have exactly the same fingerprints as humans?’

			‘Bullshit.’

			‘It’s true. Even experts can’t tell the difference under a microscope. Aid told me.’ She sat at the table and gulped her wine.

			‘They’re not actually bears.’

			‘I know.’ She’d started calling them ‘bears’ because it was amusing how much it annoyed Aidan. ‘Where were you before the island, Harry?’

			‘Moved around a bit. Melbourne, New South.’

			‘For work?’

			‘Yeah, mostly. Worked in an abattoir, as a salesman, all sorts of odd jobs, dirty deeds.’

			‘Done dirt cheap,’ she laughed, and drank. Thank God for wine.

			‘And then got into boats.’

			She wondered why he hadn’t found a partner, but didn’t ask. ‘Any luck with the internet dating?’

			His cheeks flushed.

			‘You have!’

			‘Not really.’ He shook his head. ‘Just one date. Last Thursdy.’

			She raised her eyebrows. ‘So you weren’t really at your mother’s?’

			His cheeks turned redder.

			‘How’d it go?’

			‘Not really my type.’

			‘And what is your type, Harry?’

			‘Dunno. Just somebody nice.’ He looked at his hands. ‘And small.’

			‘Small!’ She laughed.

			‘Well, not small — you know.’ He looked up at her eyes. ‘Just not bulky, or solid.’

			‘Do you know Carla Flanagan?’

			‘The new cop?’

			She nodded.

			‘Yeah. Why?’

			‘What do you think of her?’

			‘She’s all right.’

			‘Do you think she’s attractive?’

			‘S’pose.’ He shrugged. ‘Bit big, but. Solid.’

			She laughed again.

			Harry poised the bottle over her glass. ‘More wine?’

			‘Does a koala shit in the … Where do they go?’

			Zippy had fallen asleep. He kicked his paws through a dream. She ran a finger absently around the rim of her glass, thinking about Aidan’s nightmares. He’d never told her exactly what they were about: just something to do with the raid at Laurie Hunt’s house. The Homicide Squad had been tipped off that a man wanted for several drug-related murders was residing there — they weren’t even after Hunt. Something had gone wrong; they’d gone in too soon. Hunt had shot dead Aidan’s partner, Drew Borchardt, and then shot Aidan, who had returned fire. Hunt had been related to some cop at the time, so it was kept quiet, no names mentioned in the news.

			Brigitte remembered opening the front door that morning to the two uniformed officers standing on her doorstep. A memory within a memory: Aidan standing in that same place four years earlier, telling her that her first husband, Sam, had been killed in the line of duty. The two officers had the same remorseful looks on their faces as Aidan had had.

			Time folded like a paper fan.

			She remembered, strangely, noticing how mild for autumn the weather was on the morning Aidan was shot: it would have been a nice day for taking the kids to the park. And then the rush, the blur, the disinfectant smell, the cruel lighting and anaemic colourlessness of everything in the hospital. The dull electronic droning, and the blips of the monitors and machines that had kept Aidan alive.

			She shivered. Zippy whimpered. ‘What do you think they dream about, Harry?’

			‘Dunno.’ He was looking at her finger on the glass. ‘Probably chasing cats.’

			‘No cats allowed on the island. Bloody koala conservation program.’

			‘In a past life.’

			‘Do you believe in reincarnation?’

			‘Turn it up.’ He scrunched his head to his neck, creating three chins.

			‘I think certain souls are connected and reincarnated time and time again, crossing ages.’ Where was Maree Carver’s soul now?

			‘Really?’ Harry said. ‘Sounds like Cloud Atlas.’

			‘You’ve read that!’ She was impressed.

			‘When you’re dead, you’re dead, love. Like Tom Waits says: “Dirt in the Ground”.’

			‘I didn’t know you liked Tom Waits, Harry.’

			He tilted his head. ‘Lotta stuff you don’t know about me.’

			When they’d finished the wine, Brigitte scraped back her chair and walked across to the pantry for another bottle. She paused at the breakfast bar on the way back, pressed the button on her phone, slid her finger across the screen, and searched for Tom Waits in her music, connected it to the speaker.

			‘This song was in Twelve Monkeys,’ Harry said.

			‘God, I’d forgotten about that film.’ She sat next to him. ‘Was that the one with Gwyneth Paltrow’s head in a box?’

			‘Nah. That’s something else with Brad Pitt.’

			She opened the bottle and poured. ‘“Goin’ Out West” was in Fight Club.’

			‘Oh, yeah — the bar scene. I love that film.’

			‘I love Brad Pitt.’

			‘People used to tell me I looked like him when I was young.’

			She lowered her head and rubbed at a mark on the table, trying not to laugh. Lucky she didn’t have a mouthful of wine. She cleared her throat. ‘“Underground” was in Robots.’

			‘You got me there.’ Harry sipped his wine. ‘Is that scar on your forehead from the car accident when you were young?’

			She couldn’t remember telling him about that; maybe Aidan had. She shook her head.

			The wind blasted a sheet of rain from nowhere against the back door. The lights flickered, and they looked at each other. Zippy twitched in his sleep. A few further sheets pounded the door, and then the rain settled to a downpour.

			‘I am a bit spooked, Harry.’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘I don’t think she drowned.’

			‘Nah.’

			‘Aid’s worried about something, but he won’t tell me what. He’s acting like we’re at risk, but why would we be?’

			‘Everyone’s a bit on edge.’

			‘Cop car out the front, the gun.’ More than on edge.

			‘How’d the shooting lesson go, anyway?’

			‘Couldn’t do it. I freaked out. Stupid.’

			‘You’re not stupid, Brig.’ He finished his drink. ‘The gun’s nowhere the kiddies can find it?’

			‘No. Locked away in the bedroom.’

			‘Be right. Aid’ll sort it all out.’ Harry touched her shoulder.
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			The photocopier in the stationery room wasn’t working. A light on the front flashed. Out of paper? Jammed? Something went wrong every time Brigitte used the fucking thing. She checked the trays. Plenty of paper, not jammed. She pressed some buttons, but the light continued flashing. She’d have to get Kumiko to help her.

			Aidan’s voice boomed, greeting the staff out in the office: ‘Cam, Kumiko, Johnno … and?’

			‘Tate,’ said Tate.

			‘The firebug’s doing some photocopying,’ Cam said to him.

			‘No, I’m not.’ Brigitte stood in the doorway. ‘Photocopier’s not working again.’

			‘Funny it only ever goes on the blink when you use it. You didn’t set fire to it, did you?’ Cam said. ‘Thought I told everybody to hide the matches.’

			So predictable. Brigitte ignored him, and turned to Aidan, who was smirking, too. ‘What are you doing here?’

			‘In the neighbourhood. Got time for lunch?’

			She looked at Cam.

			‘A quick lunch,’ he said. ‘Two voiceovers for you to write this afternoon.’

			‘An hour,’ Aidan said. ‘Don’t want somebody in here about workplace relations, do you?’

			Outside, the sky was grey. A pack of youths walked past as Brigitte and Aidan got into an unmarked Commodore.

			‘Fuckin’ wog pig,’ one of them said. ‘Shoulda been you in the lake.’

			Brigitte frowned; Aidan ignored the taunt. Another of the youths spat on the windscreen. Aidan turned on the water and wipers. ‘Always nice to be respected in the community.’

			He started up the car, indicated, and pulled out into the road.

			‘How’s the investigation going?’ she said.

			‘Which one?’

			She shot him a sideways glance.

			‘Depends on tomorrow’s paper test.’

			She could play ‘cop speak’, too: ‘And what were the Coroner’s findings into the death with inquest?’

			‘Hasn’t been done yet.’

			‘Results back from the forensics?’

			‘It’s not CSI, Brig.’

			‘SVU? NCIS?’

			It didn’t get a laugh. ‘Whatever. I can’t believe you still watch that shit.’

			She tried again: ‘You’re a bit broody at the moment, McNulty.’

			‘That was The Wire.’

			‘I know.’ Another Tom Waits theme song. She’d have to tell Harry. ‘Was McNulty Italian?’

			‘Irish.’ He checked in the rear-view mirror as he changed lanes. ‘Williams is setting up community vans and giving orders to his task force.’

			‘Why aren’t you in charge?’

			‘Not Homicide anymore. Bottom of the food chain.’

			She was unsure if it was sarcasm or grief she heard in his voice.

			She gripped her seat as he ran the red at the last set of traffic lights in town. He drove down the creek road, and parked in a secluded spot under a big eucalypt on the embankment.

			‘Salad with cheese or ham?’ He unbuckled his seatbelt, and reached for the plastic bag on the back seat.

			‘Cheese.’

			‘New bakery’s not bad. Got you an orange juice, too.’

			She looked down at the creek. The water frothed white over a section of rocks upstream, and then flowed dark grey-green. How deep was it? How cold? She shivered and turned to him. He was staring at the creek, too, a tiny tic in his left eyelid. She took the plastic bag from his hands, placed it on the floor, and kissed him. When she opened her eyes, his were already open — looking in the direction of the eucalypt. She frowned when he got out and strode down to pick up something that looked like a takeaway food box. He threw it in the bin before walking back up the embankment.

			‘What was that?’ she said as he sat back in the car.

			‘Nothing. Just rubbish.’ He took a bottle of hand sanitiser from the console and applied some.

			He was jiggling his leg again. She leaned across and put her hand on it. He clicked the doors locked; she took that as a hint, and kissed him again, harder, placed a hand on his groin.

			‘Don’t,’ he said.

			‘What you need …’ She fumbled with the button of his trousers, unzipped them, and slid a hand inside.

			‘Stop it, Brig.’

			‘… is something to take your mind off things for a while.’ She lowered her head and, with her free hand, released the lever to lean back his seat.

			She paused for a moment and looked up sideways. His eyes were closed, lips slightly parted. No flinching now.

			As the urgency in his body — as well as hers — increased she moved her hand and mouth faster. Her skirt rode up; she spread her knees apart as far as she could, given the confines of the Commodore. She guided his hand down between her legs, and her fears started melting away. Sex always made things better. One of her knees smashed against the radio.

			‘Stop,’ Aidan said as he pulled up his hand. She didn’t stop, so he pushed her away.

			The car jolted and her head crashed against the steering wheel.

			‘Fuck!’ Aidan slammed his foot on the brake. Too late. She’d knocked the gear lever to ‘Drive’ and the eucalypt had already stopped the car. ‘Brigitte!’

			As he got out to survey the damage, she straightened her clothes and held the bottle of OJ to the lump forming next to the faded, silver scar on her forehead.

			‘Broken headlight, a dent in the bumper.’ The car rocked as he swung back into the driver’s seat. ‘How am I supposed to explain this?’

			‘Aren’t you the boss down here? Don’t need to explain.’

			She expected a squeaky laugh, at least a half-smile, but he shook his head — soon those frown lines would become permanent.

			‘Why don’t you ever listen!’ He thrust his seat forward.

			The sharp edge to his voice hurt almost as much as the flinch. She scrunched up her body and looked out the window.

			He softened his tone, but it was too late. ‘Your head OK?’

			She nodded and tickled the roof of her mouth with her tongue, which was supposed to stop tears from reaching your eyes.
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			Mike the butcher greeted Brigitte and Ella as the door tinkled. Brigitte screwed up her nose. She hated the smell, the meat, the blood on Mike’s apron. She preferred the unscented, cryovacked meat at the supermarket, going to Mike’s only to buy cheap bones for Zippy.

			‘Any update on the lady in the lake?’ Mike said.

			Wasn’t that a Raymond Chandler novel? Brigitte shook her head.

			‘Cops been questioning all the shopkeepers for some reason.’

			‘Just normal procedure. They need to gather as much information as they can.’

			‘Waste of time.’

			‘Why’s that?’

			‘Wasn’t a local did it.’

			‘What are you suggesting?’

			‘Foul play. Reckon it was the husband.’

			Mike had obviously read more Chandler, and watched more CSI, than she had.

			‘You after dog’s bones?’

			She nodded.

			‘Got rump on special. Premium Black Angus Grass Fed. Very lean.’

			‘OK, I’ll get a kilo of that too, please.’

			‘Lot cheaper if you buy in bulk. For ninety bucks I’ll give you seven kilos.’

			‘That sounds like a lot.’

			‘You got a big freezer? I’ll make it ten kilos for a hundred.’

			She twisted her mouth.

			‘Can’t do better than that, ten bucks a kilo.’ He started piling up steaks. ‘You coming to the council meeting about the ferry fees?’

			‘Don’t think I can get away.’

			He winked as he sharpened his knife on the steel.

			Brigitte took a bowl of corn chips and Cloud Atlas outside, and sat on the porch couch to read. In part two, the nineteenth-century journal was found by a 1930s composer. Separate stories, different styles, but somehow connected? Zippy lay at her feet. The last of the lazy golden sunlight streamed through the eucalypts at the fence-line. The kids were imprisoning creatures in their bug catcher. A rump steak stew was simmering on the stove. Domesticity. Joan would be appalled.

			The annoying multicoloured bird she’d named Cheeky perched on an arm of the couch. He took two hops and then flew at her. She screamed and shoed him away. Zippy lifted his head and barked, but nothing would get rid of Cheeky — except a corn chip. She threw one for him, knowing he’d attack her again for more in a minute.

			Zippy heard Aidan’s car first; his ears pricked up before it crunched up the driveway. He took off, barking madly.

			Aidan swore as Zippy knocked him against the broken gate. Cheeky dive-bombed Brigitte’s head with renewed vigour. She threw him another chip.

			‘So at one with nature,’ Aidan said as he stepped onto the porch.

			She didn’t bother asking what was in his pocket.

			Ella sprinted across the yard and followed him inside.

			Brigitte heard him say: ‘Something smells good in here.’

			Ella told him, ‘The husband killed that lady in the lake.’

			‘What?’

			There was a crash from the kitchen; Aidan swore and Ella giggled.

			Brigitte put her book down and went inside to see what was going on. Aidan was barefoot, hopping in front of the fridge. The freezer door was open, a package of half-frozen steak on the floor.

			‘What have you been telling Ella?’

			‘Nothing. She just heard Mike gossiping.’

			‘What’s all this in the freezer?’

			‘Premium Black Angus Grass Fed steak.’

			‘I thought we were supposed to be eating less red meat.’ He stopped hopping and examined his foot. ‘Don’t let Phoebe see.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘She’s vegetarian, remember?’

			‘That won’t last.’

			‘Stop being so hard on her. She’s a good kid.’ He picked up the steak, put it back in the freezer, and re-stacked everything so it fitted in neatly. ‘Why so much?’

			‘On special at Mike’s. Lean and cheap.’ She raised her eyebrows. ‘Same way I like my men.’ It won her a half-smile as he took out a beer. ‘So, no news?’ she said.

			‘Gunna be a media conference in Melbourne tomorrow.’

			‘You’re not going down?’

			‘No. But speaking of which, how’s your head?’

			Touché. ‘Fine.’ She lifted his hand that was holding the cold beer, touched it to the bruise. ‘Or at least that’s what you used to tell me.’

			He let that one go through to the keeper, pulled away, and went to the lounge room.

			She tasted the stew and screwed up her face. Really tough. Bloody Mike. She heard the couch creak and Aidan turn on the TV news.

			The reporter said: ‘Detective Senior Sergeant Steven Williams of the Homicide Squad has revealed that, after reviewing the crime scene, celebrity chef Maree Carver may have been murdered.’

			Brigitte spat the unchewable meat into the bin, and rushed in to watch.

			They cut from the agent’s photo of Maree Carver to footage of Steve Williams on the Paynesville foreshore. ‘The circumstances around Maree’s death are suspicious. She may have met with foul play.’ The wind ruffled his shirt, but not his crew cut. ‘Maree had been dining with local Gip TV staff at the Bateau House restaurant on The Esplanade in Paynesville on Thursday the seventh of March. It should have been a short walk to the Mariner’s Cove motel where she was staying, just 350 metres up the road. At about 10.30 she declined an offer from a male Gip TV staff member to walk her to the motel, insisting she would be fine alone.

			‘Ms Carver had consumed some alcohol, but by all accounts she had not done so excessively.

			‘I’ve been told by local residents that people would usually feel safe in that area at night. Having said that, we don’t know what happened to Maree between the time she left the restaurant and her body being discovered in McMillan Strait.’

			Fade to footage of police vehicles and tape flapping along the foreshore. And then Maree Carver’s distraught husband, Michael Gorr, explaining why he hadn’t reported his wife missing when she didn’t answer her phone on Thursday night. ‘She was frequently away from home on work trips and often didn’t answer her phone. I didn’t think anything of it,’ he said. ‘I rang her mobile repeatedly on Friday morning.’

			And back to the reporter. ‘Mr Gorr, who described his wife of ten years as his “best friend”, said he believed her phone was out of range or had run out of battery.

			‘Detective Williams said Mr Gorr was not being treated as a suspect and police do not have a suspect at this stage. He thanked the community for their overwhelming response and cooperation, and said anyone in the vicinity of the area at the time should contact Crime —’

			Aidan flicked channels to The Big Bang Theory.

			‘Oh my God, what happened to her?’ Brigitte said, wringing her hands.

			‘Dunno. It’s Homicide’s file.’

			‘Was she raped?’

			‘I said —’

			‘What about CCTV?’

			He sighed. ‘What about it?’

			‘Don’t they have it on the ferry? Might have captured her walking past or something.’

			‘I’ll let Williams know you’re available if Homicide need any extra help with this.’

			She frowned.

			‘They never release all the details, in order to trip up the suspect.’

			‘There is a suspect? The husband?’

			‘I told you —’

			‘You must know something.’

			He tossed the remote onto the couch as he walked out of the room.
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			The front page of The Age on Saturday: Suspicious circumstances surrounding Maree Carver’s death. Brigitte looked up when Aidan walked into the kitchen, wearing jeans and a flannelette shirt — his RDO.

			He examined the seldom-used fishing rods in the corner stand. ‘Ryan coming up today?’

			‘I invited him, but he hasn’t called me back.’

			‘Thought he might come fishing.’

			‘Thought you hated fishing.’

			‘People change.’

			She stared at the end of the line, the fish hook glinting in the light.

			‘Don’t worry,’ he said, glancing at the paper. ‘They’ll be caught quickly.’

			For a second she thought he was talking about fish. And then she didn’t believe him. She was pretty sure saltwater would make a tricky crime scene. She’d learnt about hydrophobic and hydrophilic substances in one of Sunny’s aromatherapy workshops. Oil — hydrophobic — and, she guessed, blood would be the only substances that could survive in water. Maybe the perpetrator had cut himself — or herself — on something. Or Maree might have bitten him while he was attacking her. If the husband didn’t confess, and they didn’t have the killer’s blood on Maree’s clothing, or under her fingernails or something, they’d have nothing.

			She folded the paper, wanting to ask Aidan what happened if the perpetrator’s blood got mixed with the victim’s, but was too afraid of upsetting him again. If the blood got combined, she imagined, the forensics couldn’t analyse it. Double nothing.

			She walked across and put her hands on his shoulders. ‘You’re turning into a local.’

			‘Wearing a flanny when we met,’ he said. ‘Don’t remember you complaining then.’

			The dead-celebrities party at that cocktail bar in the city. Nobody had been able to work out who he was dressed up — or not dressed up — as: Jeff Buckley. And she’d been Marilyn Monroe. She remembered the kick of lust in her pelvis. God, she’d wanted him so much. As much as Matt? A stupid thought.

			‘Looking forward to fish for dinner.’ She stood on tiptoes to kiss his mouth, but he turned his face so it was on his cheek.

			***

			Ella was wearing a ridiculous Baby Dior dress that Joan had sent her. Finn was in his muddy, blue-and-white footy uniform; he smelled of sweat and after-game hot dog, which was overpowered by Jeremy’s disinfectant as they boarded the ferry.

			Country music was absent. Jeremy told Brigitte that Scott was on leave.

			Through the passenger saloon’s south-facing windows, Brigitte saw Harry’s fishing boat glide into the strait. She held her breath as Ella rushed outside and hung over the rails to wave. Time to stop procrastinating about swimming lessons. Brigitte remained seated with Finn on the bench seat next to the steel life-jacket box, Zippy lying at their feet.

			Finn asked for the one-hundredth time if she’d seen that kick: the awkward, final-minute goal that had defeated Traralgon by one. He massaged the knee he’d twisted when he fell just as the ball left his boot for that kick. She ruffled his hair and he rested his head on her shoulder. He felt bigger — more substantial than he looked — when she wrapped an arm around him. He was growing up, and that made her feel happy but sad. And old.

			Almost a decade since the doctors had whisked him — a tiny, skinny thing, covered in blood — away from her. He’d looked more like one of the rabbits hanging in Mike’s butcher shop than a baby. Once she’d been stitched back together after the caesarean, a nurse had wheeled her down to see the twins in the neonatal intensive-care unit. Finn was the smaller, the weaker. His skin was heartbreakingly translucent, like a single layer of paperbark. They’d put a white beanie on his head to keep him warm. The doctors told Brigitte she could hold Phoebe, but Finn was too fragile. She’d imagined him falling to pieces, like a broken doll. She’d had to be content with stroking his back and holding his doll-sized hand through the portholes of a clear-plastic crib. All around her, alarms were ringing as wires got crossed or babies stopped breathing. Code blues. She still remembered the names of the babies who never got to go home.

			The morning before the twins were born, she’d told Sam something was wrong. The babies weren’t moving enough. He’d said she was imagining it, being a hypochondriac, as usual. He had to go to work — attending the dead was more important than the living of whom he’d created half — so she drove herself to the hospital, where she was admitted immediately.

			Lights and a rush of people — concerned faces — blurred as they wheeled her on a trolley to the operating theatre. It was dinnertime and the smell of roast meat mingled with that of disinfectant in the corridors. The anaesthetist yelled at her to stop shaking — he couldn’t inject the anaesthetic into her spine. They were running out of time. There was no birth plan, aromatherapy oil, or relaxation music. A nurse had phoned Sam, and at first Brigitte thought he’d made it in time — that it was he in the gown and cap sitting beside the table onto which they slid her, numb from the waist down. But it was Ryan who held her hand as blood spattered onto the screen erected across her chest.

			Where had the time gone? She remembered it passing very slowly in the NICU. There had been something wrong with the clock; the hands — like a Dali painting — didn’t quite reach the numbers so you were never quite sure what the time really was.

			She hugged Finn tighter, brushed dried mud off his jersey. The ferry jutted against the landing, and she tugged at Zippy’s lead. Finn limped ahead. Ella skipped up to him and reached for his hand; he tried to flick her away, but she was persistent with her grip, and he didn’t really mind. Brigitte smiled at their backs — proud. They were good kids. She picked up the forgotten footy bag from the seat and followed, waving at Jeremy as they alighted.

			‘Have a good weekend,’ Jeremy called. As he walked along the upper deck walkway, his arms seemed to be immobilised, slightly away from his body, like a penguin’s flippers.

			They headed along the boardwalk towards Harry’s jetty, Brigitte sticking to the left and trying to restrain Zippy from attacking the black swans that ventured from the water.

			She squinted and shaded her eyes. Phoebe was inside the boat’s cabin, at the helm with Harry. Aidan and Steve Williams sat on seats at the back. Aidan pushed up the peak of his cap and smiled. He looked relaxed; his cheeks were pink.

			‘Hey, Brig!’ Steve beamed. He was sunburnt. ‘Look what we got for dinner.’ He reached into a bucket, held up a fish by its tail, but dropped it over the side when it started flapping. She screwed up her face and stopped at the start of the jetty — as close to the water as she ever went. Zippy barked. She patted his head.

			As the boat drew close, Aidan lassoed a rope over a post and guided her in. He placed a hand on the starboard side — no, the port side. Brigitte could never remember which was which — and jumped over onto the jetty.

			‘Any port in a storm,’ Brigitte said. Joan used to say that, with a bottle in her hand. For years, Brigitte had thought it was a mnemonic to remember the parts of a boat.

			A breeze rippled the water, and sunbeams made a silver lustre on the wavelets. Steve took his hanky out of his pocket and held it to his nose. He dropped it on the floor, and Brigitte couldn’t see if he re-pocketed it. Gross. He took off his fishing gloves, reached for the bucket, tripped on a rope, swore, and lost another fish.

			Aidan stretched out a hand to help Phoebe while Harry secured the boat. Steve scrambled onto the jetty — not as gracefully as Aidan; his legs weren’t as long.

			Aidan walked down to Brigitte, encircled her in his arms, and bent to kiss her — the beer talking.

			She pushed him away. ‘You smell like fish and beer.’ And cigarettes.

			‘Ryan here yet?’ He patted Zippy, who smiled and slobbered, and smacked him with his tail.

			Brigitte shook her head. ‘Maybe tonight.’

			Steve — mirrored sunglasses, face aglow with sunburn, freckles like a join-the-dots puzzle on his arms — showed them how to scale a fish on an old card table in the backyard. Brigitte and Aidan wrinkled their noses and sipped beers.

			Harry watched from the porch couch, feet perched on the coffee table, shaking his head, amused. ‘Sure you don’t want a hand?’

			Steve ignored his advice about using the wrong kind of knife. Brigitte looked away when he got to the gutting and filleting part.

			‘You need an Uncle Henry fillet knife, mate,’ Harry said. He started telling a story about the time he and Jeremy had found a dying dolphin trapped in a ghost net, and Harry had used his Uncle Henry to put it out of its misery. Brigitte’s impression that Harry and Jeremy barely knew each other must have been wrong: Harry said they used to work together.

			Brigitte didn’t want to hear the details about the dolphin-killing, so she headed towards the house to check on the kids. She heard the flutter of wings. Cheeky.

			‘Fuck!’ Steve yelled and shooed away the bird.

			Brigitte turned in the doorway to see him drop the steak knife, the tip of his index finger sliced. She went in to get a Band-Aid.

			The kids were watching TV in the lounge room. She turned it off and told them to go play outside.

			She was searching through the bathroom cabinet when her mobile rang. Joan. Hysterical. Probably drunk. She could barely make out what she was saying: Ryan, hospital, pills. She found the edge of the bath with her backside. ‘Is Ryan OK?’

			More about the hospital, attempted suicide, some sobs.

			‘Stop!’

			‘Why are you yelling at me?’

			‘Two things: Is he OK? Which hospital?’

			More sobs. ‘I told you to call him.’

			‘Two things, Mum!’

			There was some more melodrama before she got the two things.

			Outside, Phoebe was tapping a cricket bat on the ground in front of the wheelie bin; Steve was bowling — sliced finger ignored — and Aidan, Finn, and Harry were fielding. Ella was kneeling on the opposite side of the yard, scratching roads in the dirt for ants, her Baby Dior dress filthy.

			Steve ran backwards, arms up, to catch the tennis ball Phoebe had smacked into the air. ‘Out!’

			Phoebe argued that she hadn’t been ready. Steve threw the ball up, caught it, and looked across at Brigitte standing on the porch. ‘Where’s my Band-Aid?’

			She leaned back against the door frame, legs wobbly.

			‘Oh, Jesus. What’s wrong, love?’

			She called for Aidan.

			‘I’ll drive you,’ Aidan said as he filled two glasses with water from the tap.

			‘You’ve been drinking.’

			‘Coupla beers on Harry’s boat. One since we’ve been home. I’m fine.’ He placed one glass in front of her and drank from the other. ‘Williams is the only one who’s pissed.’ He glanced out into the yard.

			‘I’m OK.’

			‘I’ll drive you.’ His policeman’s voice. ‘Harry can watch the kids for a few hours. He’s only had one beer.’

			‘I’ll have to stay overnight.’

			‘With Rosie?’

			She frowned. ‘At Kerry’s.’

			‘I’ll ring her while you pack.’

			The ferry was at capacity. Jeremy smiled and sauntered over to ask where they were headed.

			‘Brig’s brother’s a bit under the weather in the city,’ Aidan said. ‘Taking her down to visit him.’

			‘That’s no good.’ Jeremy switched his smile to concern and ducked his head to see Brigitte. ‘Sorry to hear that.’

			She nodded.

			‘Any news?’ Jeremy asked Aidan.

			‘About what?’

			‘Maree Carver.’

			‘No.’

			‘Any suspects?’

			‘A few persons of interest I believe, but it’s not a local investigation.’

			‘Yeah, best leave the serious stuff to the city coppers, eh?’

			Brigitte saw Aidan’s jaw clench, and his arm muscles ripple through his shirt.

			‘What about the husband?’ Jeremy said.

			Aidan shook his head and crossed his arms.

			‘I was watching telly the other night,’ Jeremy said. ‘Is it true that coppers install bugs behind suspects’ power points?’

			‘Yeah.’ The listening device thing was one of the most common cop-questions Aidan got asked. ‘And the ceiling. Places you’d never expect, mate.’

			Jeremy crossed his arms and nodded.

			At the police community-information van on The Esplanade, an overweight man with grey hair and a takeaway coffee stood in line behind a young couple with a toddler licking an ice-cream in a pink stroller. Bouquets and wreaths of flowers were piling up on the wharf and around the Bateau House. Vehicles belonging to the media circus took up most of the parking spaces on the foreshore. Alongside reporters and make-up artists, punters were taking photos of the crime scene. Brigitte closed her eyes.
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			If you love me, you’ll come in, Matt said. The warm silkiness of his skin against hers was unbearable; she had an urge to bite his shoulder, but rested her chin on it instead. A dolphin — water spray glittering off its body — arced across the moon, a perfect white circle. The dolphin leapt again, but it was tangled in a grey, threadbare net. Once more it emerged and thrashed against the net, a knife protruding from its back. If you love me, if you love me, if you love me … The water became rough; it rocked and pummelled her. Matt was gone; he’d left her caught in the net with the cold, slimy dolphin smashing against her. She coughed and kicked and struggled until there was no air left. Red light on glass. Lifebuoy is for saving lives. I love you, Aidan said. He kissed her forehead and zipped up the body bag over her face.

			She opened her eyes, coughed, rubbed her face, and reached down for the water bottle in her bag.

			‘Nearly there,’ Aidan said as he indicated and turned the car into Victoria Parade. ‘Want to get out at the drop-off zone while I find a park?’ he asked.

			She shook her head. ‘That’s just for patients.’ She wasn’t sure if she could go in at all, and certainly not alone.

			They walked from the car park together. Traffic rumbled, an air conditioner whirred; Brigitte heard construction going on somewhere. She looked at her feet as they approached the main entrance. Cigarette butts littered the grey concrete.

			She froze outside the automatic doors, couldn’t go in. The last truck stop before Saint Peter’s: had her father said that when he was dying, or was it a song? Aidan placed a hand in the small of her back and coaxed her through. He must have been tired of all her stupid phobias. The doors closed behind them, silencing the city sounds.

			Panic kicked like a violent foetus in her stomach and sent ice water down her arms. It was the smell that did it. Disinfectant or cleaning products? The smell of death and dying. The smell of terror. She had stayed in hospital for a long time, had almost died there — twice. Sam had died on the way to hospital; Aidan, and Finn and Phoebe had almost died there. The statistics of dying there? Odds on, she bet. God, she was going to cry, couldn’t help it. She tickled the roof of her mouth with her tongue, and fumbled in her bag for tissues.

			Aidan helped her find a seat, and she waited, staring at the shiny Get well balloons in the shop, while he went up to ask the receptionist where Ryan was.

			‘Would you like one?’

			‘Jesus!’ She jumped, and looked up at a guy in a rabbit suit.

			‘No, the Easter Bunny.’

			He held out his basket of chocolate eggs, and she shook her head.

			She tried to do her deep diaphragm breathing and counting as the Easter Bunny walked away — in through her nose, out through her mouth. Breathe, breathe, breathe, one, two, three … Get me the fuck out of here. She stood up and paced the reception area.

			Ryan was asleep, pale, attached to tubes and wires, an oxygen mask on his face. The ICU seemed to buzz as if it were alive, a hive. The heart-rate monitor blipped like submarine sonar or the old Pong arcade game. The doctor told Brigitte that Ryan had taken sleeping tablets — benzodiazepine — and alcohol, but he was going to be OK. He’d had his stomach pumped and was receiving fluids through an IV drip.

			She remembered the drill. And she knew exactly how he’d feel when he woke up: the worst hangover ever.

			‘A neighbour saw him through the window, lying on the floor, and called an ambulance.’ The doctor’s lanyard clicked against her shirt buttons as she spoke. ‘Lucky.’

			Brigitte felt herself drifting, and heard her heartbeat loud in her ears as the doctor’s voice grew faint. She had to get out — the reception area with the Easter Bunny, on the street breathing traffic fumes, anywhere but in here. She’d come back tomorrow, when the doctor had said Ryan would be awake.

			She hurried out, stopped, and looked back. Why hadn’t she called him? She had. Left messages, anyway. Why hadn’t she been more persistent? What had happened? Why wasn’t Rosie here? Panic ebbed, guilt flowed. She took a breath, walked back to him, pushed a flop of sandy hair off his face and kissed his forehead. His skin felt dry; dark shadows rimmed his eyes like a racoon’s. She should have listened to Joan. She scraped up a chair, sat, and held his hand for a while.

			She rolled her shoulders, stretched her neck from side to side, and leaned against the steel wall of the lift, thinking about a hot shower. Aidan stood close to the doors, with his back to her.

			She frowned when he stiffened. ‘You OK, Aid?’

			He uncrossed his arms and started pressing random floor buttons.

			She pushed herself off the wall.

			The button pressing became more urgent.

			‘Aidan. What’s wrong?’

			‘I can’t breathe.’

			The doors opened on level two and he strode out. She followed him as he took the stairs down two at a time.

			She caught up when he stopped in the courtyard that linked the new hospital building to the old, perspiration glistening on his upper lip.

			‘Do you need to sit down?’ She touched his arm.

			He pulled away, clasping his hands behind his head. ‘For fuck’s sake, just leave me alone for a minute!’

			He might as well have slapped her face. She blinked and took a step back, nodding slowly. His eyes looked darker, almost black, shining. ‘OK. I’ll be back in a minute,’ she said.

			She glanced over her shoulder as she walked away in search of toilets; he was pacing the courtyard.

			In the old part of the hospital, blue UV light emanated through the open bathroom door. There was a syringe on the windowsill of the cubicle Brigitte chose. She sat on the toilet with her head in her hands. Fucking hospitals. She stayed like that for maybe ten minutes — until she heard somebody come in.

			When she returned to the courtyard, Aidan was sitting calmly on one of the concrete-slab seats, sending a text or an email on his phone. He pocketed the phone when he saw her.

			‘Want to talk about it?’ she said.

			He shook his head, and they walked to the car without speaking.
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			Kerry was holidaying on the Gold Coast but, after Aidan’s call, had left instructions with the next-door neighbour to give the spare keys to the Serras. It was getting dark, and rain drummed on Kerry’s rusted tin roof as Aidan drove away. Brigitte waved from the porch. Car lights splashed rainbows across petrol stains on the wet road. He hadn’t kissed her goodbye. She sniffed as she turned to go inside.

			In the spare bedroom, she slipped off her shoes. She thought about Aidan’s reaction at the hospital, the cornered-animal fear in his eyes. Just a panic attack? Out of character, but totally understandable. He had as many reasons, if not more, as she to hate that place.

			A train blasted its horn as it rattled through Clifton Hill station, traffic hummed, a cat meowed. She caught a grab of voices as a group of people walked past.

			Her shoulders drooped, tiredness melting the tension in her body. There was a spark of pain in her lower back. The image of a chilly, steel operating table came to her: the trough around the edges for fluid drainage, the hook at the end where they attached a collecting pail. No way was she ever going there again, no matter what. The pain wasn’t coming back. It couldn’t. It was just an ache, from sitting too long, from the cold. That’s all.

			There was also an ache in her stomach — probably hunger; she hadn’t eaten since a bite of Finn’s hot dog after the footy, forever ago.

			Her breath condensed on the windowpane as she pulled back a curtain and pressed her cheek against the glass. She looked across at the only other house in the street that hadn’t been done up: the house that had once been hers and Sam’s and, for a few years, hers and Aidan’s. The light was shining on the porch where Aidan, and then the two uniformed officers, had stood with their bad news. Many nights that porch light had shone in vain for Sam while he was alive. Aidan had always come home, or called if he was running late. The front door Brigitte had painted was still cherry-red, port-coloured in the twilight.

			As she padded down the hallway to the lounge room, a splinter of floorboard caught on one of her socks. She couldn’t figure out how to work the remote for Kerry’s reverse-cycle heater, so she used the old gas one instead. The smell of hot dust filled the room.

			It felt odd. Not quiet, but empty. When was the last time she’d been alone? She couldn’t remember. She turned on the TV for company, and caught the end of a news update about Maree Carver. A reporter was standing on the Paynesville foreshore, near the Bateau House, her blonde hair barely moving in the wind. ‘… before her body was dumped in this East Gippsland lake. The incident has triggered a Homicide investigation. Anybody with any information should contact police or Crime Stoppers.’

			The media had the story on a loop. Maree Carver’s beautiful image splashed across TV screens, and over front pages, selling newspapers. Had the victim been an ugly grandmother or an old fisherman, there would have been few floral tributes on the Paynesville wharf.

			Back to the newsreader at the desk. ‘In news after the break, the crew of a Russian spacecraft has landed safely in Kazakhstan after a five-month mission to the International Space Station.’

			An ad for Magnum ice-creams lit up the screen. Brigitte’s stomach growled. Her phone rang on the bench: ‘Kiss You All Over’ — she still hadn’t worked out how to reset the ringtone. She answered without checking the caller ID, about to tell Aidan off for using his phone while driving. It was Petula, the manager of Papa’s aged-care facility. Brigitte’s stomach twisted; Petula never phoned.

			‘Eddie’s taken a turn for the worse, love.’

			‘Is he OK?’ She walked into the kitchen and sat at the scarred wooden table. Her bones ground against the hard chair. Kerry should get some cushions.

			‘Pneumonia. We’ve sent him to hospital. I’ve already spoken to your mum, but you need to come down to discuss arrangements.’

			‘I’m in Melbourne now. Which hospital?’

			Petula told her, and Brigitte said she’d be there in fifteen minutes.

			Her phone rang again. Joan. She let the call go to message bank: she’d see her soon enough. She slipped her shoes on, and booked a taxi back to the same hospital.

			She sat beside Papa’s bed. He looked like a ghost already: sharp bones and shadows, complexion the yellow-grey of pressed chicken loaf.

			She reached for his hand; his skin was cool, translucent, and dry — it reminded her of the twins in the NICU. Paperbark. Birth and death.

			Where was he now? Somewhere between this world of slack skin and crumbling bones, and the next where he would be arguing again with Nana about what had happened to the cooking sherry? Brigitte thought about the framed photograph of Nana that had stood forever on Papa’s bedside table. Nana was about twenty, at a party or maybe it was at the dance where they’d met. There was a glow about her that was hard to describe: an otherworldly kind of light that was now photoshopped onto models and celebrities in cosmetics ads. Why had Brigitte never asked if Papa had been there when that photo was taken? She pictured him walking up to Nana, removing his Humphrey Bogart hat, and asking her to dance — a double-breasted suit, broad shoulders. Superman. Nana, smiling, pearly teeth, sparkly eyes, luminous skin — a sleek gown, gathered at the shoulder with a rhinestone brooch. A Grecian goddess. That’s where Papa would be now: in that photograph dancing with Nana, illuminated by her light.

			‘It’s OK if you want to let go now, Papa,’ she whispered. Had he ever said something like that during one of his daily visits to her after the car accident? No, he wouldn’t have given up on her. And there was no way he was going to let go easily now. Stubborn old bugger.

			She closed her eyes and saw a younger, stronger Papa sitting next to a broken girl.

			Nurses came and went: turning Papa, administering morphine, suctioning sputum from his airways. No machines, or alarm bells ringing, here. All about keeping him comfortable now. And waiting.

			After an hour or so, Brigitte whispered, ‘I have to go now, Papa, but I’ll be back tomorrow.’ She straightened up, rubbing her back. She bent to kiss Papa’s forehead and told him that she loved him. Then she went downstairs and did the same for Ryan. Out in the courtyard, a flabby tattooed man and a thin young woman huddled, smoking cigarettes, on the concrete slab where Aidan had sat — not a lifetime ago as it seemed, but just earlier that same evening. The woman’s stick-insect legs dangled below her hospital gown. The man exhaled smoke and swore. His teeth were black. Brigitte hurried past as an ambulance pulled into the bay behind them.

			She slipped, but didn’t fall, on the mosaic tiles as she rushed through the old building’s foyer.

			The pollution out on the parade felt like fresh air. Brown and yellow elm leaves slicked the footpath, glistening in the streetlight. A plastic bag, too burdened by the rain to take flight, was pummelled in the wind, gathering mud in the gutter.

			Did Matt still live nearby?
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			Papa looked worse the next day. A yellower shade of ash. Sometimes his eyelids fluttered as though he was going to wake up.

			Brigitte yawned and rubbed her face. After a restless sleep in Kerry’s lumpy spare bed, she’d been at the hospital all day, listening to Joan prattling about celebrity gossip in magazines she’d bought from the newsagency, when she wasn’t at the café next door buying skinny lattes and gourmet muffins.

			Brigitte felt in her bag for something to read. Her hand found a book at the bottom: Dead in the Water. How the fuck could she have forgotten it in there? Local murder, spousal rejection, sibling attempted suicide, imminent death of grandfather — such a careless oversight was understandable.

			She glanced at her mother; Joan was engrossed in a publication with the headline Exclusive: Teen Mom Jemma Reveals If She’s Still Feuding With Tyler And If She’s Met His Baby With Khloe! Brigitte traced her fingers over Dead in the Water’s glossy cover, thumbed the pages, held her breath, and peeked inside. Brigitte, letting you go was the biggest mistake of my life. Matt x. And a mobile number. She snapped the book shut and shoved it back into her bag.

			‘Why don’t you go see Ryan?’ she said.

			Joan looked up. ‘I’m not quite ready,’ she gulped a deep breath and clutched the costume pearls around her neck, ‘to see my boy like that.’

			Brigitte looked away, rolling her eyes. She needed to move. She stood up and stretched her arms above her head, lengthening her spine.

			‘Brigitte! I think he’s stopped breathing!’

			She spun around, walked over, held a finger under Papa’s nose, and nodded.

			Joan screamed and knocked over her chair as she scurried for the buzzer beside the bed. New Idea, and half a low-fat raspberry muffin and its wrapper, fell to the floor.

			A nurse came without urgency. He listened to Papa’s chest with a stethoscope, and then rang a doctor. Joan rushed out in hysterics.

			The doctor called the death, wrote out a certificate, and asked if Brigitte would like to spend some quiet time with Papa. She nodded, and the doctor left them alone.

			Brigitte pulled up a chair and folded her hands in her lap.

			After a long silence, she said, ‘Remember that time Ryan and I went fishing with you when we were little, and I stood on the fish hook?’ It goes in the fishy, but it can’t come out. Clever, isn’t it? Papa had said as he’d tried to calm her. They were on the first jetty — the same place she’d sat with Matt that night. But your foot’s not a fishy, Papa said as he cut the line. The hook can’t go back, it has to go forwards. He pushed the hook out through the soft flesh. ‘You carried me screaming to the house, and Nana fixed it with Mercurochrome and a Band-Aid. Back then, I thought everything could be fixed that way.’ She couldn’t remember the pain of it going in, only coming out.

			‘I don’t think Aidan wants me anymore, Papa.’ She sighed. ‘What am I going to do?’

			She looked at Papa’s face — relaxed now — for the last time, and an unusual calmness enveloped her. How strange it was that, from inside the building, she could hear birds twittering, and so close to the city.

			Outside the window, it was raining but sunny. The sunlight seemed to coat the rain and it looked like snow. A social worker came in, offering counselling. Brigitte held up her hand. She wanted to watch the rain a while longer.

			***

			Ryan had been moved to a ward. He was sitting up in bed, his face almost as white as the pillowcase, his eyes distant. Next to a water jug and box of tissues on the bedside table sat a gift-box arrangement of purple and cream flowers: Love from Mum was written on the card.

			The calmness Brigitte had felt in Papa’s room was replaced by anger — irrational, and directed mainly inward for not feeling more empathy towards her brother. He’d been there for her when the roles had been reversed after her ‘breakdown’. Still, she wanted to slap him, yell that he was forty years old — too fucking old for this kind of selfish shit. And he should have been by her side with Papa. She unclenched her fists, smoothed her shirt, sat beside his bed, and asked how he was feeling.

			His voice was croaky as he apologised.

			She poured him a cup of water. The need for sleep was in the stiffness of her shoulders and in the twitch of an eyelid.

			‘Rosie left. Took Georgia,’ Ryan said.

			‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

			‘Said I was a bad father.’

			And did he think this was going to help! ‘You know that’s not true.’

			‘It is true.’

			‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

			‘She won’t let me see her.’

			A nurse came in, took Ryan’s pulse and blood pressure, and wrote something on the chart at the end of his bed.

			‘Told them I was unfit, an alcoholic.’ He started crying, and spilt water on the sheets.

			Brigitte took the cup from him. ‘Told whom?’

			‘She’s applied for an intervention order, Brigi.’

			She passed him the box of tissues. ‘This was an accident, right?’

			He shrugged. ‘I was pretty pissed.’

			‘Oh my God, Ryan!’ Joan stood in the doorway, mascara smudged under her eyes. ‘How could you do this to me?’

			Thank God she had a train to catch in an hour.

			Brigitte left the hospital once Ryan had fallen asleep. Down on the street, with a ball of pain lodged between her chest and throat, she rang Aidan and told him Papa had died. It was peak hour and city-drivers jammed the parade. She covered an ear so she could hear him as an old W-class tram trundled past on its way to Docklands. He said he’d come down, but she convinced him she was OK.

			She started walking towards the old neighbourhood.
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			Much had changed in Brunswick Street, and much looked the same. A St Patrick’s Day reveller was vomiting against the tiled wall outside the pub on the corner of Gertrude Street. His gaggle of mates staggered ahead, in search of the next Irish pub. Brigitte had lost track of the dates. She liked to dress the kids in green, and book a babysitter if Aidan wasn’t working, so they could go out drinking khaki-coloured beer. It was the one time of the year he acted more Irish than Italian.

			She dodged a woman in a vintage polka-dot dress stepping out of the organic-pizza shop, tattoos down both her legs and up her neck. The pizza shop had once been the tattoo parlour below Matt’s old place. She looked up, half-expecting to see Matt, or at least a memory standing at the window. Just beige blinds and a crocheted granny-square rug.

			Letting you go was the biggest mistake of my life. She hailed a taxi, and asked the driver to pull into the next bottle shop.

			Kerry’s house was filled with cold and the vague smell of dampness and mould. And emptiness. Brigitte poured some wine and got the old heater and the new Nick Cave CD going.

			She heard ‘Kiss You All Over’ and rushed to the kitchen, trying not to spill her wine. She couldn’t find her phone in her bag. She upended it, and the contents spilled onto the table: purse, bills, pens, mints, water bottle, Dead in the Water, and her phone — on its last bump ’n’ grind. Aidan.

			‘Sounds quiet there,’ she said. A Wiggles Band-Aid was stuck to the book cover. ‘Kids in bed?’

			‘Almost.’ A kookaburra laughed in the background. ‘Seen the news?’

			Did he think she’d had time to sit around watching TV?

			‘You all right?’

			She swallowed some wine. ‘Funeral guy’s coming over at 10.30 in the morning.’

			‘I’ll be there by 10. How’s Ryan?’

			‘OK, I think.’

			‘Good. Try to get some sleep.’

			She was staring at the book, the lonely fishing boat drifting on the illustrated lake.

			‘Brig?’

			‘Yep.’ She ripped the Band-Aid off the cover. ‘Good night.’ She hung up.

			He hadn’t even asked about Papa! She finished her glass of wine, and poured another.

			The sounds of traffic sloshing through the rain and a distant siren wailing mingled with that of next-door’s cutlery clashing. She wiped her palms on her jeans before opening the book. She mouthed Matt’s words as she read them again, tracing a fingertip over his neat, old-fashioned cursive handwriting.

			She closed the book, opened it, drank more wine, turned another page. It was dedicated to Ethan. His son? No wife or family, aside from his father, were thanked in the acknowledgements at the back. A few women were mentioned, and she wondered who they were. Who had shared his life? The author bio didn’t give much away: Matt Elery is a Melbourne-based author. He has worked as a writing tutor, journalist, copywriter, editor, and restaurant reviewer. Dead in the Water is the fifth book in the Detective Robert Moore series (no wonder the character’s name had sounded familiar).

			She looked at the author photo: a nice shot of Matt gazing with those intelligent eyes. Blue, blue eyes. Her hand shook as she lifted her glass to her lips.

			She read the first chapter. The protagonist, Robert Moore, was, of course, a misanthropic middle-aged detective with a failing marriage, a couple of kids he felt no affection for, a drinking problem, and a brilliant, logical mind. Why didn’t crime authors ever write about healthy, well-adjusted police officers with happy family lives? It was predictable, but she shivered as a body was pulled from a fictitious lake that sounded a lot like Lake King.

			On page ten, Moore had a flashback to the first time he’d fired a gun. He was left-handed, but had taught himself to shoot with either hand. The smell of cordite was on page eleven. Aidan had told her that cordite hadn’t been used in ammunition since World War II, yet in every crime-fiction novel she’d read (admittedly, not many), the smell of it always hung in the air after gunfire.

			It was revealed in chapter three that the body found in the lake was Moore’s wife. Brigitte read to chapter five while she polished off the bottle of wine, and then put the book down. Matt’s style reminded her of the crime-mystery story in Cloud Atlas, but his wooden protagonist disappointed her. One of her writing and publishing lecturers at uni had told her that fictional characters were one-third invention, one-third somebody the author knew, and one-third the author. What had she been hoping for? One-third of Matt on the page, some of his essence? She drained the last drop from her glass. Maybe a sex scene with a character who was one-third Matt to think about in bed tonight? She looked at the empty wine bottle — she should have bought two.

			She went in search of something more to drink. Nothing good in Kerry’s cupboards. A bottle of cooking sherry. No bloody difference, all sherry’s for drinkin’. She smiled at Papa’s voice in her head. There was also a dusty bottle of vintage port that looked too expensive to open. Ryan would have opened it, and Joan would have already drunk half of it. Any port in a storm: the family curse.

			Poor Ryan. Fucking Rosie, bitch. She sniffed. The sniff turned into a sob. And then another, and another as the ball of pain between her chest and throat finally dislodged. She leaned against the cupboard and put her head in her hands.

			When there were no sobs left, she wiped her eyes and poured a little glass of cooking sherry. She sat back at the table, unsteady, raised her glass to Papa, and sipped. Papa was wrong about the sherry; she screwed up her nose. Or, maybe not — the second sip wasn’t so bad.

			Her phone was sitting next to Dead in the Water. Nick Cave was singing ‘Push the Sky Away’. She could remember the first four digits of Matt’s number, keyed them in slowly, and then stopped. Of course, she wouldn’t call him.

			Another couple of sips of sherry.

			What would be the harm in calling? Really? She opened the book to see his number and keyed into her phone the first eight digits. Just to say ‘hi’, an old friend. Somebody that I … She cancelled the call.

			Quarter to nine on the wall clock. She downed the sherry and dialled all ten digits of Matt’s number, quickly, hoping that he wouldn’t answer.

			Her heart stopped for a beat when he picked up on the third ring.

			‘Hi. It’s Brigitte Weaver.’ She hadn’t used her maiden name for sixteen years. She kidded herself that had she said ‘Serra’, he might have not known who it was.

			‘Brig! I’ve been worried about you. After what happened to Maree Carver down there. You OK?’

			‘I’m fine.’

			‘The police questioned me about it.’

			‘Really?’

			‘Because I knew you, they said.’

			Fuck. Aidan must have known she’d seen him.

			‘Silly, but I never mentioned I saw you in the bookshop,’ he said. ‘Hope I don’t get into trouble.’

			She hesitated, and he asked again if she was OK.

			No, no, no, don’t cry now. ‘My grandfather died tonight.’

			‘I’m so sorry to hear that.’

			Silence. Awkward.

			‘I’m in Melbourne,’ she said. ‘So … I just thought …’

			‘Are your family with you?’

			‘No. Just me.’ She fiddled with a piece of Kerry’s papier-mache fruit. ‘I better go.’

			‘Well, nice to hear from you.’

			‘You, too.’

			‘Take care.’

			Another pause.

			‘Bye, Matt.’

			She hung up, returned the pear to the wooden bowl, and then had a shower.

			When she came out of the bathroom in her pyjamas, there was a text on her phone: Matt’s address in Northcote.
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			The streets looked as though they were lined with silver, but it was just the rain. Drops sprinkled the taxi’s windscreen — little starbursts in the tail-lights of the car in front. The driver pulled up outside a Victorian cottage with a blue corrugated-iron roof and a picket fence. Always in a taxi to his door: wasn’t there a song about that? Paul Kelly? The porch light was on. Brigitte paid the driver, and pulled the hood of her cream trench coat over her hair as she stepped out.

			The gate squeaked as she pushed it. She paused and looked back at the taxi. It wasn’t too late to leave; the driver was looking at his phone with the interior light on. She latched the gate behind her, hesitated again, and then continued up the path to the front door.

			She remembered the last time she’d seen him (before the bookshop): five years ago, he’d visited her in hospital, after her breakdown. She’d had nothing more to say to him then. So why was she here now? Just to see — again? Because of the cooking sherry?

			A heavy drop of rain fell from the awning and onto her nose, probably streaking her make-up. She rang the doorbell, pulled off her hood, and brushed rain from her coat. The taxi drove off, tyres sloshing on the wet road. Brigitte stepped from foot to foot, the high heels of Kerry’s boots clicking on the porch. They were a size too big and her feet slipped inside. She shoved her hands into her pockets. Her right fingers found a shell, and a lolly that Ella hadn’t liked and had spat into a tissue the last time they’d gone to the cinema. In her left pocket, she traced her thumb over the wedding band on her finger. The alcohol was starting to wear off. She should have stayed at Kerry’s house, in her pyjamas. And she shouldn’t have shaved her legs.

			Maybe the doorbell wasn’t working. Good. She was turning away when she heard footsteps inside. A light came on, illuminating the stained glass above the door. A lock unlocked. The door opened. He smiled, golden down-light framing him in the entrance. He was wearing a long-sleeved black T-shirt and faded jeans. Warmth, and the familiar, comforting smells of fabric softener and cooking emanated from the house.

			She could also smell that he’d been drinking, too, as he hugged her politely, stepped her inside, and closed the door. The feeling of almost drowning. She eased him away, politely, and looked down at his socks — she couldn’t tell if they were black or navy in the dim light.

			‘Are you hungry?’ he said.

			She shook her head.

			‘There’s soup on the stove if you’d like some.’

			Some people are feeders and some are fed. He’d always been a feeder, a nurturer.

			He led the way down a narrow hall — polished floorboards, John Brack prints, a gilded mirror, ornate cornices, two rooms off to the right.

			In the lounge room, there was a red leather couch, a tapestry-covered armchair, and a chocolate-coloured shag rug. Brigitte fiddled with her handbag strap. Matt turned down the volume on his retro record player — the same music she’d been listening to at Kerry’s. She placed her bag on the couch, and fumbled with her coat buttons.

			He took her coat and hung it in the hallway.

			‘Drink?’ he asked.

			She shrugged. ‘What are you having?’

			‘Something strong.’ He picked up the empty tumbler glass from the coffee table, and walked off through the archway.

			She stepped into the adjoining study that would have once been a dining room. The floor-to-ceiling shelves were chock-full of books; a ginger cat slept across the computer keyboard on the roll-top desk.

			Brigitte looked at the framed photographs on display. They appeared to be all of one child. Ethan? A blue-eyed baby in a yellow grow-suit swaddled in the arms of a woman whose face was out of shot; a very blond toddler with a severe fringe playing at a park; a pre-schooler in a pavilion at the Royal Melbourne Show, ice-cream on his face; a school boy wearing a Northcote Primary hat. The most recent photo had been taken in Matt’s lounge room — the boy sitting on the red couch, holding the ginger cat. The boy looked about the twins’ age.

			The cat twitched its ears. Brigitte stroked it — ‘George’ on his collar tag. George’s fur rippled. She hoped Aidan hadn’t overfed Zippy. She bet he’d taken the kids to the pub for dinner, and let them drink lemonade. What the fuck was she doing here?

			Matt came back with two serious glasses of whisky. He handed one to Brigitte, apologising for having run out of ice, and tilted his head at the lounge room.

			He sat in the armchair and she perched on the couch, at the very edge.

			‘How are you feeling?’ A concerned smile.

			She shrugged, not trusting her voice.

			‘Very sad to lose a loved one.’ He swished the drink around in his glass.

			‘My brother’s in hospital, too. Attempted suicide.’

			‘Oh, Brig.’ He stood and moved towards her, but she held up a hand and he sat back on the chair.

			She downed half her drink, and indicated with her chin the photos in the study. ‘How old’s your son?’

			‘Just turned ten.’

			‘Live with his mother?’

			He nodded. ‘Can’t believe you had three.’

			‘Me neither.’ She drank some more and relaxed a little into the couch.

			She told him about the twins and Ella and life on the island, tracing her fingertips over the stitching on the armrest. ‘And I have a perfect job as a script writer for a local TV station.’

			He looked impressed. ‘Do you still write fiction?’

			She shook her head.

			‘A shame. You were very good.’

			No, she wasn’t. Part of the stitching had come loose; she smoothed down the threads. ‘I miss the city.’

			‘Does Aidan know that?’

			Nobody knew.

			Matt sipped his drink, and nodded and listened to all the things she missed about the city: the sounds, the shops, the anonymity, decent coffee, cats. He stretched out, knees apart, drink hand on the armrest, his other arm draped along the chair’s back. He’d always been a good listener. Feeder and listener.

			‘The island doesn’t feel like home.’

			‘Must be strange down there at the moment.’

			She frowned and tilted her head. The room tilted with her and then started to spin.

			‘Poor Maree Carver. I feel so sorry for her family.’ He shook his head. ‘Just awful. Her throat slashed …’

			For a moment, the room stopped spinning. They never release all the details, in order to trip up the suspect. She went cold, gripped her glass tighter, and glanced down the hallway, saw her coat hanging on a hook. The sound of a truck gearing down on Victoria Street rumbled through the house.

			‘I can’t believe they went through all the gory details on the news.’

			The news! Of course!

			‘The media coverage has been salacious.’ He shook his head. ‘Her poor kids.’

			She nodded and gulped the last of her drink, almost laughing out loud at her stupidity.

			They sat without speaking for a while, awkward, listening to Nick Cave singing about prostitutes and mermaids.

			When Matt left the room, she played Russian roulette with herself: if there was a text from Aidan on her phone, she’d leave straight away. She fished her phone from her bag — spun the cylinder. No new messages.

			Matt came back with the bottle of whisky, but she covered her glass when he offered her another.

			‘Just one more,’ he said. ‘A nightcap.’

			She sighed, like she had no choice, and slid her hand away so he could pour.

			‘Didn’t think I’d be seeing you again. Not after you stood me up at the coffee shop,’ he said as he sat down, placing the bottle on the coffee table, one of the sharp corners still covered with a plastic child-safety guard. ‘Remember that night on the island we went swimming?’

			She looked up at the framed Nick Cave poster on the wall, as if trying to remember. As if she didn’t still have nightmares about it. ‘When I almost drowned? And you left me?’

			‘You didn’t almost drown.’ He laughed it off. ‘And I never left you.’

			She stared into her glass. ‘How come you didn’t look for me after the car accident?’ Why had she asked that? They’d been through this before. She was slurring her words.

			Matt leaned forward in his chair. ‘I did look for you. For a long time, even after Detective …’ He searched the corner of the room for Sam’s name. ‘Your first husband warned me not to.’

			He was lying.

			‘You really want to know the truth?’

			She knew the truth, but nodded anyway.

			‘I figured you just didn’t want to be found.’

			She didn’t stop him this time when he moved across to the couch and sat next to her. He didn’t smell of cinnamon and bergamot anymore. The heavy, herbal-musk scent coming off his skin must have been synthetic — she sneezed.

			‘That you were too young,’ he said. ‘And didn’t really love me.’

			He’d given up on her, she knew that. She’d been too much of a mess. It was a long time ago. It didn’t matter anymore. She wanted to go home. She went to place her glass on the coffee table, but missed, and it fell to the rug.

			‘Don’t worry about it.’ His voice seemed to be coming from far away.

			She stared at the glass, unable to focus clearly. Shouldn’t have drunk the whisky so quickly. Or the cooking sherry, or the wine. She felt his hand on the back of her head, stroking her hair.

			‘First I heard of you again was when the other detective, your Aidan, turned up all those years later.’

			She brushed his hand away. ‘There was a baby.’ Shut up, Brigitte. Shut up now! She turned and looked into his eyes; his face blurred into two. ‘I lost it in the car accident.’

			‘I know.’

			How could he know that?

			‘Aidan told me.’

			She shook her head. Aidan had never told her that he knew.

			‘He knew everything, Brig. Somehow he put all the puzzle pieces together. All the pieces he wanted to anyway.’

			She narrowed her eyes: What are you talking about?

			He raised his eyebrows: You know exactly what I’m talking about. If anybody asks, can you say I was with you last night? Words she had regretted as soon as she’d said them down the phone line, nineteen years ago.

			‘I could have been an accessory after the fact.’ He was slurring his words, too.

			She looked at her knees. ‘You might as well have been driving that car.’

			‘And you wouldn’t have done the same?’

			‘I didn’t kill Eric Tucker.’

			‘Half?’

			She raised her head and glared at him.

			‘Three quarters?’

			‘You know it was Sam.’ The know had come out as a growl.

			He tapped a finger on his nose. ‘Don’t worry, postman doesn’t always ring twice.’

			She didn’t know what that meant, but was sure he wasn’t talking about the book, or the film with Jack Nicholson. Matt put his glass on the table and went to the bathroom, leaving her staring up at the Nick Cave poster. Contact one ghost from the past, and all the skeletons start rattling out.

			She jumped when she heard her phone. It rang out before she found it in her bag. A missed call from Aidan. He called again. She rejected it and threw the phone back — the loaded chamber.

			The landline rang in the study, and Matt answered it. After a few ‘hellos’, he hung up. A wrong number.

			‘Let’s not talk about the past anymore,’ he said.

			Best idea all night.

			He swayed, and smashed his shin on a non-childproof corner of the coffee table. ‘Ouch!’ He fell against her on the couch, laughing and rubbing his leg.

			And then, somehow, his face was too close to hers. He kissed her. Or she kissed him. Their teeth clashed, clumsy.

			‘You shouldn’t have come, Brig.’

			‘You shouldn’t have texted me your address.’

			He took her chin in his hands and kissed her without awkwardness this time, kissed her like Aidan used to. Strange but familiar. And wrong.

			The landline rang again, and she pulled away.

			‘Just telemarketers,’ he said.

			She touched his hair. Very wrong. She closed her eyes, and their tongues found each other as if nineteen years had not gone by. The room stopped spinning and started falling. Matt’s old place in Fitzroy, her hand holding tight to the bannister, cinnamon and bergamot, Matt standing at the top of the stairs. A little blue Tiffany box tied with white ribbon. And she was young again, that girl again, wanted again. They fell back together on the couch, mouths attached.

			One of Kerry’s boots flew off as she wrapped her legs around his hips. He ground against her. Very, very wrong.

			‘I never stopped thinking about you.’ His face was hot against hers.

			Oh, fuck — a cramp in her thigh. She gritted her teeth and ignored it. His hand was inside her shirt. Could he feel her scars? Broken in the same places — a drunken musing.

			‘Crazy to think what we could have had,’ he said, breathless, mouth against her ear.

			What does that even mean? Sounds like a line from an R.E.M. song. Having is not the same as wanting, she thought vaguely as he fumbled with her jeans button.

			Oh God. His fingers inside her, so wet.

			‘God, I want to fuck you,’ he said.

			She moaned and arched her back, aching for him. Aching as you should only ever ache in a dream — for something that should never be. Wanting, having, falling, drowning. If you love me, you’ll come in.

			Telemarketers aren’t allowed to call this late? ‘Stop.’ She pushed him away.

			‘Nobody will know.’ He tried again, but she pushed harder and he sat up.

			She straightened her shirt, smoothed her hair, and cleared her throat. ‘I’m sorry.’

			Her lipstick was smeared over his face. She saw what she hadn’t noticed at the bookshop: the wrinkles around his eyes, the grey hairs among the blond. The photo on his book jacket must have been taken a few years back, or been photoshopped. She also saw what she’d missed nineteen years ago: the condescension under the charm.

			He took a deep breath and looked at the ceiling. ‘I know,’ he said. ‘You suddenly remembered how much you love your husband and your children.’ He steepled his fingers together and exhaled. ‘They’re lucky.’

			She couldn’t tell if he was angry or sad. He turns away at the top of the stairs, the cold bluestone wall, her key on the bottom step as she leaves him for the last time. Had she walked home or caught a taxi? She couldn’t remember. How long had he waited before returning that Tiffany box?

			She’d been right in the hospital half a decade ago: she had nothing more to say to him. It was just the cooking sherry.

			When he stood up, she blinked and averted her eyes from his erection.

			He left the room and came back with blankets and a pillow, and dropped them on the couch. ‘If you change your mind, first door on the left.’

			Dried garlic and chillies hung from the ceiling in Matt’s kitchen. A hundred condiments were lined up on the bench. An expensive-looking coffee machine and an old-fashioned set of scales, like Nana used to have, sat next to a block of serious-looking knives. Brigitte thought she was going to vomit as she drank a glass of water.

			She unlocked the back door and stepped into Matt’s little paved courtyard. She leaned against the house, nausea subsiding with gulps of freezing air. The rain had stopped and the city sky was ashen. Under a mini-basketball hoop, a child’s scooter rested against the wooden fence. She thought about ruffling Finn’s hair and kissing the top of his head. She wanted to hug Ella, and hold Phoebe even tighter. Most of all, she wanted Aidan.

			She returned to the lounge room, found her phone in her bag, the photos of Matt’s son watching her. A siren screamed along Separation Street as she woke her phone up with a swipe. The keypad-dial screen was already open, Aidan on the top of her contacts list. No wonder they’re called smart phones. Her hands shook. Nothing happened. Papa had died, Ryan was in hospital, she was very drunk, but still nothing had happened. Such strength and restraint, Brigitte, you deserve a medal. Too bad there’s already a Saint Brigit.

			She took her phone back outside, hesitated, and then called him.

			‘Hi, honey.’ What the fuck was she doing? She didn’t call him honey; she’d never called anybody honey. ‘I just noticed your missed calls. The ring volume was turned down.’ She was trying hard to sound sober, but it wasn’t working.

			‘Been ringing Kerry’s landline.’

			‘Really?’ A little too bright — her that’s amazing what you did at kinder today voice. ‘Must be off the hook.’

			‘No. It’s ringing out.’

			‘I’ll check. Might have to report it out of order.’

			Silence.

			She could smell Matt on her skin and in her hair: herbs and musk, and sweat. She wanted a shower. She wiped her mouth. Somebody dumped bottles into the recycle bin next door.

			‘I love you,’ she said.

			He hung up. She stood there in the cold for a while.

			Sitting on the toilet, she looked down at her slippery underpants, glistening in Matt’s bathroom light. Ashamed, she wiped them with toilet paper.

			There was a bottle of Calvin Klein’s Obsession for Men on the shelf. Nausea rose again as she washed her hands. She was a mess: hair matted, make-up smudged, eyes bloodshot. Aidan knows. This time she really was going to be sick. She dropped to her knees and heaved up her guts. It was all liquid, no food. Imagine if Matt walked in now and saw her driving the porcelain bus like a pathetic teenager after year-twelve graduation. Crazy what he could have had.

			She flushed and rested her head on the seat for a minute or two. His toilet was much cleaner than the one at home. She reached for the toilet paper, wiped her mouth, and sat back against the basin cupboard, shivering, hugging her knees.

			Aidan could have put a police trace on her phone, or something. She was being silly as usual, paranoid. It was late; he’d just sounded tired. She was tired. Of course he didn’t know. And anyway, nothing happened. Just like she’d seen nothing as Maree Carver’s body was lifted from the water — only the ferry’s flashing red light reflected in the Bateau House’s glass doors.

			After she’d booked a taxi back to Kerry’s house, she straightened the blankets and pillow on Matt’s couch. She pulled on her coat and tiptoed down the hallway. Soft snores drifted from his bedroom.

			She waited for the taxi on the street, without once looking back. The rain started again, falling in sheets, opalescent in the streetlight.

			Dead in the Water was on Kerry’s kitchen table where she’d left it, next to the bowl of papier-mache fruit. She threw the keys and her bag down and rushed to the bathroom.

			She washed her hair and brushed her teeth in the shower, and scrubbed away with Kerry’s raspberry body wash every trace of Matt and his Obsession.

			She slept the cruel fitful sleep of the guilty and the drunken. In a dream, she was looking at old photographs of herself in an album, wishing she still looked like that. Then she was walking down a street with Papa, past the pub in Clifton Hill where she and Ryan used to drink. Phoebe ran across the road — she was little, wearing the red coat she’d had when she was five. Lights shined on her. Headlights. Soundlessly, a car ran her over and didn’t stop. Brigitte ran to her without screaming. She cradled Phoebe’s limp body on the road and yelled for Papa to help her. But he was gone.

			She woke up whimpering.

			Last night didn’t come back immediately. At first it was fuzzy — black-and-white, abstract, but soon the images sharpened to screaming colour. Oh, no, no, no, I kissed him. More? No, just a kiss. Nothing. Oh, fuck, fuck, fuck. It was too hot; she kicked off the doona. Diaphragm breathing wasn’t enough. She cupped her hands over her mouth and nose, sucking in carbon dioxide and wishing for Valium.

			She walked through Kerry’s house — holding onto the wall, head pounding — and drank two glasses of water in the kitchen.

			There was a text to Aidan on her phone that she couldn’t remember sending: Goodnight my darling. You are my light. Love you so much xxx. He hadn’t replied.

			It was 5.32am. Too early to ring her family, to check they were OK, to remind Aidan to hold the kids’ hands when they crossed the road.
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			‘Is anybody else coming this morning?’ The funeral celebrant — Brigitte had forgotten his name — sipped tea from a mug with a kookaburra illustration on it.

			She looked at him over the bowl of papier-mache fruit. He had floppy white hair, rosebud lips, and glasses. ‘My husband’ll be here soon.’ She glanced at her phone. No new messages or missed calls. She shifted in the uncomfortable chair and poured strong coffee into her blue bird mug, fairy-wren printed at the bottom.

			‘No parents or brothers and sisters?’

			‘My dad died when I was little, my mother couldn’t make it, and my brother is … not feeling well.’

			The celebrant folded his smooth, white hands on the table, and said they should get started soon. His voice was modulated, comforting. He smelled faintly of lavender.

			‘Could I just try my husband first?’ She picked up her phone.

			The celebrant nodded and smiled sympathetically.

			Aidan was never late. She held her breath and didn’t let it go until he picked up.

			‘Can’t make it today,’ he said.

			She felt like vomiting again.

			‘Urgent work to do.’

			She bit her bottom lip. ‘But …’ Not showing up today was something Sam would have done.

			‘A development in the Carver investigation.’

			‘I thought it wasn’t your investigation.’ Nothing. ‘Fine. I’ll just make all the arrangements myself.’

			‘OK.’

			‘And I’ll catch the bus back, so you won’t have to pick me up,’ she said, hoping he’d tell her not to be ridiculous. ‘Two buses. One to Bairnsdale and then another one to Paynesville.’

			‘Good.’

			Maybe Matt would like to come and help her? She was being unreasonable — finding Maree Carver’s killer was important. ‘See you tonight then,’ she said.

			He hung up on her and she frowned at her phone. He knows.

			The celebrant cleared his throat.

			‘He’s a police officer.’ Brigitte held up her palms.

			The celebrant nodded. ‘I usually like to see some photos of your loved one so I have a clear image in my mind. Do you have any?’

			She was still staring at her phone. ‘What? Photos?’

			‘Mmm.’

			‘No, not with me, sorry.’ She poured more coffee with a shaky hand — a splash of sherry in there might not be a bad idea.

			‘Never mind. If you’re feeling comfortable, could we talk about Edward? Did you call him Grandpa?’

			‘Papa.’

			He took out a spiral-bound notebook and a silver pen. ‘Would you like to start Papa’s life celebration with you or your mother coming forward in the chapel and lighting a Candle of Remembrance?’

			‘I’ll do it.’ Joan being sober enough to stand up was the most she was hoping for. ‘And he wanted a graveside service.’

			‘Sure you don’t want an indoor service?’

			She shook her head.

			‘Hope the weather’s all right, then.’ He made some notes and asked what Papa was like.

			How could she articulate that? She rubbed her face, rested her chin on her hands, and tried to think. Her head hurt. ‘Sorry, late night, couldn’t sleep.’

			The celebrant nodded, understanding; he could probably smell alcohol still on her.

			Papa hadn’t travelled, hadn’t had any hobbies. ‘Papa liked a drink and a smoke,’ she said. ‘And watching Fitzroy play footy, before they became the Brisbane Bears.’

			‘Not bears.’

			What?

			‘Lions. Fitzroy merged with the Brisbane Bears to become the Brisbane Lions.’

			She nodded and sipped her coffee. How different would it have been for Maree Carver’s family arranging her ‘life celebration’?

			‘And how about some things about Papa’s place of birth, places of residence, work, important events?’

			It took them an hour or so to go through Papa’s early life in Fitzroy; his cleaning jobs; brushes with Squizzy Taylor; the war; meeting Nana at the dance.

			‘Anything else you can think of?’ the celebrant said. ‘Special memories you have?’

			Brigitte told him about her old flat at the rear of Nana and Papa’s house. Papa had built it with his own hands from materials collected in the back laneways of Fitzroy. God knows how he’d hooked up the plumbing and power. A wonder he hadn’t electrocuted them. He’d wanted to keep Brigitte close and safe after the car accident.

			Once Joan and her sister had moved Papa into the home, they’d sold his house for close to a mil — a lot for a North-side house back in the early noughties. It was still keeping Joan in brandy, Chanel No. 5, and botox. Where Nana’s geraniums had once thrived, now stood four eggplant-coloured units, owned by people who had grown up in places like Templestowe and Doncaster.

			‘And did Papa have any favourite songs?’ the celebrant asked.

			‘I’m sorry, what was your name again?’

			‘Kevin.’

			‘He liked Bing Crosby and Glen Miller, Kevin.’ And there was this old folk song he used to sing — she was struggling to remember it. Something about a lady running off with a gypsy, but it escaped her. ‘But for his funeral, he always said he wanted “Rhinestone Cowboy”.’ She sang a couple of lines from the chorus.

			Kevin smiled. Brigitte smiled; her lips trembled into a grin, and then she burst into laughter. She laughed until tears ran down her face and she put her head in her hands on the table.

			Kevin sat quietly until she composed herself. He touched her hand gently, and she wanted to confess to him about Matt. He’d understand — he’d understand anything.

			‘At the end of Papa’s life celebration, I’ll ask you to come forward and extinguish the Candle of Remembrance,’ he said.
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			Brigitte had been wrong. It was a train to Traralgon, then a bus to Bairnsdale, and then another bus to Paynesville.

			She’d slept on the train. And she quite liked the bus. The seats were upholstered in purple fabric with white swirls; the engine’s vibration buzzed comfortably through her body. It reminded her of primary-school excursions. She leaned her head back and recalled a trip to the zoo where an emu attacked her (because her lunchbox was red, her grade-two teacher had said). And another when she’d accidentally knocked over a display of apples at the Victoria Market and the stallholder had yelled at her. On the school bus, there had always been one kid with travel sickness who had to sit up the front, while the cool kids squashed into the back row. Brigitte had sat somewhere in between, about where she was now. The smells of Tupperware, bananas, and the hint of vomit cleaned but not forgotten. Childhood excitement — flutters of anticipation, the possibility of the destination. Back then, she’d pretended she was going on an adventure from which she’d never have to go home.

			The novelty of the bus wore off between Rosedale and Sale. She read a V/Line brochure, and then, for lack of anything else, opened Matt’s book to where she’d left off. The plot took a new direction in chapter five: Detective Robert Moore had a secret life. He was having an affair with a younger woman called Annaleah, had been for years. Of course — the names were all from Nick Cave songs! Flashback to Moore falling in love with beautiful, fragile Annaleah during his daily hospital visits to her while investigating the hit-and-run accident that had left her on life support when she was just nineteen. OK. Kind of flattering, and amusing. Brigitte stopped smirking when it was revealed that Annaleah had twins to Robert, but had kept the father’s identity a secret. That was just plain creepy. She swigged from her water bottle, trying to wash away the bad taste in her mouth.

			As the bus pulled into Bairnsdale station, the forensic pathologist attributed Mrs Deanna Moore’s cause of death to an incised wound to the neck, inflicted by a person or persons with a single-bladed, serrated knife. Oh my fucking God. She’d have to tell Aidan about this. No, she wouldn’t. But … No. It was crazy, and Aidan would get angry at any mention of Matt. Throat-slashing was a popular method of murdering characters in crime fiction. Just a funny coincidence. Coincidence. Not funny.

			***

			The media circus continued along the Paynesville foreshore. For the final leg of the endless public-transport journey, Brigitte lugged her bag onto the ferry. A full quota of vehicles, including a furniture-removalist van, drove on. She wondered who was moving out, or in.

			Jeremy gave the walkway rails a wipe and then returned the cleaning rag and disinfectant spray to the bucket he had looped over his arm.

			Mike the butcher was the last to board on foot. At first, Brigitte didn’t recognise him without his bloodied apron; she didn’t even know he lived on the island. Jeremy gave Mike something from the bucket and Mike handed him a plastic bag.

			Jeremy saw Brigitte watching them. ‘Bones for my dog,’ he said, holding out the bag for her to see. ‘Sorry to hear about your pop.’ He offered a downturned smile.

			‘Thanks.’

			Jeremy moved on, and stopped for a word with the driver in a car up the front: a green Lexus she didn’t recognise from the island. She couldn’t see if there was a ferry pass stuck on the windscreen, but the rust-free undercarriage told her the car was just visiting. Jeremy leaned in and exchanged one of those complicated, sliding handshakes that look silly unless you’re young or an American basketball player. The driver wasn’t a gym buddy by the look of the scrawny arm flexed on the window frame.

			Two women in a red Corolla — Jenz on the number plate — had their windows down and were singing along with a Meat Loaf song blaring on the stereo. They looked like sisters, or mother and daughter. Brigitte twisted her mouth, went into the passenger saloon, and shut the door.

			Guilt swished in her gut as she sat on the bench seat and closed her eyes. Nothing happened, nothing happened, nothing happened. She heard Jeremy’s Doc Martens pound up the stairs to the control stand. The ferry cranked and Meat Loaf belted.

			She trudged up Sixth Avenue, feeling dusty and dirty, as though she’d been away for three years rather than three days. Apprehension mingled with anticipation.

			Home. No Territory in the driveway. Zippy came yelping and bounding at full pelt. He jumped against the broken gate and pushed it open. She let him knock her against the fence and slobber on her as she rubbed his back and patted his head.

			The screen door was off its rail, leaning against the back of the house. Inside, she threw her bag into the bedroom, flung her coat over the door, and headed towards the family sounds coming from the lounge room.

			Phoebe was drawing tattoos on Ella’s arm with a permanent marker. Finn was playing Need For Speed on the Xbox with Harry.

			‘Gotcha again!’ Finn laughed, pressing buttons on his controller.

			‘Bloody coppers,’ Harry said as police vehicles, sirens blaring, surrounded his red Bugatti Veyron.

			The twins looked up at Brigitte and then back to what they were doing.

			Ella squealed and ran to her. Brigitte scooped her up and peppered her little fairy face with kisses.

			‘Where’s Aid?’ she asked Harry over Ella’s shoulder.

			‘Work,’ Harry said.

			‘Thought he had an early shift today.’

			Harry shrugged and looked uncomfortable.

			Her stomach churned. She lowered Ella to the floor, and headed to the kitchen to check Aidan’s roster stuck on the fridge. No arvo or night shift.

			Harry walked into the room.

			‘What happened to the screen door?’ she said.

			‘Fell off.’

			‘Zippy?’

			‘No. Aid. Tried to fix it, but I think it’s broken.’

			Brigitte walked across to inspect the rail.

			‘Seen the CCTV?’ Harry said.

			She straightened up and shook her head.

			‘They got footage of Maree Carver on the ferry. It’s on The Age website.’ Harry was behind her; he placed a hand on her back. ‘There’s leftovers in the fridge for your dinner.’

			‘Thanks. And for watching the kids.’

			‘Anytime, mate,’ he said on his way out.

			She should have thrown Dead in the Water in the bin, but she went to the bedroom and put it in her underwear drawer.

			Steve Williams — serious, suited, sober — spoke slowly at a media conference. Victoria Police emblem — laurel wreath and five-point star — on a blue screen behind him. ‘The footage depicts Maree boarding the ferry at Paynesville and alighting at Raymond Island.’

			Cut to footage of the ferry. The shapes in the video were black and white and grey — grainy, distorted, elongated. It looked windy, cold. Pale lights rippled the water. Scott spoke to Maree Carver briefly as she walked on, her face visible for only a split second; the rest of the vision was of her back.

			Poor Scott. He must have been the last person to see her alive. No wonder he was on stress leave.

			Maree Carver was wearing a light-coloured trench coat, dark leggings, high heels, handbag on the crook of her arm. She walked through the passenger saloon to the front of the ferry. She stopped, looked in the direction of the island, hair whipping around her shoulders. She pulled the hood of her coat on.

			Brigitte shivered.

			Steve’s voice over the video: ‘No other pedestrians appear to board, but the footage depicts two cars travelling on the ferry. We’re appealing for anyone who was there on that evening to contact Crime Stoppers. We’re interested in talking to anyone who was in the Paynesville or Raymond Island area between the hours of 10pm and midnight on Thursday seventh of March who may have seen Maree, or indeed anyone who knows who the people in the cars are. We’re particularly interested in talking to the person driving the Subaru station wagon, or the dark-coloured Lexus depicted in the footage who appears to be talking to Maree.’

			Maree Carver leaned over the passenger rail, saying something to somebody in the Lexus, the driver out of shot.

			‘If anyone knows anything or thinks they can assist in this investigation, we urge them to contact Crime Stoppers. Investigators are continuing to work through CCTV footage. We’re also conducting other inquiries and investigations. We currently have around two hundred calls to Crime Stoppers which we need to scrutinise thoroughly.’

			Back to vision of Steve.

			‘The footage was taken on the Raymond Island ferry. Around 10.50pm is the last confirmed sighting of Maree alive,’ he said.

			Video. Maree Carver walked off the ferry onto the island. The footage replayed from the start.

			Steve took questions. A media person asked a question that was muffled, difficult to hear.

			‘She doesn’t make the return trip, no,’ Steve answered.

			‘Red, right, return,’ Ella said.

			Brigitte looked away from her laptop screen, at Ella standing in the bedroom doorway.

			‘It’s how you find your way back when you’re on a boat. I saw it on telly. But Harry says that’s wrong. It’s only in America. Here, it’s red, left, return, because the boys have red marks on the other side. But I think red, right, return sounds better. Don’t you?’

			‘What on earth are you talking about?’

			‘The boys, in the water.’

			Oh, the buoys.

			Ella ran off; Brigitte closed her laptop and sat it next to her on the bed. She rested her hands on her knees and frowned up at her cream trench coat hanging by its hood over the door.
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			A shove. A hand gripping her shoulder, shaking her. She opened her eyes. Aidan was a shadow, the doorway illuminated behind him by the kitchen light. She blinked. He shook her again, and dragged her up by the arm.

			‘Nothing’s ever good enough for you, is it?’

			In a sleep-fog, she pulled her arm away and sat up against the bedhead. She glanced at the clock radio: 11.55pm.

			‘Moving down here, your perfect writing job, me.’

			‘Shh. You’ll wake the kids.’

			‘How could you do this to me? To us?’

			What?

			He leaned down, close to her face, alcohol on his breath. ‘You know exactly what I’m talking about.’

			She tried to fob him off with a feeble fake laugh. ‘Don’t be silly. Come to bed.’

			‘Elery.’ The name rang in the air for a moment, and then he snatched her off the bed by her pyjama lapels, close enough that she could see his eyes — almost black, glittering like marcasite in the half-light. ‘You think I’m fucking stupid.’

			She was shocked, scared, but then she felt him trembling. ‘Stop it, Aid. You’ve been drinking.’

			‘And you think you’re such a good liar. Well, you’re not. And I’m not Sam, or any of the other men you tricked.’ He spat the words and she turned her face.

			He was holding her up so tightly she was forced to stand on tiptoes. ‘Aidan, you’re hurting me.’

			‘I know what you do and how you do it. Once a —’ He didn’t finish, let go, pushed her back onto the bed, and walked out.

			She lay with her hands clasped over her stomach, felt her heartbeat pounding there, while he banged around in the kitchen.

			She felt eyes on her. Ella standing in the doorway, holding Purple Monkey — a forgotten comfort toy that hadn’t seen outside the toy box in at least a year.

			‘I had a bad dream,’ she croaked.

			Brigitte pushed down the doona, and Ella climbed into bed.

			‘That noise is scary.’

			‘Daddy’s just making a snack.’ She enfolded her in her arms.

			She lay awake for a long time after Aidan’s outburst, listening to the wind and rain menacing the outside of the house.
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			Aidan stood at the edge of the first jetty. Help me, she said without words, and he kneeled and reached for her hands. One hand slipped from his grip; she held tighter with the other, but something sucked her under the water, dragged her away from him. She fought to the surface, and saw Papa — wearing an electric-blue suit — standing in the public phone box on the island. She tried to call to him as she was pulled under again.

			She heard a rasp — the sound of her breath — as she woke. She coughed and kicked off the doona. The sweat on her skin turned icy.

			Ella was still asleep — full lips slightly apart, chest rising and falling gently, cuddling Purple Monkey. Brigitte pulled up the doona and smoothed it over her little shoulders. Zippy watched; he filled almost all of the Aidan-sized space on the bed. He licked her hand, made her feel safe.

			When he got off the bed and whined, she let him out. There was a blanket folded neatly under a pillow at the end of the couch in the lounge room, and half a plunger of lukewarm coffee on the breakfast bar in the kitchen, but no Aidan. The clock above the sink ticked: twenty past six. Her arm hurt as she made fresh coffee. She rolled up her sleeve, saw bruises, and pushed the sleeve back down quickly.

			She pulled on her dressing gown and slippers, and took her coffee out onto the porch. The early morning light reminded her of old photographs: black-and-white, tinged with blue. Birds chirped and squawked. A breeze rustled through the solemn eucalypts at the fence-line. Harry’s front light was on — comforting, somehow. He’d be getting ready for his morning walk around the island.

			She felt a pinch in her back as she slumped on the cold porch couch. Today, pain was an old friend: a welcome distraction.

			A little blue bird perched on the arm of the couch. A fairy-wren, like the one on Kerry’s mug. It tick-tock tilted its bright blue head, and seemed to look at her for a long time.

			‘Papa?’ she whispered, and then told herself to stop being silly.

			A kookaburra laughed and the fairy-wren flew away. She wrapped her hands tighter around her coffee mug; the steam swirled like a ghost in front of her face.

			Zippy slobbered a tennis ball at her feet. She knew this game and refused to be drawn into it, so he trotted off to bury a bone instead. She placed her coffee on the porch and closed her eyes. So tired. A rubbish truck rumbled and whirred along a nearby street, a car started reluctantly after a few tries, and the first ferry wailed.

			She must have dozed off for a while — until she heard Ella padding around in the kitchen. She went inside and told her to put on slippers.

			Brigitte looked up from making the school lunches, cutting off the crusts, and saw Harry shuffling from foot to foot on the porch. She walked over, knife still in hand, and slid open the door. He told her to close it behind her. She didn’t like his tone, but did as he said, stepping out onto the mat.

			‘Zippy,’ he said.

			She frowned.

			‘Found him down near the old ferry site.’

			A beat. ‘What do you mean found him? He’s in the backyard.’ She looked around Harry.

			Harry gazed at his white walking shoes.

			She shook her head, rubbed her face, and leaned back against the door. Inside, Ella was crying about something and Finn was giggling. A magpie warbled as it performed aeronautics over the yard. She sucked in her breath and straightened up. ‘Was it a car?’

			Harry evaded her eyes.

			‘What’s happening?’ Finn stuck his head out the door.

			‘I’ll be in in a minute.’ Her voice was too high and sweet, teetering on the edge of control. ‘Make sure the girls stay inside with you, please.’

			Finn opened his mouth to say something else, but she cut him off with her repeated instructions and he did as he was told.

			‘Carried him back to my place,’ Harry said.

			She couldn’t believe him; she stepped off the porch, her dressing gown billowing behind her, and marched in the direction of Harry’s house, throwing the knife onto the grass.

			‘Don’t go over there,’ Harry called. ‘Stop!’

			She didn’t stop.

			The gate was swinging off its top hinge. Why the fuck hadn’t she organised to have it fixed? She kicked at it. Her little toe cracked and her slipper flew off. She hopped to where it had landed, pulled it back on, kicked the gate harder, slipped, and landed on her bum on the wet grass.

			Harry caught up and crouched beside her. ‘It wasn’t a car, Brig.’

			She started to get up, but Harry put a hand firmly on her shoulder.

			‘His throat,’ Harry’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he seemed to struggle to swallow, ‘was cut.’

			She stared at him, opened her mouth but couldn’t form any words. She crossed her legs and lowered her head, held it in her hands, not caring that her dressing gown had fallen open.

			‘You need to call Aid.’

			She rocked slowly.

			‘I’ll call him if you like.’ Harry’s voice went up a few decibels.

			‘No. I will,’ she whispered. ‘Just give me a minute.’

			She took her phone to the privacy of the little tin shed down the back of the yard. Spiders had taken over long ago; thick, dusty webs blanketed old kids’ bikes, chairs, shovels, and a broken outboard motor from God knows where. She’d stuck the pram in there last week, not yet ready to give it away or take it to the tip — the spiders hadn’t started on it yet. She left the door open a crack and called Aidan. He said he was busy, didn’t have time to talk. She heard typing.

			‘Zippy’s been murdered,’ she said as she sat on a chair. Her voice was cold, accusatory: Why didn’t you tell me Maree Carver was murdered on the island? Why didn’t you fix the gate?

			‘What?’ The typing ceased.

			She struggled to keep up the hard voice; it hurt, faltered as she spoke. ‘Harry found him.’

			‘What do you mean “murdered”?’

			‘Somebody cut his throat, Aidan.’

			‘Are you sure?’

			She gripped the pram handle.

			‘I’ll be there ASAP.’

			‘Thanks.’ She rocked the pram and tried to breathe.

			Fucking Carla Flanagan was driving the car, Aidan riding shotgun.

			‘You get an investigation started,’ he said across the roof to Flanagan as they stepped out, ‘and I’ll go talk to the next-door neighbour.’

			‘Conflict of interest. You can’t be involved with this.’

			He ignored her and took a camera and some gloves from the car.

			‘Daddy’s home!’ Ella squealed as she stepped through the broken gate. Then she saw the other cop and, uncertain, clutched Brigitte’s dressing gown.

			Aidan winked at Ella. He needed a shave; his shirt was un-tucked at the back. ‘I’ll come and see you soon, sweetie.’ He strode across to Harry’s without looking at Brigitte.

			Brigitte took Ella’s hand and led her to the back door. ‘Can you go and see what the twins are up to?’ She gave her a gentle shove and closed the door behind her.

			Brigitte and Flanagan sat on the porch couch and started doing the paperwork: date, time, location. She could smell Flanagan’s spicy fragrance. Maybe something with frankincense? Didn’t make her sneeze. She suggested they wait for Harry because she was unclear about the details, but Flanagan said approximates would be all right. Because it’s just an animal? Brigitte tried to wiggle her throbbing little toe; maybe it was broken. Focusing on the pain kept her from crying.

			Cheeky flew at Flanagan, and she swore and shooed him away. She looked about as at one with nature as Brigitte did.

			Flanagan composed herself quickly and continued with the investigation. ‘So, the neighbour found the dog —’

			‘Zippy.’

			‘— at the old Raymond Island ferry site?’

			Matter-of-fact, routine cop-manner. Just doing her job. Cold bitch.

			‘Is that correct?’ She looked up for Brigitte’s answer.

			‘Yes, I think so.’

			‘At approximately what time was that?’

			She stared down at her grass-stained dressing gown and slippers. ‘I can’t remember what time Harry said.’

			‘Harry is the neighbour who found the dog. And Harry’s surname is?’

			‘Stanton.’ She took a deep breath and lifted her gaze to the slate-grey sky as she exhaled.

			‘You right to continue?’ Flanagan said.

			‘Yes. But I need a coffee first. Would you like one?’

			Flanagan declined the offer, and Brigitte left her with her stupid fucking investigation. In the kitchen, she zapped a mug of plunger coffee in the microwave, contemplating adding a splash of whisky. The kids rushed in when they heard the ding, wanting to know what was going on.

			‘Why’s that other cop here?’ Finn.

			‘Did you get another parking ticket, Mummy?’ Ella.

			Brigitte said she’d be in to tell them everything in a minute.

			‘Why can’t you tell us now?’ Phoebe.

			‘I said “in a minute”.’

			‘Why not now?’

			‘Because I said …’ She clenched her fists.

			Finn and Ella took backward steps.

			‘Are we going to school today?’ Phoebe asked.

			‘No.’ She took the coffee out.

			‘Why not?’

			‘Because you’re not going today.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘Enough!’ She slammed the mug on the breakfast bar and burned her hand with coffee.

			Finn and Ella scuttled into the lounge room, but Phoebe held her ground. ‘You OK, Mum?’

			She sniffed and nodded as she ran cold water over her hand.

			‘Sorry for making you angry.’

			Her shoulders slumped. She heard cartoons bubbling away in the lounge room. ‘Go watch some TV.’

			Phoebe’s gaze warmed her back for a moment before she left the room to join Finn and Ella.

			Outside, Aidan was standing with his arms folded on the porch, and Harry was sitting on the couch with Flanagan.

			‘I was just on my morning walk when I spotted something near the water,’ Harry said. ‘First I thought it was a dead kangaroo, then I saw all the …’ he noticed Brigitte standing in the doorway and hesitated, ‘blood around his head.’

			She leaned against the doorframe, nauseated.

			‘You didn’t see any other blood spatter in the vicinity?’ Flanagan said.

			Harry shook his head, and Flanagan made a note.

			‘I wrapped my windcheater around him,’ Harry said.

			‘What time was that?’

			‘Around seven-fifteen.’

			‘At the old Raymond Island ferry site?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Quite a distance to carry a dead big dog.’

			‘You’re telling me.’

			‘Sure that’s where you found it?’

			Harry frowned. ‘Yeah.’

			Flanagan looked up at Brigitte. ‘Mr Stanton’s been very helpful, so we won’t be needing any more information from you. No point upsetting you further.’

			Brigitte caught Flanagan’s glance at Aidan. ‘Thanks for that.’ She gritted her teeth.

			‘Right to go?’ Flanagan said to Aidan as she stood. She was a head taller than Brigitte.

			‘No, I’m not actually rostered on. I’ll stay here,’ Aidan said.

			Relief.

			‘You go back and do a LEAP report.’

			‘Boss.’ Flanagan furrowed her lineless brow and walked to the car. She slammed the door too hard and drove off too fast — spraying gravel in the driveway.

			Harry left Brigitte and Aidan standing on the porch. Aidan looked at her, daring her to look away first. She didn’t. She reached up and touched his shoulder. ‘We need to talk.’

			He stepped off the porch, and strode to the shed. He came out with a shovel and started digging a hole a metre or so from the fence-line.

			She had a flash of him in a black trench coat digging a much smaller hole in the backyard at the old house in Clifton Hill, after Kitty had been run over. Only a few hours earlier that night, she’d slept with him for the first time — cheated on Sam, and forgot to lock Kitty in. Aidan was right: Once a — whatever he’d been going to say, always a —

			A few months after Kitty’s demise, around the time of her breakdown, Aidan had bought Zippy for them. Mummy, Mummy, Aidan got us a puppy! Her memory of that time was hazy. The twins were about Ella’s age, and Aidan had been renting the bungalow out the back.

			The first time Brigitte had let Aidan stay the night in the house with her, they’d woken in the morning with Zippy licking Aidan’s toes poking out from under the doona. He’d laughed his silly squeaky laugh, and then sworn as those same toes squished a warm swirl of puppy shit in the hallway when he got up to make coffee.

			‘Aidan, stop!’ She walked towards him. ‘We need to tell the kids first.’

			He dug wildly, scraped his knuckles on the shovel handle, swore, flicked off blood, and kept digging. There were spider webs in his hair.

			Ella bounded out across the yard, her feet naked. Brigitte started telling her to put on slippers, but stopped herself.

			Aidan leaned the shovel against the fence and crouched to hug Ella. He whispered something in her ear, and Ella’s little back started to rise and fall with sobs. Aidan held her tighter and kissed the top of her head.

			Brigitte’s heart shifted in her chest. She looked at the sky; rain was on the way. In a croaky voice, she said, ‘I’ll go tell the twins.’

			Once Harry had helped Aidan bury Zippy, they went through the funeral formalities swiftly because it was raining. Under black umbrellas — and Ella’s Very Hungry Caterpillar umbrella — they said their goodbyes to Zippy.
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			‘I want Zippy. I want my Zippy back,’ Phoebe howled in her top bunk at bedtime. ‘It’s not fair!’

			Brigitte held her, stroking her silky hair, Phoebe’s face hot and wet against hers. The steel bed frame creaked as Phoebe’s body shook. When she finally went limp, Brigitte could hear the rain thrumming against the window. She tucked the doona around Phoebe. For a moment she was struck, like a slap across the face, by her daughter’s beauty. They never discussed looks or weight, or bought vacuous women’s magazines promoting unrealistic body images — she didn’t want her girls, or boy, to be sucked in by such things. And she never told Phoebe how beautiful she was. She unstuck a clump of hair from Phoebe’s cheek, pushed it off her face, and kissed her lips: something the twins baulked at now when they were awake.

			She climbed down the ladder and sat on Finn’s bottom bunk.

			He asked what had really happened to Zippy.

			‘I told you. Harry found him near the water. It looked like he was just sleeping peacefully.’

			Disbelief clouded his blue eyes.

			‘Maybe he had a heart attack, or a disease we didn’t know about.’ She should have said nothing, rather than lie. ‘Whatever it was, it was quick. He didn’t suffer.’ Another lie. She looked at her hands.

			Finn argued that Zippy was healthy, and he’d just had a check-up at the vet.

			‘Go to sleep now, Finny.’

			‘It hurts so much.’

			‘I know.’ She heard Aidan running the shower.

			‘Aidan’s sad, isn’t he?’ Finn said.

			‘Shh.’ She clicked off the lamp, put a hand on his hip, and rocked him gently like she had when he was a baby.

			The sounds of the rain and the shower ran together, and the words of the old folk song that Papa used to sing came back to her. It was a White Stripes song now.

			Did you forsake your house and home?

			Did you forsake your baby?

			Did you forsake your husband dear?

			To go with Black Jack Davey?

			To go with Black Jack Davey?

			Aidan was making up a bed on the couch. He wore track pants and a faded Nirvana T-shirt. He’d shaved and his hair was damp. He shook the doona, tucked one side of it into the couch, and smoothed it over.

			‘Do you think the same person did it?’

			‘Did what?’

			‘Murdered Zippy and Maree Carver.’

			‘It’s not called “murder” when an animal’s unlawfully killed.’

			She crossed her arms. ‘I don’t care what you call it. And why can’t you ever just answer my questions?’

			He shot her a glance: black ice.

			‘It wasn’t random, was it?’

			‘What?’

			‘They targeted us?’

			‘Think you’ve read one too many crime books.’

			Ouch.

			Ella wandered out rubbing her eyes, saying she couldn’t sleep. She looked at Aidan. ‘Why are you sleeping on the couch, Daddy?’

			‘I don’t feel comfortable in the big bed.’

			‘You fighting?’

			‘Mummy’s fighting with herself.’

			Ella giggled. ‘You’re silly, Daddy.’

			Brigitte agreed and shooed her back to bed. When she was sure Ella was out of earshot, she put her hands on her hips and said: ‘It was a waste of police resources.’

			He looked at her, eyebrows raised.

			‘Spying on me.’ She felt the blood rising up her neck.

			‘Didn’t have to.’ He pulled a Batman pillowcase onto a spare pillow. ‘Your phone rang me from your pocket. Or bag.’ He plumped up the pillow. ‘Doubt you had any pockets on at the time.’

			Oh God. What would he have heard?

			He folded the doona down and sat on the couch, pillow on his lap. ‘I’m really tired now so …’

			She wanted more of a response from him, a screaming match, anything. ‘You lied to me.’ She snatched the pillow from his hands.

			He smirked and shook his head, so fucking self-righteous.

			‘Oh, that’s right. You call it withholding information.’

			‘I dunno what you’re talking about.’

			‘Why didn’t you tell me Maree Carver was murdered on the island?’

			‘What difference does the location make?’

			None. But that wasn’t the point.

			‘Or that her throat was slashed?’

			‘I tried to tell you, but you were … busy.’

			She hugged the pillow to her chest. He stretched out and pulled the doona over his long legs.

			She threw the pillow at him and walked away. At the doorway, she stopped and turned back. ‘Nothing happened, Aidan.’

			He looked up as he put the pillow under his head, faked a condescending one-sided smile, and said, ‘Is that the same information you withheld from Sam?’

			The silence was broken by her mobile ringing in her pocket.

			‘Better get that,’ he said. She caught the tremor in his voice: his bluster was all bluff.

			They locked eyes. She let it ring out, calmly, but her pulse was rocketing.

			He looked away first. ‘Can you switch off the light, please?’ He turned his back.

			She wanted to crawl in behind him, mould her body to his, warm her cold feet on his legs, feel the bumps of his bony spine against her face, inhale the smell of his clean skin, the vanilla-bean soap, and the citrus cologne that lingered even after a shower. She wanted to tell him she was sorry. And that she was sad, and scared. She flicked off the light.

			In the bedroom, she listened to her phone message. Matt: Just calling to see how you are. All apologies for Sunday night. Call if you want to — She deleted it before she heard the end of his message. You have no new voice messages.

			Her heart was still racing, no way she could sleep. She sat on the bed and checked her email, Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn. Nothing of interest. She keyed a Google search: Meaning of The Postman Always Rings Twice. It was either literally a reference to postal customs or an old dirty joke. Or something about retribution and not getting away with murder twice.

			In shallow sleep — without her dog, without her grandfather, without her husband — she drowned again and again.
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			When Brigitte emerged from the bedroom, Aidan was at the breakfast bar, spreading toast with butter and vegemite.

			She rubbed her puffy eyes, and glowered at his back as he put the Vegemite in the fridge. It goes in the cupboard. Then she was torn by an urge to rush over and hug him. She poured a mug of coffee.

			‘Can you organise to have somebody install a new security door today?’ he said matter-of-factly.

			‘Not get the old one fixed?’

			‘No.’

			‘Because of what happened to Zippy?’

			‘If we’re getting it done, might as well get a proper security screen. Ray recommended a bloke. Also knows about standalone home-security systems. Ask for a quote while he’s here. I’ll get his card for you before I go.’ He bit into his toast, chewed and swallowed.

			‘I’m supposed to go to work.’

			‘Do it from home.’

			She glanced at The Gippsland Leader on the breakfast bar. Maree Carver was still the lead story, above a piece about the ferry fees, a Metron Homes ad, and a buy-one-get-one-free McDonald’s coupon.

			She could call in sick — it wouldn’t be a lie, because she did feel sick. ‘You think it was meant to be me, don’t you?’ she whispered.

			He looked at her for the first time that morning.

			‘I was supposed to be at the dinner that night.’

			‘Now you’re being hysterical.’

			‘And she was wearing a coat the same as mine.’

			‘Millions of people have that kind of coat.’ His face softened, and she thought he was going to hug her. ‘Just being careful, OK?’

			She should tell him about Matt’s book.

			He took his breakfast and the paper to the table.

			‘Papa’s funeral tomorrow,’ she said.

			‘I know.’

			She kept talking, mindlessly, not sure why. ‘And Ryan and Joan are coming for Easter.’

			He wasn’t listening. His mobile rang, and he took the call out on the porch.

			She chewed her bottom lip, fiddled with her dressing-gown tie.

			He came back in and grabbed his jacket to go.

			‘Don’t forget the card,’ she said.

			He rushed to the bedroom and returned, rummaging through his gym bag. He found the business card in the front pocket, slapped it on the breakfast bar, and threw the bag into the bedroom on his way out.

			She frowned at his unfinished toast on the table.

			He came back a minute later. ‘They haven’t taken our bin!’

			She blinked a couple of times, unsure of how he was hoping she’d respond.

			‘Can you give the council a ring about it today?’

			‘Sure.’ She nodded, and off he went again.

			The guy from EG Home Security told her they were busy; it could take at least a month to get an EG qualified technician to the island. When she told him she worked for Gip TV and was Detective Senior Sergeant Serra’s wife, he checked again and there’d just been a cancellation, so he’d have somebody out there today.

			She went into the bedroom to return the business card to Aidan’s bag. In the front pocket, her fingers found something cold, metallic. A gold lighter engraved with the letter ‘C’. Her reflection was distorted on the shiny surface. She sat on the bed and ran her thumb over the ‘C’, her nail catching in the groove. She flicked the lighter on and off a few times. Don’t jump to conclusions, Brigitte. He could have picked it up anywhere. Colin, Connor, Carl?

			Pete from EG Home Security turned up at the front door an hour or so later, complaining about the long drive and his bad back. He asked if Brigitte had a dog. She looked at her hands and shook her head.

			‘Got bit on the leg last week at a job.’ He rolled up a trouser leg and showed her his stitches. He smelled of cigarettes.

			He left his shoes on the mat, and she led him through to the back of the house, where he whipped out a tape and measured the dimensions of the doorway. ‘It’s gunna be tight.’ He blew air towards the ceiling, as if it was all too hard. ‘A bee’s dick either side, I reckon. Think I’ll need a cuppa before I get started.’

			Brigitte flicked on the kettle. Her phone rang. Pete smirked at the ringtone. She recognised the number and rejected the call. Black Jack Davey.

			She excused herself when she’d made tea, and went to work on a voice-over script in the sunroom-come-study. Hard to concentrate with Zippy, and Colin, Connor, Carl, on her mind.

			Around lunchtime, her phone buzzed with a Facebook friend request from M.E. Elery. She wondered what the E stood for. But only for a second before clicking ‘Delete Request’. They weren’t going to be ‘friends’ on Facebook or anywhere else.

			Another buzz. @MEElery was now following her on Twitter.

			Brigitte went to see how Pete was getting on with the screen door. ‘How’s your cuppa?’

			‘Bit dry, thanks, love. I’d kill for another.’

			Bad choice of words, Pete. ‘Any chance you could get started on the home-security system as well today?’ she said.

			‘Want a quote for hubby first?’

			Seriously? She clasped her hands behind her back. ‘No. Just do it.’

			‘Smart move.’ Pete nodded. ‘Lotta people having intruder-detector systems installed after the murder.’ He looked around the room with a finger on his chin. ‘Makes sense with a young family, no dog, and …’

			She narrowed her eyes and he stopped talking — for a few seconds.

			By late afternoon, Pete had installed a ‘virtually-impenetrable-by-intruders’ security door with a triple lock, along with an intrusion-alarm system.

			Finn came into the kitchen to sulk, because he wanted to play Xbox but, as usual, Phoebe had gotten her way and was watching TV with Ella. ‘Cop car hanging round school today,’ he said.

			‘Uh-huh.’ Brigitte nodded and made him a hot chocolate, and tea for herself. ‘Aidan’s just being careful.’ Shouldn’t have said that.

			‘Of what?’

			‘Nothing to worry about.’

			Through the window, she saw Aidan’s car pull into the driveway. He got out and strode back to the bin. Shit, she’d forgotten to ring the council. He lifted the lid and inspected the rubbish, closed the lid, and marched towards the house.

			She banged her cup down on the breakfast bar. ‘The alarm’s going to think he’s an intruder and go off when he comes in!’ She rushed to the back door. Pete had said something about having to trip the system for it to go off. She didn’t know what ‘trip the system’ meant — she’d been trying to work and hadn’t really listened while he was explaining. She poised an index finger above the keypad, but couldn’t remember the steps to disarm it. ‘The code, Finn, I wrote it on their business card.’ Even though Pete had told her not to write it down. ‘Have a look in the top drawer!’

			He looked while she pressed some buttons.

			‘Found it!’ He skidded across the room. ‘Let me try.’ He pressed more buttons.

			They stared as Aidan walked into the kitchen and admired the security door. It must have been the correct code: the alarm didn’t go off.

			‘Bin’s still there,’ he said.

			‘They said they’d come back sometime during the week. I’ll call them again tomorrow.’

			He looked at her, the slight curl of his lip called her a liar without words. She felt her cheeks colour. He mumbled something under his breath and headed to the shower.


			25

			She dreamed of an angelfish in a plastic bag half-full of water. There was a hole in the bag and the water was leaking. You need to get another bag, or it’ll suffocate. Won’t make it home, said the man at the pet shop. She didn’t believe him. She plugged her finger over the hole and ran out the door, and onto the first jetty. It was longer than she remembered. And slippery. She fell. Somebody screamed. A siren howled. Louder. Louder.

			As she opened her eyes, a dark shadow flashed by. The siren sound wasn’t a dream. Nor was the screaming — it was Ella standing in the bedroom doorway again, with her hands over her ears, Purple Monkey sprawled at odd angles by her feet.

			Oh my God, the alarm, somebody’s broken into the house. Brigitte threw back the doona and sprung out of bed. She grabbed her phone from the bedside table, and shoved it into her pyjamas pocket as she scooped up Ella. The twins ran past her door.

			‘It won’t stop!’ Finn screamed in the kitchen, stabbing at buttons on the alarm keypad.

			Where the fuck was Aidan?

			They converged in the backyard, where the noise was slightly less deafening. The house lights in the street came on one by one like telephone calls on an old-fashioned switchboard.

			‘Can I go look round the house?’ Finn said.

			‘No!’

			‘The police’ll come in a minute,’ Phoebe said, her teeth chattering.

			No, they wouldn’t — they’d have to make an out-of-hours request for the ferry to bring them across, or call out the Water Police. That would take forever. Brigitte looked around the yard. ‘Where on earth is Aid?’

			Harry strode towards them in his dressing gown and brown slippers, worry on his face. She couldn’t hear her phone ringing but felt it vibrating in her pocket. She stuck a finger in her left ear, trying to hear.

			It was an operator from EG Home Security. ‘Has your alarm been activated?’

			Stupid fucking question. ‘Can you turn it off!’

			‘Certainly. Is this Mrs Serra?’ she said.

			‘Yes!’

			‘I’ll need your code for clearance to disable the alarm. Could you please tell me your code?’

			Fuck.

			‘If you’ve forgotten your code or you’re not the resident, I’ll have to —’

			She covered the phone. ‘Finn! What’s the code?’ He told her and she relayed it to the operator.

			Her shoulders lowered and her nerves stopped jangling a little when the alarm ceased. She’d been gripping her phone so tightly her little finger had gone numb.

			The operator told her to hold for a moment while she checked the video surveillance. Brigitte held, looking at the starless sky.

			‘Are you there?’ the operator said. Her tone had turned from routine to sharp. ‘I can see a person in dark clothing moving around the side of your house. It looks like a man.’

			Oh my God. Harry and the kids were asking what was wrong; she waved her hand for them to be quiet.

			‘I need you to stay on the phone,’ the operator said.

			She nodded.

			‘He’s moving towards the back of the house.’

			She stiffened.

			‘Are you still there?’

			Aidan emerged from the darkness, wearing black pants and T-shirt.

			‘It’s just my husband,’ she said to the operator. ‘He’s a police officer.’

			‘Are you sure?’

			‘Yes.’ A silly little laugh.

			‘Security company?’ Aidan said.

			She nodded.

			He held out his hand for the phone and she passed it to him. ‘This is Detective Senior Sergeant Serra. There appears to be no home emergency. I’ve checked the premises and vicinity. No intruders. No property’s been stolen.’ He listened and nodded. ‘Yeah. Thanks. You have a good night, too.’

			He handed Brigitte’s phone back. ‘Sounds like the alarm was accidentally tripped.’

			‘Maybe it was a koala b…’

			He glared at her and then turned to the kids, who were standing in a row like taxidermied owls. ‘Has anybody been playing with the keypad?’

			Nobody answered, and Aidan stomped inside, shaking his head.

			‘Everything all right now, then.’ Harry nodded and turned for home.

			As she herded the kids inside, Brigitte glanced into the bedroom; Aidan was locking the safe.
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			The storm clouds were long, and in the strangest formations Brigitte had ever seen. They looked like emaciated human figures lying supine: people on their deathbeds. A shiver shimmied up her spine.

			The sky spat rain on their black umbrellas — and Ella’s Very Hungry Caterpillar umbrella — as Brigitte’s family gathered around Papa’s gravesite. Without Aidan. There were a few carers and a handful of residents from the aged-care facility — most of the latter didn’t even know they were there — sitting on white plastic chairs or in wheelchairs. Joan and Ryan stood to Brigitte’s left, the three kids to her right. She wondered how many hundreds of people had attended Maree Carver’s funeral. She’d seen footage of it on TV: a huge affair in a beautiful church bathed in stained-glass light, ‘Amazing Grace’ or ‘Ave Maria’ played on an organ.

			Atop Papa’s coffin was a bouquet of red roses, a bottle of sherry, a pouch of tobacco, some army medals, and that framed photo of Nana at the dance.

			Kevin, the funeral celebrant, looked at the sky. Could he see the cloud-people on deathbeds, too? He walked over and whispered that they’d have to get started soon. Brigitte said she didn’t want to start without her husband. Kevin breathed into his hands, rubbed them together, and said they could wait five more minutes.

			The sky grew dark and the cloud-people dissipated. Brigitte’s face and fingers burned from the cold. She clenched her jaw to stop her teeth chattering, and gripped her umbrella tighter as she scanned the cemetery. Please, Aidan, don’t do this to me today.

			The wind smacked a blast of icy rain against their dark, winter coats — and Joan’s red coat. The photo of Nana blew face down on the coffin. Ryan started crying. Lightning illuminated the sky. Ella cried, too, and clung to Brigitte’s leg. Phoebe inched closer. Brigitte looked down at the top of her head and frowned — her hair was knotty; she hadn’t brushed it properly.

			Finally, Brigitte saw Aidan walking towards them with his parents. Joan pulled back her shoulders at the sight of Lorenzo — son of immigrants, ex-policeman from a time when it was a highly respected job — hunched under his umbrella, walking ahead of his son and wife. He had swarthy skin, and when he stood straight, he was almost as tall as Aidan. Aidan shared his umbrella with Grace — ‘that Australian girl’, Lorenzo’s family had always called her. She was of Irish stock, small and as fair as Brigitte’s family. Lorenzo and Grace nodded respectfully, and then stood solemnly with their son.

			Finn sidestepped to stand next to Aidan. Aidan ruffled his hair and reached down to hold Grace’s hand. The back of Brigitte’s throat ached.

			‘I now ask Brigitte, Edward’s granddaughter, to come forward and light the Candle of Remembrance, which signifies unity, peace, and thanksgiving,’ Kevin said.

			Grace dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief. Funerals unearth the memories of all the past funerals we’ve attended. Brigitte remembered her dad’s send-off: ‘Lights on the Hill’, and Joan drunk, falling over, twisting her ankle. And she remembered Sam’s: ‘Into My Arms’, and lies about what a good husband he had been.

			After several tries, the fucking Candle of Remembrance still wouldn’t light. Brigitte felt impatient eyes on her back; her hand trembled as the wind blew out match after match. A man cleared his throat. Thunder rumbled the ground. Kevin whispered they’d have to pretend. He rushed through Papa’s life story as the weather became more vicious. Several umbrellas blew inside out. One of the aged-care residents stood up to sneak away early, and his white-plastic chair blew away across the cemetery.

			Brigitte was gobsmacked when Kevin invited anyone else to pay tribute to Edward, and Joan stepped forward to read a poem she’d written, the wind whipping her gold-and-silver hair dramatically around her face. The poem was about endings being beginnings. Brigitte wiped her cheeks.

			Kevin thanked Joan and then asked Brigitte to extinguish the Candle of Remembrance. She looked at him, wide-eyed.

			He mouthed the word pretend, and she came forward and pinched her thumb and index finger over the unlit candlewick. Nothing stupid like this would have happened at Maree Carver’s funeral.

			‘We will go from this place now with enduring love and respect for Edward,’ Kevin said. ‘May you find strength and support in your love for one another.’

			Brigitte looked at Aidan; he didn’t look at her.

			‘And may you find peace in your hearts.’ Kevin exchanged a glance with Brigitte as he reached down and docked his iPod under a plastic cover. ‘As we now leave and say goodbye to Edward, we will listen to the song “Rhinestone Cowboy” by Glen Campbell.’
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			The kettle was empty. Aidan was in the way of the sink, restacking the plates Brigitte had already loaded in the dishwasher. She drummed her fingers silently on the kettle while he rinsed the dirty dishes thoroughly and racked them according to height. What the fuck was the point of having a dishwasher if you washed the dishes first? Impatience, or caffeine addiction, got the better of her and she pushed past him.

			He held up his hands and stepped aside. He looked tired, but gorgeous. Clean-shaven, hair damp, wearing charcoal trousers and a cream shirt with a tie. His suit jacket hung over the back of a chair.

			‘Court today?’

			He nodded.

			She made coffee and sat at the breakfast bar.

			As Aidan gathered his keys and wallet, a wave of sadness and regret washed over her. Don’t leave. ‘Poor Zippy.’ She looked at the jumbo bag of dog biscuits next to the door. She’d have to take them to Jeremy’s house for his dog.

			‘Uh-huh.’ Aidan looked at his phone.

			‘Will you be home for dinner?’

			‘Dunno.’

			‘Nice of Enzo and Grace to come to Papa’s funeral.’

			‘They’ve always liked you.’

			‘You OK?’

			‘About Zippy or Eddie?’

			Annoyance overflowed the sadness and regret as he scrolled on his phone. ‘Anything else you want to talk about?’ Colin, Connor, Carl, for example?

			He stopped playing with his phone, and pulled his jacket from the back of the chair.

			The awkward no-kiss goodbye. She looked at his feet. Were they new shoes?

			‘Aid …’

			‘See ya.’ He walked out, and she rested her head on the breakfast bar, until her phone rang. It was Tate, from work, asking how she was.

			‘Been better.’

			‘Have you read chapter fifteen?’

			Like this was a fucking book club. How could he be so insensitive? ‘Cloud Atlas doesn’t have chapter numbers.’

			‘No. Of Dead in the Water.’

			‘What?’

			‘The dog. Detective Moore’s dog is killed. With a knife.’

			Ice water inside her arms.

			‘You have to tell Aidan.’

			‘You’re being hysterical.’

			‘If you don’t tell the police, I —’

			‘Stop it, Tate!’

			He stopped.

			‘There’s always stabbings in crime books. The police would laugh at you.’

			After she’d hung up, she went into the bedroom and took out Dead in the Water from her underwear drawer. In chapter fifteen, Detective Robert Moore’s dog, Sally, was stabbed to death. The local vet performed an autopsy (how would the local vet know what to look for?) and recognised that the wounds appeared to have been caused by a knife, single-bladed, serrated — the same type of weapon used in murdering Deanna Moore before she was dumped in the lake. The vet also discovered on Sally’s fur a substance, of which he sent a sample to forensics. Brigitte flicked forward a few chapters. The sample matched the substance found on Deanna Moore’s body: linseed oil. Other similarities were identified, and, from the wound pattern, the killer must have been left-handed.

			She flicked back to the start, to the first time Moore had fired a gun. Left-handed. Too obvious, Matt: Moore killed his own wife and dog. The kids would be next. And then he could be with Annaleah, but he’d get caught first.

			Ella came in for a good-morning cuddle, and Brigitte returned the book to the drawer. Coincidence, coincidence, coincidence. She’d kill Tate if he told Aidan about this.

			On the way to work, she took a detour past Jeremy’s house in Gravelly Point Road. It was indeed gravelly out there, and the X-Trail was covered in dust. She lifted her sunglasses and double-checked the address Harry had written on a scrap of paper.

			Amid wild grasses, heath, and tea-tree, on a neat green clearing, stood a brown weatherboard house with white window frames, doorframes, and lattice. She’d had Jeremy pegged as a brick-house kind of guy, but she actually knew nothing about him. Was he single? Divorced? Or was there a wife or girlfriend — or boyfriend — to tend the pink flowers in his garden? Did he have kids?

			She heaved the twelve-kilo bag of dog biscuits out of the car, bending her knees, careful of her back. She struggled up the path and dropped the bag on the doorstep. The doorbell wasn’t working, so she knocked. No answer. Jeremy must be working. No wife, girlfriend, or boyfriend home either.

			She smiled sadly at the noise of a puppy yapping, but couldn’t stickybeak over the fence because a stack of broken plasterboard ceiling panels was in the way. It sounded as though the yaps were coming from next door anyway — perhaps the neighbour looked after his dog while Jeremy was at work.
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			Ryan was up for Easter. He flicked on the porch light from inside, and Brigitte called to turn it off. They didn’t need it — outside, a big, full moon was shining through the eucalypts. She leaned forward to light a mosquito coil and a citronella candle on the table.

			‘Sure you don’t want to come inside?’

			‘No, I want to look at the moon.’

			‘Freak.’ Ryan made a howling noise as he came out with a bottle of red and two glasses.

			‘Are you supposed to be drinking?’ she said.

			He pursed his lips as he poured the wine. ‘That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever seen,’ he said, looking at her Hello Kitty onesie that the kids had given her last Mother’s Day.

			She pulled a blanket over herself.

			‘What’s Aidan think of it?’ He handed her a glass.

			‘Dunno. He’s never around lately to notice.’ She swished the wine around.

			He sat next to her. He still looked pale, and a little diminished — not quite back to his bouncy self — as if somebody had drawn his image through old-fashioned tracing paper and the outline was lighter, the colours less vivid.

			‘How are things?’ she said.

			‘Fine.’

			‘Really?’

			He nodded and, from his shirt pocket, produced a joint.

			‘Ryan Weaver, you are a bad influence!’

			He lit the joint on the candle, took a few deep drags, and passed it to her. She hadn’t smoked for a long time, coughed, and felt dizzy immediately.

			‘So what’s up with Aid? What happened?’ Ryan asked.

			‘Nothing,’ she said, looking at him with wide, innocent eyes.

			He narrowed his. ‘Bullshit.’

			She handed the joint back and looked at the moon rimmed by a blurry haze. ‘Well, not as much as you think.’

			‘How much?’

			She shrugged. ‘Half. Three-quarters, maybe. No — more like half.’

			‘You or Aidan?’ He passed the joint.

			She frowned and thought about Colin, Connor, Carl as she inhaled and exhaled smoke. ‘You think it was him?’

			‘I don’t know anything, Brigi. Just guessing.’

			‘It was just one stupid mistake, Ryan. And it wasn’t completely my fault.’

			He nodded slowly, waiting for more, but she wasn’t going to tell him about the flinch, or Aidan’s moods, and definitely not about the foiled blow job in the cop car.

			‘Oh, Brigi, not that author guy again?’

			‘What do you mean “again”? I hadn’t seen him for years before —’ She coughed. ‘Dead in the water.’ A long, long time ago.

			‘Isn’t that the name of his book?’

			‘It was nothing.’ She passed the joint and reached for her wine.

			‘It’s not a lie if you believe it.’

			‘What?’

			‘Remember George Costanza in Seinfeld?’

			‘The sea was angry that day, my friends.’

			‘The Soup Nazi.’

			They both cackled, and then her shoulders slumped. ‘Fuck, what am I going to do, Ryan?’

			‘Some couples survive adultery.’

			‘That’s a repulsive word.’

			‘Some end up friends. Platonic.’

			‘Another bad word.’

			‘There are no good words for it, Brigi. Brother-sister-like relationship.’

			‘Great. Just like you and me.’ She snorted half-heartedly, and sipped her wine.

			‘You could try saying “sorry”.’ He got up and walked to the edge of the porch, stepped down, and crushed out the joint on the grass.

			Headlights flashed across the trees and the back fence; tyres crunched slowly on the driveway.

			‘I’m going to bed.’ Ryan laid another joint on the table as he walked towards the door. ‘Talk to him, Brigi. Don’t be like me and Rosie.’

			The new gate opened and clicked shut; the echoes of Zippy’s happy bark and Aidan’s silly laugh were still attached in her memory to the gate-sound. She stared at the golden candlelight flickering in the wind, waiting for Aidan to ignore her so she could get on with smoking and drinking in peace.

			He walked across the porch, a little unsteady. He’d been drinking, too, shouldn’t have been driving. He didn’t rush inside to get changed, shower, or whatever else he was always in a hurry to do as soon as he got home these days.

			‘Drink?’ She held up the bottle without looking at him.

			He went into the kitchen and came back with a glass.

			‘Cold,’ she said, rubbing her hands together.

			He nodded, sat beside her, and poured himself a drink. She offered him some blanket, but he shook his head.

			‘How was your day?’ she said.

			‘OK.’

			Maybe they could be friends. Brother and sister. Meg and Jack White. But the sensation in her pelvis when his leg touched hers was not something she ever wanted to feel from Ryan.

			Sorry. Why couldn’t she just say it? She reached for the joint. ‘Want some?’

			‘Where’d you get that?’

			‘Found it.’ She lit up and took a couple of drags. ‘Look at the moon,’ she said, passing the joint to him, her hand lingering against his.

			He coughed. ‘Where?’

			She pointed and laughed.

			He laughed, too. ‘How did I miss that? Is it a supermoon?’

			‘No. But it’s pretty awesome.’ She felt floaty, far away.

			‘Tell you something else strange,’ he said, exhaling smoke. ‘The night we reviewed the Carver crime scene with a group of forensic scientists. They came down to search in the dark for bloodstains.’

			She shivered.

			‘Sprayed luminol on the ground and vegetation near the first jetty.’ He passed the joint back to her. ‘And we all freaked out when the tree lit up like Christmas.’

			‘Oh my God.’

			‘No.’ He shook his head. ‘It was a false positive. The luminol reacted to an enzyme in the leaves. But it fluoresced for a coupla minutes. Very freaky.’

			‘Wow.’ Her limbs felt heavy, as though full of a viscous substance. Liquid velvet. ‘There wasn’t any linseed oil at the crime scene, was there?’

			‘Why would you ask that?’

			She shrugged, inhaled smoke deeply, and exhaled.

			‘There’s always linseed oil down there,’ he said. ‘In boat polish.’

			And massage oil. She thought about rubbing some over his body as she leaned against him; he felt so warm, smelled so good. The moon swam.

			When they’d finished smoking, she tilted her head back, reached up, and pulled his face to hers. An upside-down kiss. The sensation of falling. She turned and climbed astride his thighs, draping the blanket over them both. She kissed him, right-way up.

			‘What the hell are you wearing?’ he said as he slid his arms around her.

			His whiskers scratched her face as they kissed more urgently. The blanket fell to the ground. She stopped for air and said, ‘Have I ever told you you look like Jeff Buckley, Orlando Bloom, and that guy from Mad Men, all rolled into one?’

			He laughed and tangled his fingers in her hair.

			‘You’re my light, Aidan. Seriously. The kids are my earth, but you are my light.’

			‘You are very stoned.’

			‘So are you.’ More kisses. ‘Dance with me, Aid. Put some music on your phone, and dance with me.’ She stood and tried to drag him to his feet, but he pulled her back onto him, the crotch of her onesie sticky-wet.

			‘It’s too late for dancing,’ he said as he led her to the bedroom.

			She dreamed again of an angelfish. There was still water left in the plastic bag, there was still time. She looked for Aidan to help her, but couldn’t find him. The water drained away, her fish fell to pieces, and in her head she heard the voices of children weeping.

			She woke, naked, tangled in the doona, the taste of Aidan in her mouth, the smell of his sweat and cologne on her shoulders, but he was gone.
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			‘I don’t think there’s enough beer in the batter, Ryan,’ Joan said.

			‘Fuck off, Mum, I’m cooking the fish.’ Ryan dropped fillets into the spitting hot oil.

			‘Bloody men, think you know everything.’ Joan leaned against the sink. ‘Why isn’t Aidan out here helping?’

			‘He’s having a rest. A late night,’ Brigitte said as she took a seat at the breakfast bar.

			Ryan threw her a raised-eyebrow look.

			‘Remember Amy Collins?’ Joan said.

			Brigitte shook her head blankly.

			‘Yes, you do. From school. She’s not Collins anymore. She’s remarried to a CEO of some big company. They just bought a gorgeous house in Middle Park.’

			Brigitte poured more champagne into her flute, feeling as though she was stuck in some dysfunctional-family sitcom.

			‘I will never understand why we always have to have fish,’ Joan said.

			‘Because it’s Good Friday. Nana and Papa did it, and that’s what we do. It’s called tradition,’ Ryan said.

			‘We’re not bloody Catholic. Speaking of whom, I’m very disappointed Lorenzo and Grace aren’t coming today.’

			‘Really?’ Brigitte laughed through her nose. ‘After last year?’ she said under her breath. They’d had Good Friday at Ryan and Rosie’s house. Rosie and Joan had argued about something Brigitte couldn’t even remember. The ensuing screaming match had spilled out into the front garden, so loud the neighbours had called the police. She still had a clear image in her head of Rosie pushing Joan into the rose bushes, and the look of horror on Grace’s face.

			Joan started humming along with the Paul Kelly song playing.

			‘Go away, Mum.’ Ryan flicked a tea towel at her. ‘And skip this, it’s a Christmas song.’

			‘It sounds like he’s singing about being in jail.’

			‘Yes, but at Christmas time.’

			‘Does anybody know any Easter songs? Kids?’

			The kids looked up at Joan from the table with glum looks and shook their heads.

			‘What’s wrong with kids? Not happy unless they’re staring at their iThingys. It affects socialisation, you know. One needs to learn how to interact with the plumber who fixes their tap as easily as an A-list celebrity at a gala event.’

			Brigitte rolled her eyes and asked Finn to go see if Harry would like to join them for lunch.

			Harry came back with Finn, and Brigitte introduced him to Joan. He was holding a bottle of wine awkwardly. ‘Wasn’t sure if you’d be drinking today, being a religious holiday and that.’

			Ryan laughed.

			‘Harry, on Good Friday we drink only champagne. It’s tradition, isn’t it, Ryan?’ Joan popped another cork.

			‘Yes, Mum.’ Ryan had finished the second batch of fish and was starting on the chips.

			‘Although you can’t call it champagne anymore unless it comes from the Champagne region of France.’

			The champagne, or whatever you called it, frothed over the top of the bottle, and Joan caught it with her mouth before pouring a flute for Harry.

			She slipped an arm around his waist. ‘Come and look at this batter, Harry. Don’t you think it needs more beer?’

			Harry, helpless, looked to Brigitte for guidance, but she had none, just a shrug and an apologetic smile.

			She finished her drink and left him floundering while she went to see what Aidan was up to. She found him propped up against pillows on their bed, listening to music through headphones. She sat beside him and put a hand on his knee.

			He pulled off the headphones.

			‘I missed you this morning.’ She ran her hand up his thigh. ‘What are you listening to?’

			‘Beck.’

			‘Cheery.’

			‘As opposed to Nick Cave?’

			‘You coming out?’

			‘Soon.’

			‘Can’t keep making excuses for you. Unless …’ She walked her fingers up higher.

			‘What do you want?’

			She raised her eyebrows. ‘But really, it’s Good Friday. I just want you to be with me. That’s all.’ She smiled.

			‘Stop it, Brigitte.’ He pushed her hand away.

			She lost the smile.

			‘You know we were just pretending, last night.’ He put the headphones back on and closed his eyes.

			They clinked their glasses at the table. ‘Happy Easter,’ Joan said. ‘First one without Eddie. Here’s to you, wherever you are, Dad.’

			Ryan sniffled, and served the fish and chips.

			Brigitte felt as though she was still stoned from last night, dissociated, watching from far away.

			‘Elbows off the table, kids,’ Joan said, smoothing a paper napkin over her lap. ‘Just a small piece for me, please, and not too many chips.’

			‘Don’t tell me you’re on a diet,’ Ryan said.

			‘Your diet is the food you eat every day,’ Finn said. ‘We’re learning nutrition at school.’

			‘No, Finn, a diet is the food you don’t eat so you can stay nice and slim.’ Joan sat up straighter, pulled her shoulders back, and looked at Phoebe, who had a plate full of chips smothered in tomato sauce in front of her. ‘Perhaps Phoebe needs to think about one soon, now that she’s growing up.’

			Brigitte glared at Joan. Phoebe pushed aside some of her chips.

			‘Amy’s lost a lot of weight. We’re Facebook friends. She was bigger than you, Brigitte.’

			Brigitte found the piece of fish in her mouth hard to swallow. She washed it down with a big gulp of champagne.

			Harry passed Joan the tomato sauce.

			Joan shuddered and held up her hand, making a face like he’d offered her poison. She went to pour another drink, but the bottle was empty. ‘Uh-oh. Who shot the bartender?’

			Harry laughed. Most people found Joan amusing on first meeting.

			‘Could you be a darling, Harry, and get another bottle out of the fridge.’

			Harry did as he was told. A good man, Joan’s nod of approval said.

			Joan widened her eyes, took a deep breath, and sighed, pretending to be full after only a few mouthfuls of food. ‘What’s Aidan doing?’ she said.

			Brigitte shrugged a shoulder and looked at her plate.

			‘Aidan!’ Joan yelled.

			Brigitte winced.

			‘Stop being such an ignoramus, come out here and join the rest of us!’

			Brigitte pushed her plate away and sculled her drink.

			‘What’s a igmoranus, Nana?’ Ella asked.

			‘What most men are, darling. And I’ve told you kids, it’s perfectly all right to call me Joan.’ She touched the tip of Ella’s nose, wiggled it, and Ella giggled.

			The kids had been excused after Joan had made them say ‘May I leave the table?’, when Aidan came out looking creased and tired, his gym bag over his shoulder.

			‘Nice of you to grace us with your presence.’ Joan held up the bottle and a packet of cigarettes. ‘Drink? Smoke?’

			‘Come sit down, and I’ll get you some lunch,’ Brigitte said without looking at him.

			Joan shook her head in exaggerated disgust at Brigitte’s subservience. Her expression said: All my advice wasted. All that bra burning, out the window. But not so, eating disorders, it appeared.

			‘Save some for me. I’m not really hungry,’ Aidan said. ‘Might go get some fresh air.’ He walked towards the back door.

			Joan’s jaw dropped. ‘How rude,’ she said after he’d gone. ‘Maybe choose something different for your next marriage, Brigitte. Your cops all seem to come a little unhinged.’

			‘You’d know.’ Brigitte slammed her glass down, and went out for some fresh air, too.

			Jeremy was standing, hands on hips, at the ferry shelter with a crowd of about twenty people. Brigitte went down to see what was going on. Jeremy told her that the ferry had a broken chain and the passengers were waiting for the water taxi to take them across.

			‘Did you get the dog biscuits?’ Brigitte said.

			Jeremy glanced at the passengers.

			‘I left a bag of dog biscuits on your doorstep.’

			‘Yes. Thanks.’

			‘How much longer?’ one of the passengers called.

			‘Not long,’ Jeremy called back. ‘Impatient bastards,’ he said under his breath as he turned and smiled at Brigitte. ‘Soon as the water taxi shows up, I’ll be off for the rest of the day. So, if you feel like coming over for an Easter drink, you know where I am.’ He pushed his red sunglasses onto his head.

			‘Maybe I will,’ she said, looking up into his green eyes.

			Maybe I will, she thought as she strode towards the boardwalk, past the first jetty and the tree that must have been the one that glowed with luminol (or had she dreamed that story?).

			She stopped when she saw Aidan sitting on the bench seat down at Montague Point. We were just pretending, last night. He was writing something in what appeared to be a notebook. Unusual, but nothing about him surprised her these days.

			She stretched and clenched her fingers a couple of times, and then turned and headed back towards the house, pretending she hadn’t seen him put his head into his hands. She couldn’t tell if the sound she heard was the wind or sobbing.
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			Unafraid of the water, she waded into the sea to release her angelfish, knowing it was already dead. Something pushed her from behind, and she went under. Click. Her body was a rock, sinking.

			Click. She forced open her eyes. The room was dark aside from a small, round source of light near the wall. Somebody was standing there. She blinked a few times as her vision adjusted. Aidan. He was in front of the open safe, holding a torch. In his other hand, he held the pistol to his face.

			She scrambled to sit up, drew her knees to her chest, banging her elbow against the bedhead. He turned at the sound, lowering the gun to his side.

			‘What are you doing?’ Her voice was a hoarse whisper, her heart pounding in her throat.

			‘Shh,’ he said. ‘Just checking the gun.’

			She rubbed her eyes and pulled the doona up to her chin. The red digits on the clock radio swam into focus: 1.50am.

			‘Go back to sleep.’ He returned the pistol to its case, clicked it shut, and placed it in the safe. He reached for the box of ammunition on top of the wardrobe, looked inside with the torch light, replaced it, and then walked out of the room.

			She’d thought the night had been silent, but now she heard the ticking of the clock, the humming of the fridge, and the whines and groans of house-settling.

			At 3.00am, she was woken again by Aidan, whimpering in his sleep on the couch. At 3.15, she heard him padding through the rooms. It sounded like he inspected all the locks. At 4.03, he checked on the kids and then got a glass of water in the kitchen. The creak of the couch, sighs, tosses and turns. At some stage, she was sure he looked in on her, she felt his presence looming in the darkness. And at 5.00 he took a piss in the toilet.
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			Brigitte worked in silence all morning. She was sure her workmates knew something was wrong at home, but they left her alone.

			At lunchtime, she leaned back in her chair and stretched, thinking about a cup of tea. Cam came over holding a camera box, and asked how her Easter was.

			‘Ate too much chocolate.’

			‘Me, too.’ He patted his paunch. ‘You going down the street for lunch?’

			She shook her head. ‘Not hungry.’

			‘You need to get out of the office for a bit.’ He placed the box on her desk.

			‘What’s that for?’

			He raised his eyebrows, but resisted saying something smart. ‘Camera needs to be repaired. Run it over to Marty’s Cameras in Bairnsdale for me?’

			He must have been sick of her moping around the studio. ‘Nobody can do it in Traralgon?’

			‘Nope. Only one good camera bloke knows what he’s doing round here. Instructions of what needs to be done are in the box. Take the Caprice.’

			‘Really?’ She brightened and stood. It was the first time he’d let her drive one of the studio cars.

			‘Take Tate, too.’

			She groaned. He threw her a set of car keys. She missed, and retrieved them from the floor.

			‘It’s heavy,’ she said as she picked up the box.

			‘Yes. Be careful with it. And the car, too.’

			‘Yes, Cam.’ She walked towards the door.

			‘Hey, you OK?’

			She nodded, biting the insides of her cheeks.

			‘We’ve just landed a big account. Drinks after work tonight?’

			‘Can’t. Have to pick up the kids.’

			The smell of Tate’s deodorant filled the car. Lynx Dumb and Cocksure? Synthetic. Brigitte sneezed and ran her window down a bit.

			‘Have a look in the glove box,’ she said as they pulled out of the studio car park. ‘Cam always leaves lollies in there.’

			Tate had a look and found a bag of gummi bears. She turned on the radio: ‘Smells Like Teen Spirit’.

			‘Do you think I look like him?’ Tate said. ‘Kurt Cobain. Somebody told me I looked a bit like him.’

			Brigitte choked on a gummi bear. She’d spent a lot of time — and money on therapy — trying not to think about Kurt Cobain. She cut off his ragged, bittersweet voice with the only decent CD she could find.

			‘What’s this?’

			Was he taking the piss? She glanced at him; he wasn’t taking the piss.

			‘Radiohead.’

			‘The new car’s got Bluetooth.’

			‘Cam would never let me drive that one.’

			‘You can use Spotify in the car.’

			She had no idea what he was talking about now.

			The stretch of road between Traralgon and Sale was the most boring in the world. Nothing but trees and dead grass, and the occasional pâté of road kill. Locals heading in the opposite direction raised index fingers off their steering wheels in greeting, and she returned the salute. Speed was limited to between forty and sixty for much of the way due to road works. They’d been working on the roads there since Brigitte had moved to the area. Cement pipes lay next to bulldozers digging up yellow earth that looked like the clay facemask from the farmers’ market. Maybe that’s where Sunny sourced her raw materials? She yawned.

			‘Did you tell Aidan about Dead in the Water?’

			That woke her up. ‘No.’

			‘Did you finish it?’

			‘Didn’t need to. I guessed the ending.’

			‘I thought it was a bit like The Postman Always Rings Twice.’

			She gripped the wheel tighter.

			‘You knew him, didn’t you?’

			‘James M. Cain?’

			He giggled and tutted. ‘Matt Elery.’

			‘Long time ago.’

			‘What was he like?’

			‘Don’t really remember.’

			They drove in silence for a few kilometres.

			‘Awful about Maree Carver. I’ve never known anybody that’s died before, apart from my grandpa,’ Tate said. ‘Especially not murdered. Have you?’

			She concentrated on the road.

			‘How does Aidan cope?’

			She thought about Aidan checking the gun, holding it to his face. ‘I don’t know, Tate.’

			‘Suppose they learn to switch it off?’

			She nodded, and held out her hand for more gummi bears.

			‘Have you always lived around here?’ he said.

			‘No, from Melbourne. You?’

			‘Traralgon. Where did you learn to write?’

			‘A writing and publishing degree.’

			‘In the city?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Wow. Do you ever write fiction?’

			‘No.’ It was hard to tell if the marks on the road were powerline shadows or burn-out skids.

			‘I’m writing a novel.’

			‘Uh-huh.’ A gang of black-leathered motorcyclists zipped past.

			‘It’s about an ornithologist married to a woman who doesn’t understand his love of birds.’

			Brigitte didn’t remember asking what it was about.

			‘They go down to Tasmania, and he discovers this rare bird that was thought to be extinct, which is, of course, a metaphor for their relationship.’

			Of course.

			‘Then when they get lost on a bush walk, they discover they have very different beliefs and values.’

			There was a kelpie running around in the back of the ute tray in front of them.

			‘I’m looking for somebody to read it for me.’

			The kelpie tried to jump over the side. A logging truck drove up too fast behind them.

			‘I’d really value your feedback.’

			The truck tailgated. Brigitte gritted her teeth and stuck to the speed limit, her life flashing before her. Whose idea was it to stick ‘Public forests for public good not private profit’ bumper stickers on the studio cars?

			The ute turned off and the truck overtook them. Brigitte peeled her fingernails from the steering wheel, took a deep breath, and blew the hair off her face.

			‘Was that you?’ Tate wrinkled his nose as a cattle truck rattled by in the opposite direction.

			A bell tinkled as they entered Marty’s Cameras. The shop smelled of dust and chemicals.

			‘Can I go pick up a prescription for my mum at the chemist?’

			‘You don’t have to ask, Tate. Meet you back at the car.’

			A man of about sixty with ginger-and-white hair appeared from out the back. Marty? She placed the box on the countertop and explained that the repair instructions were inside.

			Marty opened the box, read Cam’s note, lifted out the camera, and turned it over in his hands a couple of times. ‘No worries. Ready for ya on Monday, love.’

			Out on Nicholson Street, she caught her reflection in a window, distorted, elongated. Tate was still at the pharmacy, so she stopped at the op shop. She took off her cream trench coat, which she’d paid a fortune for last winter, rolled it up, and shoved it in the donations bin.

			Inside the shop, on the ladies’ rack, she found ‘gold’: a 1960s-style, sage-green woollen coat, with champagne-pink lining and fake fur trim — well, she hoped it was fake. The volunteer at the counter assured her (three times) that it had been dry-cleaned before she would try it on. Perfect fit. She fastened the buttons, double-breasted, as she walked out.

			Baby clothes were half-price at Target; a Don’t Get Court shoplifting sign hung in the pharmacy window. She crossed the road and bought lunch — a salad roll and an apple-blackcurrant juice — from the café, and took it back to the car.

			She tossed her ‘new’ coat onto the back seat in case she dropped crumbs on it. After only a few bites, she felt full and put the roll back in its paper bag. She twisted the top off the juice and checked her phone. No messages. She rang Ryan. He sounded chirpy enough. He’d spoken to Rosie, and she was withdrawing the intervention-order application, and talking about letting him see Georgia on the weekends.

			She looked across the road. A skinny brown dog — no owner in sight — was pissing on a rubbish bin.

			‘And I’ve got a call back for a Honda TVC, and an audition for a hospital staff training video.’

			Brigitte oohed and aahed and sipped her juice. A couple of scruffy teenagers walked hand-in-hand along the street. The girl looked pregnant, the boy stoned. They paused to gaze into the pharmacy. Brigitte turned her head in the direction of the Court House, and clocked Aidan and fucking Carla Flanagan walking up together. She choked on her drink.

			‘Are you OK?’ Ryan said.

			Aidan and Flanagan stopped for a word to the teenagers before crossing the road to the café. Brigitte watched in the rear-view mirror. From her parking spot in the median strip, she saw them pull up chairs at an outside table. ‘Sorry, I’ve gotta go, Ryan. Ring you back later.’

			A waiter came out and took their orders. Aidan slid sunglasses on; Flanagan took a cigarette from a pack and offered him one. Aidan stuck it in his mouth, felt his jacket pockets, and pulled out the gold lighter. He lit both their smokes and handed the lighter to Flanagan; she laughed and held onto it. She exhaled a plume of grey-blue smoke. They talked and smiled. The waiter brought their coffees. Flanagan scraped her chair closer to Aidan’s. She sipped her coffee and looked at him over the rim of the cup, listening intently to whatever he was saying. Aidan extinguished his half-finished cigarette in the ashtray. Flanagan touched his shoulder, teasing him about something. Brigitte spilled her apple-blackcurrant juice down the front of her shirt and onto the white Gip TV seat cover.

			She turned on the ignition when she saw Tate step out of the pharmacy. He looked both ways and then smiled as he sauntered across the road.

			‘Hurry up,’ she said as he got in. A horn blasted as she pulled out of the parking space, cutting off a car. Tate complained that he didn’t have his seatbelt on yet.
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			The roads, the towns, the countryside blurred by without Brigitte noticing. She was glad when Tate fell asleep; she didn’t want to talk. Aidan and Flanagan at the café. Just having a coffee. That’s all. She turned up Radiohead a little, hoping for guidance from Thom Yorke. He wouldn’t, he couldn’t. How could he? ‘Karma Police’.

			She ran over a plank of wood just out of Rosedale. She hoped what she saw in the rear-view mirror wasn’t roofing nails sticking out of the wood.

			The tyre was good for another ten or so kilometres and then the car started to wobble. Brigitte pulled over.

			‘What’s going on?’ Tate opened his eyes.

			‘Know how to change a tyre, Tate?’

			He shook his head. ‘Why don’t you just stand out the front and wait till somebody stops to help.’

			‘Why don’t you go stand out the front till somebody stops?’ She put her head on the steering wheel.

			Tate touched her shoulder. She shrugged his hand away. ‘We need to call the RACV.’

			When they got back to the office, Cam and Kumiko were discussing something at the front desk. Brigitte felt like she was going to cry as she braced herself for Cam’s tirade about taking so long. She started explaining about the flat tyre.

			‘Oh my God, Brigitte,’ Kumiko said.

			She looked down at her shirt and pulled the lapel of her op-shop coat over it. ‘It’s just blackcurrant juice. And there’s a tiny bit on the —’

			‘When do I get my manager’s fee?’ Cam grinned.

			‘What?’ She blinked.

			‘Remember the farmers’ market ads?’ Cam said.

			Hard to forget.

			‘Well, a Melbourne casting agency saw them, and they want to represent you.’

			‘You’re going to be famous!’ Kumiko gave a little jump, kicked up a heel.

			‘They said to call them back,’ Cam said.

			‘I’ve got work to do.’

			‘Ring them,’ said Tate, touching her elbow, invading her personal space again. She pulled away from him.

			‘Hurry up,’ Cam said, handing her a name and number on a Post-it note.

			‘All right.’ She sighed, and told her colleagues to stop hovering. She needed a minute for composure and to think about what she was going to say. She wrote a little script: her mother and brother were both actors; how much she’d enjoyed working on the recent local commercials; she’d done some modelling when she was young — actually, best not to mention that.

			This could be fun — whatever that was, she could barely remember. And a bit of extra cash. A distraction to take her mind off things for a while would be good. An image of Aidan and Flanagan kissing made her eyes water. Stop! They were just drinking coffee. She cleared her throat and called Sandra Johansson at SJ Talent Management.

			Sandra spoke with a contrived English accent, similar to Joan’s after a few. She said she’d booked Brigitte an audition for a Coles TV commercial at Zac Gecko Casting in Melbourne next Wednesday. She’d need to supply a photograph taken by one of the professional photographers on Sandra’s list, apply for a MEAA number, and pay an agency joining fee. Ryan had told her about agency scams, and she was about to say ‘no thank you’, when Sandra told her how much the Coles TVC was worth (a lot more than Gip TV paid talent), and she could organise the photo and fee after that.

			When Sandra hung up, Brigitte instinctively started to key Aidan’s number. She stopped and called Ryan instead. He told her what to expect at the audition and said he’d email her a list of vocal warm-up exercises. ‘And if you’re feeling really nervous, get some Inderal from your doctor.’

			‘You know I can’t take things like that.’

			‘A beta-blocker or two’s not going to do anything. Unless you mix them with Valium, sleeping pills, and half a bottle of whisky,’ said the pot to the kettle.

			‘Ryan!’

			‘Sorry. Please, please can I tell Joan? She’ll be green.’

			‘No, I want to.’

			‘Sure you don’t want to come for a drink to celebrate?’ Tate was waiting by the studio door with Johnno.

			‘I’ve got a spare top you can borrow,’ Kumiko said, looking at Brigitte’s shirt.

			Cam stood with his hand poised to set the alarm, telling them to hurry up.

			Brigitte thought again about the café, and asked the crew to wait a minute. She rang Aidan and told him he’d have to pick up the kids; she was staying for after-work drinks. He protested — he was going to the boxing gym.

			‘You’ll have to make something for dinner, too.’

			‘But —’

			She hung up on him.
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			The smells and sounds of the pub reminded Brigitte of childhood. Hops and clinking glasses, potato chips and lemonade for dinner, playing Donkey Kong on the arcade table. And falling asleep — growing pains in her legs — under the pool table while Joan entertained friends.

			Kumiko’s little heels clicked on the hardwood floor as the Gip TV crew entered the front bar. Gold-rush architecture, brown bricks, timber, and stained glass. They chose a table next to the fireplace. Brigitte pulled off her scarf and coat, and threw them over the back of a chair. The black top Kumiko had lent her was a size or two too small. Tate slipped off his jacket. His Western shirt was another relic from Brigitte’s childhood. Or were they back in fashion? He sat with Johnno on the opposite side of the table.

			Cam asked what they all wanted to eat and drink, waving his Gip TV credit card in the air. Kumiko asked for the fish, and a vodka and lemonade. Tate and Johnno ordered steaks and beers. Brigitte said she wasn’t hungry; she just wanted a drink — a glass of red. Cam went up to the bar.

			Kumiko cupped her smooth, cool hand over Brigitte’s, tilted her head, and asked if she was OK.

			‘I just got a talent agent.’ She couldn’t force her smile to meet her eyes, and slid her hand away. ‘I’m fine, Kumi. Really.’

			‘I’m always here if you need to talk.’

			Brigitte nodded. Hurry up, drink. She looked at Cam’s back and laced her fingers on the glass-topped wooden table. It must have been special, extra-strong glass. The pub didn’t look like the kind of establishment where punters would be gentle with their drinks at the end of the night.

			A group of sweaty men in ripped jeans and black T-shirts carried guitars and band equipment through to the back room.

			‘Do they have a band on here?’ Brigitte said.

			‘Don’t get out much, do you?’ said Tate.

			Cam placed the drinks on the table. They raised their glasses to Brigitte’s imminent fame and fortune. Brigitte gulped her wine. Her phone rang in her bag, and she fished it out.

			Aidan. She hesitated, and then answered.

			‘What time will you be home?’ he said.

			‘Don’t know. Kids in bed?’

			‘On their way. Do you know where the remote for the telly is?’

			‘I can’t hear you, I have to go.’

			‘I can’t find the remote.’

			Tell your problems to fucking Carla Flanagan. She hung up and put her phone away, carefully. She took another big drink, almost finishing the glass.

			‘What are you, a fish?’ Cam said.

			‘I said I wasn’t hungry — Oh, like Tate said, I don’t get out much.’

			Kumiko asked what she was planning to wear to the audition. That was the last thing on her mind. ‘Not too dressy. Neat casual, but not jeans.’ Kumiko sipped her drink through a straw. ‘Make-up, but natural — not too much. Neutral lipstick.’

			Brigitte nodded, not really listening.

			‘I like your new coat,’ Kumiko said.

			Brigitte’s glass was empty, and she looked at the others’ drinks. They were all still going — except for Tate’s, but she pretended not to notice and went to order another. There were lots of coloured bottles lined up behind the bar; a menu advertised cocktails like Cocksucking Cowboy and Sex on the Beach.

			‘Hi, Brigitte.’

			She turned to see Jeremy standing beside her. He was clean-shaven, and his khaki shirt brought out the colour in his eyes.

			She smiled. ‘Ferry all fixed?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Scott back?’

			He nodded.

			The barmaid poured Brigitte’s wine, and she reached for it, aware of how tightly Kumiko’s top stretched across her breasts. ‘What kind of dog do you have?’

			He glanced up at the race results on the TV screens. ‘A Rottweiler.’

			She’d pictured something smaller and fluffier running around his neat, little gingerbread house.

			‘You’re lucky.’ She sighed. ‘I miss my dog so much, he was my best friend.’

			‘Do they know who did it?’

			She shook her head. The headlights of a passing vehicle caught the sharp edges of the polished bar.

			‘This is one of the longest bars in the country,’ Jeremy said.

			She followed it with her eyes — it was circular, looping all the way through the back rooms.

			Jeremy looked around her. ‘Aidan here?’

			‘No. Here with some people from work. You?’

			‘On my own. Just dropped off some stuff at a mate’s down the road, thought I’d pop in for one before heading home.’

			‘Want to join us?’ She tilted her head towards their table.

			Jeremy followed with a beer in his hand. Cam said her phone had rung again. She turned it off this time. Cam and Kumiko exchanged glances. Did they think she couldn’t see?

			The meals arrived with a bowl of chips. Cam said he’d ordered them for Brigitte because she needed to eat something.

			‘Thanks, Dad,’ she said. She shared them with Jeremy.

			‘The new Symons Homes contract looks interesting,’ Kumiko said.

			Cam agreed enthusiastically between bites of rib-eye.

			Brigitte finished her wine and held up the empty glass. ‘Who shot the bartender?’

			Jeremy laughed.

			‘Isn’t that the name of a racehorse?’ Cam said.

			Brigitte thought it was a saying Joan had made up.

			‘Another round?’ Jeremy stood up. Kumiko shook her head. One was enough for her.

			‘I’m right for the minute thanks.’ Cam covered his gin and tonic with his hand.

			Tate and Johnno held up index fingers. Jeremy asked Brigitte if she was having the shiraz or cab sav by the glass.

			‘Whatever’s going. I’m easy.’

			Kumiko looked at her like she was her mother — well, a concerned mother, not like Joan.

			‘Maybe get a bottle,’ Brigitte said.

			‘Do you have a favourite?’

			‘They’re all my favourites, Jeremy.’

			‘Slow down, Brig,’ Cam said under his breath.

			Brigitte widened her eyes at him.

			‘I’ll share it with, Brig,’ Tate said.

			‘You, too, Tate,’ Cam said. ‘Neither of you’ll be able to drive home.’

			Brigitte didn’t feel like going home. ‘Cops might pull me over?’ She laughed.

			The band started tuning up out the back.

			‘I love Cold Chisel,’ Johnno said.

			Seriously? Shouldn’t he be into ‘young people’s’ music? She tilted her head and said, ‘I thought they broke up.’

			Tate and Johnno laughed. ‘It’s a cover band,’ Tate said. ‘Cold Sizzle.’

			‘Wow. Silly me. Sounds great. I really should get out more.’

			Jeremy placed a bottle and two glasses between Brigitte and Tate. Brigitte poured, spilled some on her hand and on the glass tabletop. She licked her hand. ‘Cheers, Tate.’ They clinked glasses. ‘Lucky they didn’t call the band Cold Pizzle.’ She laughed and choked on her wine.

			Cam and Kumiko frowned at her.

			She cleared her throat. ‘What? It’s funny. Cold Pizzle. Do you know what pizzle is, Tate?’

			‘Keep your voice down, Brig,’ Cam said.

			‘What is it?’ Tate said.

			‘I know,’ Jeremy said. ‘Bull’s penis.’

			Brigitte laughed again until her eyes filled with tears.

			After dinner, one of the bar staff cleared away their plates and glasses. Johnno excused himself to go watch the band. Tate joined him — he’d recognised the drummer as one of his mates, or, more likely, that the girl in the frayed shorts was young enough to still find him interesting in the morning. Good. Brigitte flashed a condescending smile as he walked away.

			‘Don’t take it out on him, Brig,’ Cam said.

			‘Why not? He’s annoying.’

			The pub was filling up with men in flannelette, and women in not much. Cam finished the last of his drink, stood, and asked Jeremy what he was having.

			‘A light thanks, mate.’

			Brigitte tilted the wine bottle — it was empty.

			‘And Brigitte’s had enough,’ Cam said.

			She pouted.

			‘It’s OK,’ Jeremy said. ‘I’ll get mine and Brigitte’s.’

			‘I’ll get them,’ Cam said. ‘Last one, Brig.’

			‘In that case, I’d like Sex on the Beach, please.’

			‘Fucken poof.’ A guy in a Jimmy Barnes T-shirt and blue jeans bumped past Cam. He stumbled a step forward, bristled, and drew in his breath.

			‘Don’t worry about it.’ Kumiko reached across and patted his arm.

			When Cam came back from the bar, Kumiko stood and announced that she was leaving. She thanked Cam for dinner and pulled her coat on.

			‘I’ll walk you to your car,’ Cam said, his face clouding over.

			‘Watch yourself, Brig.’ Kumiko kissed her goodbye on the cheek.

			Brigitte nodded, made a show of looking around the pub wide-eyed, and sipped her sickly, orange-coloured cocktail.

			An icy wind swirled into the bar as Cam and Kumiko exited through the front door.

			Conversation was impossible as Cold Sizzle bashed out their opening number. Brigitte leaned her chin on a hand. Her head felt heavy; she looked down at the drops of spilt wine.

			‘Staying for the band?’ Jeremy shouted over the music when Cam sat back at the table.

			Cam yelled that it wasn’t really his cup of tea. Brigitte said she’d stay. Cam shot her a fatherly look. The band wasn’t that bad; they were sounding better with every sip of Sex on the Beach. She banged her glass down too hard, but the tabletop didn’t break — just as she’d suspected: extra strong, drunk-proof.

			She walked through the dingy band-room to the bathroom. The guy in the Jimmy Barnes T-shirt was standing next to a bald man; they were both nodding their heads to the music and spilling beer on their hands. Jimmy Barnes guy looked at her and winked. She wished Aidan could see and be jealous.

			In the cubicle, she stumbled and knocked her shoulder against the wall. She sat on the toilet for a while with her head in her hands, the walls spinning around her. ‘Aidan,’ she whispered, and sniffed. ‘Aidan, Aidan, my light.’

			She sighed, hiccupped, and felt for the toilet paper. Fuck — there was none left. She lifted her head, and cut her thumb on the edge of the dispenser as she fought it for the toilet-roll core to use instead of paper.

			When she came out, two young women with long, tennis-player legs and short dresses were standing at the mirror. They applied make-up as they discussed some cute blond guy they both wanted to fuck. Probably Tate. They were blocking access to the basins.

			‘Excuse me,’ Brigitte said. Without acknowledging her, one of the women moved over slightly so Brigitte could wash her hands. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes bloodshot. She splashed cold water on her face, smoothed her hair, stood up straight, and sucked in her stomach. She looked tired, old. She looked like Joan. What the fuck was she doing here?

			On the way back to the bar, Jimmy Barnes guy blocked the doorway. She smiled and asked him to let her go through.

			‘Have to giss a kiss first.’

			Maybe she didn’t look as bad as she’d thought. She laughed, swayed a little, stepped forward, thinking he’d move out of the way. But he didn’t.

			‘So you gunna giss a kiss, or what?’ He put his hands on either side of the doorway and leaned down towards her, licking his lips. She stopped smiling. His face was shiny with perspiration, his eyes glassy.

			This kind of thing hadn’t happened to her for a long time, and she didn’t know what to do. She tried to look around him, over the bar, at her friends.

			‘Think you’re too good for me?’

			‘What’s going on, mate?’ Tate was suddenly by her side.

			‘Nuthin’ to do with you,’ Jimmy Barnes guy said. He stood taller, thrusting his chest forward like a rooster.

			‘Just let her go through,’ Tate said.

			Jimmy Barnes guy stepped aside. He grabbed Brigitte on the bum as she hurried past. Tate said something she couldn’t make out over the music. But she heard the crack and the gasp that followed. She turned to see Tate against the wall, holding his nose.

			Jeremy strode into the band-room, arms penguin-like by his sides, eyes gleaming. He looked bigger than normal, chest puffed out. Without a word, he right-hooked Jimmy Barnes guy. Brigitte sucked in her breath and cupped her hands over her mouth as Jimmy Barnes guy’s head snapped to the side; he wobbled and crashed into the wall. He came back at Jeremy with an awkward punch to the left cheek. Jeremy twisted Jimmy Barnes guy’s arm. The bald mate came over to join in, and it was on. Neither of them were any match for Jeremy. Cold Sizzle played ‘You Got Nothing I Want’.

			Security were onto the fighting men like flies at a barbecue. Brigitte ducked her head and scuttled past them towards Tate, who was sitting on the floor. She snatched a handful of paper napkins off the bar, kneeled down, and helped him hold them against his bloody nose. God, she hoped it wasn’t broken.

			‘I’m sorry, Tate.’

			‘Not your fault.’

			The carpet was sticky and held the smell of a million spilled drinks.

			‘Time to go home.’ Cam stood over them, holding their coats. He threw Brigitte’s at her; she missed and picked it up off the floor. He held out a hand to help Tate up.

			Outside, the cold nipped her nose and cheeks, and there was ice on the windscreens of the cars parked along the deserted street. Her ears were ringing.

			‘First bar fight I’ve seen for a while,’ Cam said as he twirled his scarf around his neck, his breath a twist of steam in the air.

			‘Me, too,’ said Tate through his bloody napkins.

			‘And, God save me,’ Cam looked at the starless sky, ‘the last, I hope.’ His shiny shoes clicked on the footpath. ‘Must have been a long time since two men fought over you, Brig?’

			She ignored him as they walked along. Alcohol was spinning in her head and whirling in her stomach.

			‘Four men.’ Tate hiccupped.

			Brigitte looked down the street for her car; she couldn’t remember where she’d parked it. She needed to lean against something.

			‘I’ll take you both home.’ Cam’s car blipped across the road as he unlocked it with the keyless remote. ‘Have to come back and get your cars in the morning.’

			Fuck. What would Aidan say?

			‘Wait up!’ Jeremy strode, arms stuck to his sides, up the street towards them.

			Maybe he walked like that because he’d been in an accident?

			Cam made a low, growling noise in the back of his throat. Behind Jeremy, the brown-brick hotel was glowing with golden light from its arched doorways and windows. Cold Sizzle was playing ‘Flame Trees’.

			‘I’ll give you a lift home, Brig,’ Jeremy said. His left cheek was red and swollen, a bruise starting to form.

			Cam frowned.

			‘It’s all right,’ Jeremy said. ‘I’ve only had three light beers.’

			Brigitte leaned against a rubbish bin and looked at the pockmarks of chewing gum staining the footpath.

			‘You OK with that?’ Cam asked her.

			She nodded, and gave him a kiss goodnight. It made sense — as much sense as anything could make at the time. It would be a four-hour drive to the island and back for Cam. Tate hugged her, swaying, bleeding on her coat, singing about trees and weary drivers. Cam yelled at him to hurry up as he headed across the road to his car.

			Brigitte concentrated hard on walking straight beside Jeremy — past the local MP’s office, the Metron Homes Sales Centre, the mobile-phone shop. As they crossed the road, she could still hear Tate singing, which was comforting, somehow.
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			Jeremy’s red ute was parked in front of the primary school. Brigitte put her hands into her pockets and rested against the iron fence while he unlocked the passenger-side door. The interior light didn’t come on automatically; he reached up and switched it by hand. He scooped up the things from the seat: clothes and some cleaning products. A scarf or cloth, embossed with Lang Hardware’s logo, hung over the side of a bucket — he must buy his rags from there, too. Must remember to tell Harry. He threw them in the back, under the tarp cover.

			The interior smelled like burnt plastic and the ghost of air freshener; the seat was freezing. After a few protests, the ute started. The stereo lit up and played ‘When a Man Loves a Woman’. It sounded like Cold Sizzle.

			‘You like this music?’ Jeremy asked.

			‘Not really.’

			He turned it off. ‘What do you like?’

			‘Tom Waits.’ Her words sounded slurry, so she didn’t discuss her music preferences any further.

			‘Just need to warm her up a bit first,’ he said, rubbing his hands together. He made a face like he was shaving as he checked out his grazed cheek in the rear-view mirror.

			Brigitte pulled her coat tighter around her shoulders. Jeremy turned on the heater; it blew dusty air in her face. In her side mirror, she saw a group of men stumble out of the pub and look up and down the street. Nausea roiled inside her.

			Jeremy flicked on the headlights and pulled out, too quickly. The tyres squealed; the ute jerked and her head hit the headrest as he made a U-turn. He took the first exit at the roundabout heading out of town, towards the highway.

			She leaned back and closed her eyes, but everything started to spin. She opened her eyes and looked at the line where the windscreen met the dash — if she kept her head still and just stared at that, she was OK. Like focusing on the horizon the time she’d been seasick on the Spirit of Tasmania.

			Jeremy asked if she was all right. She mumbled and gave a tiny nod, without looking away from the dashboard horizon. She jumped when he ran her window down a few centimetres. The cold air on her face was the best thing she’d ever felt; she gulped mouthfuls of it.

			After they’d been driving for a while, she felt brave enough to try closing her eyes again. Everything stayed relatively still.

			‘I know what you’re going through,’ Jeremy said. ‘I was engaged, but it didn’t work out.’

			The headlights of oncoming vehicles flashed on the insides of her eyelids.

			‘After my sister died, I got depressed. It’s hard to lose somebody you love. I lost the plot for a while, and my fiancée couldn’t cope. Can’t blame her.’

			She wasn’t sure if she was dreaming when Jeremy made a phone call, asking Scott to hold the last ferry.

			White lines rushed under the car; lights caught distorted faces in the tree trunks. She and Tate were sitting side by side on the first jetty. A dolphin spraying blood from its blowhole dove across a full moon. Tate pushed her into the water.

			She woke with a start, her mouth filled with saliva. She swallowed and swallowed, sure she was going to puke all over Jeremy’s car, but she kept it down. They were in Paynesville, thank God. She reached down for the water bottle and mints in her bag.

			The Esplanade was deserted. The ferry was waiting — red light flashing on the island-end. In the distance, Scott was a grey, lanky figure on the upper-deck walkway. Jeremy drove past the Bateau House, past the Mariner’s Cove motel, and took the U-turn for the ferry waiting-bay.

			There were no other vehicles or passengers on board. Jeremy stared straight ahead as the ferry crossed the strait, his hands resting on the steering wheel. His knuckles were red; there was a Band-Aid on the webbing between the thumb and index finger of his right hand. Over the wind and the ferry’s cranking, Brigitte heard wisps of country music: ‘A Good Year for the Roses’.

			At the other side, Scott waved as they drove off onto the island. It was dark, just a few house lights and the glow of the public phone box at the park. Brigitte glanced in her side mirror. She doesn’t make the return trip, no. Was the ferry’s light one of the last things Maree Carver ever saw?

			Jeremy drove up Seventh Parade instead of Fourth Avenue. Brigitte frowned at the side of his face.

			‘A short cut,’ he said.

			After six months, she still didn’t know the short cuts on the island.

			She saw torch light before the tall, lean figure rounded the corner up ahead and walked towards the ute.

			‘Your welcoming party,’ Jeremy said, squinting at the light in his eyes. He slowed to a stop beside the park.

			She felt like a naughty teenager. Sprung. Aidan opened the passenger side door. Brigitte thanked Jeremy for the lift as she stumbled out, feeling pale and fragile.

			Aidan stood with his arms crossed, feet apart. He glowered at her shoulder; she looked down at Tate’s blood on her coat. Jeremy drove away, crunching gravel on the roadside.

			‘Why the fuck weren’t you answering your phone?’ Aidan’s eyes were black pools in the phone-box light. ‘I thought something had happened to you!’

			She turned and staggered towards home, bumping into trees. He stomped after her.

			The porch light was on. The doors slid open, and Harry stepped out. ‘Brig,’ he said out the side of his mouth as he headed to his house. He patted Aidan on the back as he passed.

			Brigitte rushed inside.

			‘Come back here. We need to talk!’ Aidan yelled.

			She ran to the bathroom, and vomited red wine and Sex on the Beach in the toilet, and on her hair and shoes.
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			Aidan boomed at her from the kitchen to get up and take the kids to school. His emergency-response voice? She covered her head with the pillow, and groaned when Ella jumped on her. ‘Mummy’s not feeling very well,’ Brigitte said. ‘Could you please get my dressing gown and slippers?’

			She heard Ella rip the dressing gown off the back of the door, felt her throw it on the bed.

			She sat up slowly. She’d slept in her clothes; bra straps twisted and biting into her shoulders. The pillow was make-up-smudged, and her coat lay like a dead rabbit stretched out on the floor. She slid her feet into the slippers. Her mouth tasted like kitty litter; chunks of vomit were caught between the back of her throat and nose. She reached for the tissues on the bedside table, blew her nose, felt dizzy, and had to lie down again. Aidan yelled louder. Crockery and cutlery clashed, and Ella told him that Mummy wasn’t feeling well.

			‘There’s nothing wrong with Mummy. She just thinks she’s twenty again. But she’s not.’

			‘Are you twenty, Dad?’

			‘Bit older. Now go and get dressed.’

			‘Are you sixty-seven?’

			‘Get a wriggle on.’

			Brigitte made it to the bathroom, shut the door, dry-retched over the toilet, and then lay on the cold tiles for a while before running the shower. Too washed-out to stand, she sat on the shower floor and shampooed vomit from her hair. Stupid, Brigitte. Stupid, stupid, stupid. Why don’t you ever learn? She hugged her knees to her chest. Her stomach ached as if she’d done a hundred sit-ups. The warm water running over her back was a small comfort. Until Aidan turned on the washing machine, hot cycle.

			Aidan ended a call and pocketed his phone when she walked into the kitchen. He was wearing his flannelette shirt again. RDO? She’d lost track of his roster. And she hadn’t looked at him properly for a while. He looked good — fit from boxing, hair not tamed by product.

			She caught her reflection on the stainless-steel surface of the toaster: she didn’t look good. She poured a mug of coffee — Fuck, they were out of milk — and slumped at the breakfast bar, leaning her head on her hand. ‘You wanted to talk?’

			‘Not anymore.’ He finished his coffee, rinsed his mug, and placed it in the dishwasher. His phone rang, and he took it out on the porch, sliding the doors shut behind him.

			I wonder who? She dropped a Berocca into a glass of water and stared at the fizzy orange tablet ricocheting from side to side like an out-of-control spaceship.

			Aidan came back inside with extra worry lines on his forehead. ‘Coupla teenage boys just walked into the station and confessed to Zippy’s killing.’

			She sat up straight.

			‘Off their heads on ice, by the sound of it.’

			‘Bastards.’ Anger mingled with relief. Thank God she hadn’t told him about chapter fifteen. ‘What will happen to them?’

			‘Be charged with animal cruelty, in the Children’s Court.’

			‘And?’

			‘A fine, probation.’

			‘That’s not what I meant.’

			‘It’s too early to know if there’s any link.’ He headed to the door.

			‘Can you take the twins to school?’

			‘Where’s your car?’

			‘Traralgon.’

			‘Fuck!’

			She winced as he yanked his keys from the hook.

			‘Maybe Jeremy could drive you to get it?’ He walked towards the lounge room.

			‘Where are you going?’

			He turned in the doorway. ‘To get the twins. What’d you think?’

			‘And then?’ Fishing again? Something more strenuous maybe?

			‘There’s a flat coming up for rent in the block where Ray lives. Thought I might go check it out.’

			Bang: her heart crashed against her chest wall. He went to wrangle the twins.

			As he walked back through the kitchen, she opened and closed her mouth a couple of times, but she couldn’t speak, the words were stuck. He snatched his wallet from the table and shoved it into his back jeans pocket as he left. The twins dawdled after him, kissing Brigitte on the way past, school bags bumping against their backs.

			She looked across at the wedding portrait hanging on the wall. Aidan drop-dead gorgeous in a charcoal suit, Brigitte in a petrol-blue halter-neck dress. Behind them, the concrete-and-copper rotunda, and elm trees in the Edinburgh Gardens, North Fitzroy. She was pregnant with Ella, but you couldn’t tell — only in the glow on her face, which she’d always suspected the photographer had photoshopped. There was only one print of that portrait. They’d have to get it copied. Or just cut it in half! She sniffed. No, she’d keep it; he’d, no doubt, get a new one.

			The portrait was surrounded by snapshots: the kids and Zippy; family past; a black-and-white shot of a young, handsome Papa fishing from his old tin boat on Lake King. Next to the photos hung Aidan’s Rothko Four Darks in Red print: four lozenge shapes in different shades of red, from crimson at the bottom to liver-brown at the top. At least she wouldn’t have to look at that anymore. She’d never told him that she didn’t like it. It reminded her of bloodstains. She wiped her eyes and sipped her black coffee.

			She called out to see if Ella was OK. Yes, she was watching a Wiggles DVD. Brigitte went back to bed.

			Some of Zippy’s wiry hairs still peppered the doona cover. She rang around and organised a lift home from school for the twins.

			There was an email from Tate on her phone:

			Hey Brig

			Last night was fun (aside from the fight). Nose is fine, just a bit bruised, and Cam giving me shit about it. I noticed your car still in the street. Want me to come over after work and drive you to it?

			T x

			How could he have gone to work? Maybe he hadn’t drunk as much as she had. And he is quite a bit younger, she reminded herself. She replied, saying it was too far to drive; she’d organise some other way to get her car. She signed off with B and an x, and then deleted the x before pressing send.

			It’s not too far.

			Let me know when you’re ready to read my novel manuscript.

			T x

			She couldn’t remember agreeing to read his manuscript. She tossed her phone aside and buried her face in the pillow. She’d have to change the sheets soon, and then the smells, the last traces, of Aidan and Zippy would be washed away.
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			Brigitte stood in the twins’ doorway with an armful of folded laundry, shaking her head. Phoebe’s things were spread from one end of the room to the other. She yelled for Phoebe to come and clean up the mess. Of course, she didn’t. Brigitte climbed the bunk ladder and dumped the clean clothes on Phoebe’s unmade bed and called again. No answer. She stomped through the house, looking for her — probably hiding somewhere with iPod earphones stuck in her ears.

			Outside, Finn was chasing Ella around the backyard with a fake spider. Brigitte asked if they’d seen their sister. They ignored her and kept running and screaming, so she yelled. They stopped and shook their heads.

			‘Phoebe’s OK,’ Finn said.

			‘Where is she?’

			‘Dunno.’ He went back to playing with Ella. The weird twin thing — usually it was the other way around: Phoebe knowing uncannily what Finn was up to, especially when it was no good.

			Brigitte went back through the house. Phoebe wasn’t there.

			‘Phoebe!’ She felt her hangover ebbing away. Her skin prickled: the moment of panic before the kid jumps out from behind the clothing rack, just when you think you’ve lost them at the shopping centre. Here I am! She checked all the rooms again, glancing at the safe in her bedroom.

			She yelled louder, as the Here I am! moment slipped away. Ice water.

			She grabbed her phone, flew out the door, telling Finn to look after Ella for a minute — she was just going to see if Phoebe was at the park.

			A group of tourists were pointing cameras at the koala in the manna gum out front of the house. She strode past them and up the road, her breath coming in short painful bursts. Don’t overreact. Don’t panic. Don’t panic! The kid always jumps out from behind the clothing rack. She started to jog as she reached the grass strip at the cul-de-sac. The painful breaths became little sobs as she crossed the road towards the park.

			The boys who had murdered Zippy and Maree Carver had been caught: there was nothing to worry about. Phoebe would be playing with one of her friends, or catching bugs in the grass. Phoebe, please jump from behind the rack.

			A young, tanned couple were cooking sausages on the barbecue. A red-haired father was snapping photos of his children at the tourist sign — their ginger heads poking through the face-holes above illustrated koalas’ bodies. Two pre-school-aged boys were climbing on the play equipment, and a woman was pushing a toddler on the swing.

			The light suddenly seemed too bright; it hurt Brigitte’s eyes. She turned around and around, scanning the playground, the foreshore. Everything seemed to slow down, and the sound of children’s laughter grew faint in her ears. Oh, my Phoebe. If you jump from behind the rack now, I promise I’ll never be angry with you again. Phoebe wasn’t going to jump out. Something had happened to her because Brigitte was a bad mother who drank too much and neglected her family — just like Joan.

			She leaned against the information board and phoned Aidan, her hands shaking.
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			She looked across at the ferry docking as she waited for Aidan to answer his phone. Phoebe was at the front of the passenger line, holding a plastic shopping bag. I am going to fucking kill you. She shoved her phone into her pocket and stormed across the road towards the ferry without looking. A car beeped at her.

			A smile lit Phoebe’s face when she saw her, and then dropped away.

			Brigitte grabbed Phoebe’s shoulder — too tightly, fingers digging into flesh — as she alighted. Phoebe flinched. Brigitte thought of Joan, hurrying her along when she was a child, smiling sweetly, holding her little hand, but too tightly — crushing it with the rings on her fingers.

			‘Don’t you ever do that to me again,’ Brigitte hissed through clenched teeth.

			‘We were out of milk. I just went across to get some for you.’ Phoebe’s bottom lip wobbled. ‘I thought you’d be happy.’

			‘You don’t go by yourself.’

			Jeremy penguined over. ‘She’s all right. Kept my eye on her.’ He winked. ‘How’d you pull up this morning?’

			‘Fine,’ Brigitte said as she dragged Phoebe away by the arm.

			Ella skipped up the driveway towards them — past Steve Williams’s car, Brigitte’s car with a parking ticket stuck to the windscreen, and Aidan’s car. Phoebe cried and struggled against Brigitte, who wouldn’t let go of her arm. ‘Mummy’s hurting me,’ Phoebe said. ‘Run, Ella, before she hurts you, too.’

			Brigitte let go of Phoebe. Ella turned and ran away from them.

			Finn was out the back, kicking the footy with Harry. Aidan and Steve were opening beers on the porch. Aidan had his cap pulled down low. Steve still looked sunburnt, or maybe he was just always red. Homicide must have sent him back to interview the bastards who killed Zippy.

			‘Your pocket’s been dialling me again,’ Aidan said, holding up his phone. He shook his head at Steve, dismissing Brigitte with a smirk.

			She glared at him and followed Phoebe into the house.

			‘I hate you!’ Phoebe stomped to her bedroom, and slammed the door.

			Brigitte gritted her teeth; she couldn’t deal with this, was about to lose control. She clenched her fists and called Aidan. He didn’t come. She called him again, louder — yelled. He slunk into the kitchen, closing the glass door behind him. He swayed as he walked across the room, took a swig from his stubby, placed it on the breakfast bar, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘What?’

			Brigitte leaned her hands on the breakfast bar and lowered her head. ‘I need some help with Phoebe.’

			‘She’s your daughter. Not mine.’

			She lifted her head slowly.

			He hiccupped, removed his cap, and pushed the hair off his face, glassy eyes challenging her. He was more than drunk. Wasted. She’d never seen him like this.

			He stumbled as he sat on a stool. He knocked his stubby, spilt some beer, and righted it. ‘Are you even sure,’ he said slowly, slurring his words, ‘that the twins are Sam’s?’

			She raised her hand to slap his face. He grabbed her wrist and pushed her arm down. She’d known violent men; Aidan wasn’t one, but she felt the anger in his grip and pulled away.

			As she walked out, she looked back at him — head lowered, slumped against the breakfast bar, the bumps of his spine visible through his shirt.

			She rushed out through the yard, ignoring everybody. Harry was there — the kids would be OK. She wouldn’t be long, just needed some time out.

			The ferry was docking on the mainland. Brigitte slowed her pace as she walked past the luminol tree.

			She stopped at the first jetty, and wavered on the shore for a few minutes before taking one step onto the parched boards. A missed heartbeat. The jetty, or the Paynesville shoreline, seemed to sway.

			She held onto a post and pulled off her shoes, remembering the texture of the old, worn wood underfoot. That wood had been there forever — getting sloughed away, becoming smoother. On bright days fishing with Papa. On the dark night Maree Carver was murdered a few metres away. And on that moonlit night she’d stood there barefoot, without fear, nineteen years ago. The boards weren’t as smooth as they were in her memory; they were rough and splintered in parts.

			Slowly, carefully, she walked to the end of the jetty. She sat and dangled her legs over the side, wriggling her toes — feet above, but not quite in, the water. A breeze scooped up a handful of lake and threw it at her; she licked salt off her upper lip.

			How long does it take to drown? It would be hard if you could swim; you’d have to be held down, or caught under the jetty. Do your eyes stay open? Would your hair float around your face, like in paintings of Ophelia? No — somehow she knew that corpses in water always lie face down. At least at first, before the abdomen swells with gas and the body flips. Aidan must have told her that.

			She dipped a toe in.

			‘G’day, love.’

			She snapped up her head and looked around. The voice coming from the old fisherman limping up the jetty had sounded like Papa’s. ‘Everything all right?’ he said.

			She wiped her eyes and nodded. The fisherman put down his rod, pulled an industrial white bucket from within an identical bucket, and upended them both side by side. He sat on one and patted the other. Brigitte’s knee cracked and her spine creaked as she did as the fisherman suggested. The rim of the bucket-base dug into the backs of her thighs.

			‘Beautiful, eh?’ He admired the lakes. She’d been too busy wondering what was beneath to notice the apricot-light streaks on top.

			A mob of seagulls across on the mainland squawked and squabbled over a chip thrown by a little boy. The voices of the couple sitting at the picnic table near the Bateau House shooing them away were equally as shrill as the gulls’. Brigitte couldn’t see their faces, but she knew they’d be scowling as they scolded their child for feeding the birds.

			The fisherman shook his head. ‘They’ll feel guilty after. Little tacker’s only having a bit of fun. The dull moments are the ones we wish away, but’d give our eyeteeth for once they’re gone.’ He produced a flask from the pocket of his faded-khaki overalls, took a swig, and then held it out to her.

			She hesitated, didn’t want to put her lips to where his had touched, but felt it would be rude to decline the offer. Whisky. Warm in her stomach. The fisherman looked like Papa, too, but with a white beard.

			‘You married to that tall copper.’ It wasn’t a question.

			She frowned. Had he been watching them?

			He smiled, one tooth missing. ‘Been here sixty-eight years, love. Know who everybody is.’

			She felt guilty for not recognising him, for her lack of attentiveness. She handed back the flask.

			‘Jim.’

			‘Brigitte.’

			‘I know.’ He took a pouch of tobacco and a packet of papers from his other pocket. ‘Want a smoke?’

			She shook her head.

			‘Can you rig up a shrimp on me line while I roll one, then?’ He took no notice of the disgust on her face as he handed her the rod and produced a little transparent, blue-tinged creature from a lunch container. ‘See that black circle, that’s his brain, don’t want to stick the hook through there.’ He pointed with a nicotine-stained finger. ‘Hook him through the horn bit on top of his head. Nice and slow. He won’t feel it.’

			She grimaced as she twisted and crunched the hook through.

			The hook can’t go back, it has to go forwards.

			‘There you go, piece a cake,’ Jim said.

			She couldn’t believe he’d made her do that. She rubbed her fingers together and sniffed them.

			‘Ta,’ he said with a rollie stuck to his bottom lip as he took the rod from her. ‘Dreadful business with Chef Maree.’ He inhaled and exhaled smoke. ‘I was the one found her.’

			Brigitte didn’t know what to say. ‘Sorry.’

			‘Nah, glad I was there, that she didn’t have to stay in the water for any longer. Poor bugger. Makes ya realise how precious life is.’

			Dusk was in the chill of the air and the calm of the lakes. The apricot sky and water were turning golden. The man across at the picnic table on the mainland scooped up the child and carried him, flailing, to their car. The woman trudged behind, arms crossed.

			‘Used to be married once,’ Jim said as he cast out his line.

			‘Kids?’

			‘Nah.’

			She was hoping he’d hand her the flask again, but he didn’t, and she picked up her shoes and said she’d better be getting home.

			‘It’s very simple,’ Jim said. ‘Do ya love him?’

			She paused. A memory of the full moon was interrupted by Carla Flanagan touching Aidan’s shoulder. ‘He’s leaving me.’

			Jim held up an index finger. ‘Do ya love him?’

			She nodded.

			‘Do something, then. Don’t let it go any further,’ he said without looking away from the water.

			‘He doesn’t listen to me anymore.’ Why the fuck was she spilling this to a stranger?

			‘Take him out somewhere. If it was me, I’d make a special dinner.’

			As she walked barefoot along the boardwalk, she glanced over her shoulder. Jim had a bite already. She saw the flash of a knife, ready to cut the line.

			When she got home, Harry and the kids were watching TV.

			‘Where’s Aid?’

			‘Gone to the pub with Steve,’ Harry said.

			‘Why aren’t you wearing shoes, Mum?’ Ella said.
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			Don’t let it go any further.

			After school drop-off, Brigitte took Ella to the new supermarket to buy ingredients for a special dinner. The Supa IGA had opened in competition with FoodWorks three years ago, but the locals still called it the new supermarket. She bought fish fingers for the kids (a veggie burger for Phoebe) to eat while watching a movie. For her and Aidan, she bought ingredients for a ‘romantic dinner for two’ recipe she’d found on the internet.

			After the supermarket, they stopped at Joe’s to buy a lobster. Joe said he had a couple of crays out the back. She showed him the Lobster with lemon rice and herbs recipe, and he assured her that crayfish would work fine.

			‘Sure you don’t want to make a nice fish stew or something a bit less complicated?’ he said.

			She shook her head. It had to be really special.

			Joe went out the back and returned with a little blue esky. He explained to her that a crayfish’s nervous system doesn’t sense pain, so it’s not hurting when you place it in boiling water.

			‘It’s alive?’ Brigitte made a face.

			Ella stood on tiptoes, trying to see over the counter.

			Joe nodded and continued. ‘Crayfish don’t have vocal cords. When you cook them, what you hear’s not screaming — it’s just the sound of steam escaping from under the shell.’

			Brigitte went cold and clammy. But the recipe said it’s much easier than you think — even for a novice cook — to prepare a flawless romantic lobster dinner for two.

			She felt queasy again when Joe told her the price. She paid with her credit card and took the little esky.

			They crossed the road to the ferry shelter. The sun was out and a gentle breeze rippled the water. The boats were a Monet painting on the mirror-surface.

			Brigitte pulled Ella by the hand, trying to slip quickly into the passenger saloon without Jeremy noticing them.

			Too slow. Jeremy leaned over the rail and asked what was in the esky. He still had a Band-Aid on his hand, and the bruise on his cheek had faded to yellow.

			‘Clay fish,’ Ella said. ‘Mummy’s making a special, mantic dinner so Daddy will love her again.’

			Jeremy raised his eyebrows, and Brigitte felt her face blush.

			‘How’s the security system going?’ Jeremy asked.

			Brigitte frowned.

			‘My mate Pete from EG Security said he did some work over at your place.’

			‘It’s had its moments.’

			Brigitte and Ella sat on the bench seat, holding hands. Brigitte thought she heard crunching sounds from within the esky.

			‘Good luck with the dinner, and all that,’ Jeremy called as they alighted on the island.

			At home, they put away the groceries and made room in the fridge for the crayfish.

			‘Aren’t we gunna cook him now?’ Ella said.

			‘No.’ The recipe said to cook it close to serving time. ‘We’ll do it after school pick-up. Now, we’re going to clean the house and make everything look nice.’

			Aidan always did the vacuuming because Brigitte said it hurt her back. It took a while to work out how to change the bag. She was vacuuming the lounge room when she heard Ella scream. She hit the stop button and rushed to the kitchen.

			Ella was standing — eyes wide, hands over mouth — in front of the open fridge. ‘Clay fish got out,’ she said between her fingers.

			The esky was over-turned, and the crayfish was inching across the floor.

			Brigitte swore and Ella started crying.

			‘It’s OK,’ Brigitte said as she threw a tea towel over the escapee. Ella screamed again. Brigitte screamed, too, as it moved when she scooped it up. She shoved it back into the esky, clicked the lid on, and blew the hair off her face.

			‘Sorry, Mummy,’ Ella said, sobbing. ‘I just wanted to see what he looked like.’

			After she’d brought the kids home from school, Brigitte ironed the white linen tablecloth — their only tablecloth. She found candles and polished Nana’s old silver.

			She applied some of Sunny’s clay facemask, showered, rubbed herself with ‘sensual body oil’, blow-waved her hair, and put on a little black dress and a touch of make-up — no lipstick.

			‘Oh my God, Mum, what happened to your face?’ Phoebe said.

			‘Nothing. Just a bit of a reaction to a mask.’ She went back to the bathroom and blended a little more make-up over the rash.

			At five o’clock, she filled their largest pot with water and put it on the stove. According to the recipe: If you can boil water, you can boil a lobster.

			When the water was rolling, she took the crayfish out of the fridge. Finn and Ella stood around watching. Phoebe had refused to witness such ‘animal cruelty’. Finn had told her it was a crustacean, not an animal, as she’d huffed off.

			The recipe instructions were to hold the lobster by its back and place it head-first in the water and then quickly cover the pot with a lid. Depending on how active the lobster is, this may be a two-person job. Brigitte told Finn she might need his help as she lifted the lid off the esky. The crayfish looked up with its little black eyes and waggled its feathery antennae. She replaced the lid, turned off the gas, and told the kids to put on their shoes and coats. They complained as they took the crayfish back to Joe’s to exchange it for two salmon steaks.

			When they returned home, Brigitte put on the fish fingers and veggie burger.

			She dispensed a few drops of ‘romance blend’ into her new, ultrasonic vaporiser. Sunny had explained how it worked on the vibration of water rather than heat to disperse essential oils into the air, and it had a romantic LED light.

			There was no answer when she phoned Aidan to see how far away he was. Hopefully he was on his way, driving.

			She heated some oil in a pan to fry the salmon steaks. Joe had told her to be careful not to overcook them. She seared the steaks on both sides and lifted them out carefully with a spatula. They looked raw in the middle when poked with a fork, so she put them back on the heat. The fish fingers were also taking a long time, so she turned up the oven.

			She’d forgotten to put white wine in the fridge. There was no wine — white or red — left in the cupboard. Should have bought some in town. Harry might have a spare bottle? She turned off the salmon, left it in the pan to cool, and went over to Harry’s. Not home. He was quite the man-about-town these days. She heard the ferry docking, and ran down to ask Jeremy if he could pick up a bottle for her on the mainland.

			When she got back, the stink of burning fish overpowered the aromatherapy oil. She opened the oven, and smoke billowed out. Black fish fingers and veggie burger. The smoke detector went off, and the kids came out to see what was going on as she whacked it — fuck, fuck, fuck — with the broom handle.

			She opened the door and windows to clear out the smell. It was cold outside; a koala grunted in a tree. She flicked on the porch light for Aidan, and phoned him again. He answered this time, said he was busy — at the boxing gym.

			When she slid the salmon out of the pan, it fell to pieces. She scraped it, along with the fish fingers and burger, into the bin, cleaned up the mess, soaked the pan, and took the Paynesville pizza-place menu off the fridge.

			‘Pizza,’ Harry called through the open door. Brigitte started, and he apologised. ‘Bumped into the delivery bloke in the driveway.’ He was holding their two pizzas, and a bottle of red. He’d had a haircut and ironed the white shirt that was tucked into his jeans, but he still looked dishevelled somehow. He screwed up his nose at the smell in the house.

			‘Burnt our dinner.’ Brigitte sighed and took the wine and pizzas, saying they would go perfectly together. She offered Harry some money, but he insisted it was his shout.

			She served the pizza for the kids and let them eat in the lounge room.

			‘You look nice,’ Brigitte said to Harry. ‘Got a hot date later?’

			He laughed and shook his head. ‘Where’s Aid?’

			‘Boxing gym.’ She put on Tom Waits. ‘Sit down, Harry.’

			He looked at her dress and at the table. ‘You sure?’

			She took two glasses from the cabinet, sat at the head of the table, and lit one of the candles. ‘Supposed to absorb odours, isn’t it?’

			Harry shrugged. ‘You look tired, love. Aid still upset?’

			She nodded and poured the wine.

			‘Sorry, none of my business.’ He kept his gaze on the table.

			‘Hope you like Margherita or Hawaiian.’

			He cupped a hand over hers, and her bottom lip wobbled; she couldn’t stop it, the dam of tears broke the wall. He opened his arms, and she leaned against him, blubbering over his crisp, white shirt. ‘I don’t even like salmon.’

			He stroked her hair. ‘Shh. Aid just needs some space for a bit.’

			It felt like he kissed the top of her head. At the sound of footsteps on the porch, she sat up and rubbed her eyes. She’d forgotten she was wearing make-up — mascara blackened her knuckles and Harry’s shirt.

			Aidan brought the cold in with him. His boxing gloves were slung over his shoulder; his hair was still damp from showering at the gym.

			Harry stood and said, ‘G’day, Aid. Just on my way out.’ He left with his hands in his pockets.

			‘Pizza?’ Brigitte looked up with a tired smile, and a desire to rush over and wrap her arms around him, rest her face against his chest, lead him to the bedroom, make things better.

			Aidan flung the door behind him, too hard; it bounced open. ‘I can’t believe you hate me that much.’ His eyes were shining. ‘And I trusted him.’ His voice went up a few decibels.

			Harry! It would have been funny, but for the anguish on Aidan’s face, the crack in his voice.

			‘I saw through the window, Brigitte!’ He threw his boxing gloves; she ducked, and they narrowly missed her head, knocking over the candle and extinguishing the flame. Wax oozed across the tablecloth.

			He turned to leave.

			‘Where are you going?’

			‘Ray’s!’ He stormed out.

			‘Aidan!’

			She heard another male voice in the driveway — not Harry’s — and angry words from Aidan. Then his car door slammed and the engine revved.

			‘Where’s Aidan?’ Phoebe rushed into the kitchen. ‘What did you do to him, Mum!’

			Brigitte held up her hands. Phoebe ran out after him. Too late — by the time she’d reached the edge of the porch, he was gunning his car out of the driveway, spraying gravel against the side of the house.

			Phoebe stomped back through the house, leaving the door wide open behind her. Brigitte’s shoulders slumped, and her head wilted forward like a flower too heavy for its stem.

			At the sound of scuffing on the mat, she looked up. Jeremy was holding a bottle of wine in a bag from The Old Pub. She walked over, sniffing as the cold air stung her nose.

			He tilted his head, an I’m a good listener look in his eyes.

			‘People are waiting for the ferry, Jeremy.’ She swapped the bottle for a twenty-dollar note. ‘Good night.’ She locked the three locks on the door behind him, turned down the music, and sat back at the table. She poured more wine, and picked at the candle wax on the tablecloth. Why the fuck had she taken notice of some crazy old fisherman?
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			It would be about a three-and-a-half-hour drive to Zac Gecko Casting in South Yarra. If Brigitte left straight after the school and day-care drop-offs, she’d have plenty of time to make her 12.45 audition. She’d been lying in bed stressing about it for at least an hour before the alarm went off.

			She drank two glasses of warm water with lemon juice — something Joan used to do every morning, for clear skin. She took her coffee to the bathroom, and applied make-up, but not too much, as per Kumiko’s advice. A slick of concealer under her eyes to disguise the dark circles, a dab on her forehead to cover the scar. Neutral lipstick. Blot with a tissue. Powder. Reapply. That would make it last all day. Joan’s life tips were finally coming in handy.

			She straightened her hair, and then pulled on underwear, new thirty-dollar opaque tights, a cream shirt, and a black skirt. No jacket. Not too dressy. She frowned at the mirror as she zipped up her skirt: she looked like a waitress, but there wasn’t enough time to iron another shirt. She hadn’t worn the skirt for a while and, even when she sucked in her stomach, the roll of flesh around her middle mushroomed over the top. If Joan could see, she’d suggest that was part of the reason for Aidan’s disinterest in her.

			She’d wear the jacket. And jog more often, and get to the gym at least three times a week, no excuses.

			She drank another glass of water while she made the school lunches, and shouted at the kids to hurry up and get ready. Joan always drank at least five litres a day in the week leading up to an audition or performance, not that she’d performed in at least ten years. Superhydrating, she called it. She hadn’t named her counterbalancing alcohol consumption. Superdehydrating?

			Waiting in the ferry queue, Finn said he’d forgotten his bag, and Brigitte yelled at him for making her late as they went back to get it.

			After rushed school and day-care drop-offs, she did some deep breathing. Her armpits were sweaty, so she folded two wads of tissues and stuck them under there. She flicked off the heater — too dehydrating — as she headed towards the turnoff in Bairnsdale.

			Nick Cave on the stereo, the rhythm of the tyres, the pattern of the white lines, the flicker of paddocks in her peripheral vision. Finally, she started to relax, allowing her mind to drift.

			Aidan. She thought about being curled against his back in bed, his warm citrus-scented skin. If she rolled over, he would follow and mould his body to hers, his erection nuzzling her back. He’s leaving me. Don’t think about that — not now, not today.

			She redirected her thoughts to painless, silly places. If she nailed this commercial, it might lead to something more — a series of commercials, a role in a TV drama. Maybe she should take some acting lessons.

			She sipped water from her bottle, rolled her shoulders, stretched her neck, and started preparing for the audition with Ryan’s vocal exercises. ‘Down deep in the mine, dig down, down, down. Father’s car is a jaguar. Red leather, yellow leather, red leather …’ She thought of the stitching on Matt’s red leather couch. Walking up the path to his little house with the picket fence, the blue roof. Wearing Kerry’s boots. How could you be so fucking stupid? Not now. Not today. She ejected Nick Cave, and put on Radiohead.

			She slowed for road works and glanced at her fingernails. One was split. She tore it off with her teeth. Should have had a manicure. She’d have to keep her hands out of sight, folded in her lap at the audition. At least her skin would be hydrated; she swigged more water.

			Just out of Warragul, there was a blue sign pointing to a rest stop with a toilet. She could wait.

			She drummed her hands on the steering wheel and sang the wrong words to the song playing: something about being let down and squashed like a bug on the ground.

			There were no public toilets on the freeway, and, as she hit the leafy south-eastern suburbs, she really needed to go.

			The traffic was thick on Toorak Road. Why hadn’t she just gone in fucking Warragul? She reached around and unzipped her skirt to ease the pressure on her bladder.

			She yelled at the cars in front to hurry up, and thanked God when she saw Chapel Street. Her phone rang as she rounded the corner. She turned down the music. Sandra Johansson from SJ Talent Management, asking if she was at Zac Gecko yet. She put her on speaker.

			‘Just around the corner.’

			‘You’re late.’

			She glanced at the clock: 12.43. ‘No, I’m not.’

			‘I’ll call to let them know you’re running late.’

			‘A lot of traffic.’

			‘This is unacceptable.’

			‘Rightio.’ All she cared about was finding a toilet. Her bladder was about to explode.

			There were no parking spots out front of the agency. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. She was seriously going to wet herself. There was a small street-level car park at the end of the street. No way would there be a spot in there. But there was. Hallelujah! She slammed the car into ‘Park’, almost within the parking space lines, and rushed out. She hobbled across the road — bent forward, thighs squeezed together — to the office with the big gecko on the one-way glass frontage.

			‘Brigitte Serra for “Soft drink mum”? You’re late,’ the receptionist said with a cat’s-bum smile as she handed Brigitte a form on a clipboard.

			‘Where’s the bathroom!’ She slammed the clipboard on the desk.

			The receptionist pointed, and Brigitte charged up the stairs. There was somebody in the ladies’, so she went into the men’s. She almost made it: hitched up her skirt, but didn’t have enough time to pull her tights and underpants out of the way.

			Massive relief quickly became mortification as she rolled off her wet undies and thirty-dollar tights. It could have been worse: diarrhoea, her period. The urine was so diluted — superhydrated — it was practically water anyway, and it hadn’t gone on her skirt. Still, she felt nauseated as she wrapped her underwear in toilet paper and threw it in the bin.

			A tall handsome man in a suit scowled at her as she walked out.

			She bobbed down to pick up the tissues that had fallen onto the floor from under her armpits. The receptionist didn’t smile when she retrieved the clipboard from the front desk.

			Five women — most wearing expensive gym wear, all wearing a lot of make-up — sat on chairs, filling in forms. They must have been auditioning for a different role. Photos of actors lined the walls; a stand filled with agents’ business cards and acting-class brochures stood next to a water dispenser. Brigitte took a seat, and filled in her details on the form. Measurements? She looked up, trying to guess, and noticed a handful of tape measures hanging from a hook in the corner — lucky, because her guess was way off.

			A tanned, blonde woman breezed in, wearing high heels with her gym gear. She paused momentarily to make sure everybody had noticed her entrance. The water dispenser gurgled as she poured herself a cup before approaching the reception desk. She and the receptionist knew each other by name. She was also auditioning for ‘Soft drink mum’. Great.

			Brigitte checked her phone. M.E. Elery would like to connect with her on LinkedIn. Delete. And a text from Tate:

			Good luck with the audition.:) T x

			Oh my God — all the x’s, and smiley faces, and touching — it dawned that he had a crush on her. She chided herself for the stupid warm flush that rushed through her body. She thought about her reply for a minute and then texted:

			Thanks, but you’re supposed to say ‘break a leg’.:) B

			She went to cross her legs, but stopped herself. A bad idea without underpants, Sharon Stone. She kept her knees together and frowned at her calves — she hadn’t bothered shaving the stubby hairs, as the expensive opaque tights were supposed to be covering them.

			Back to silly thoughts: If Tate was thirty, which she doubted, how old would he be when she was forty? And when she was forty-five? Fifty? A lesser age gap than between Aidan and Carla Flanagan?

			The receptionist — twentysomething, skinny, dressed in black — interrupted her calculations, calling her to an alcove beyond the front desk. She felt all the eyes in the room on her, judging, with nothing to judge except the way she looked. Vultures, waiting to feed on failure. The soles of her flat shoes squeaked on the polished boards.

			The receptionist took the clipboard, and told her to smile as she snapped a photo for the Zac Gecko database. ‘Damian will see you now.’

			Damian — age hard to guess, even skinnier than the receptionist, narrow rust-coloured trousers and salmon shirt — shook her hand firmly. She followed him down a corridor to a room containing a couple of chairs, a camera on a tripod, and a monitor. He told her to stand on the mark: a strip of gaffer tape on the navy carpet.

			‘Please tell us your name and agent,’ he said from behind the camera.

			Her mouth was dry, and she found it difficult to keep her head from shaking as she spoke. Ryan was right: she should have got some Inderal. Stop being silly, you are an adult.

			‘Terrific.’ Damian beamed, and handed her a script with one line highlighted: After a hard day at school, there’s nothing the kids love more than a big, cool glass of 3% real, natural fruit juice with 100% fizzy fun. And twenty spoonfuls of sugar, she thought. She could have written something much better.

			She rehearsed the line a few times. Damian asked her to lose the jacket and roll up her sleeves so ‘we’ could see her muscles. She reluctantly did as she was told.

			‘We’re after a healthy, sporty look.’

			It would have been nice of Sandra Johansson to have briefed her on that.

			Damian handed her two bottles of soft drink and told her to do bicep curls with them while she said the line.

			She laughed. ‘Are you serious?’

			His look told her that he was.

			He allowed her five takes, but she was too nervous to memorise the line and didn’t once get it right. Damian thanked her, told her she’d done great, and he’d see her next time.

			‘Thank you,’ the receptionist called as Brigitte rushed out of the agency, ignoring the pretty vultures smoothing their hair, filing their nails, and talking on mobiles to their people.

			In the car, she flopped her head against the steering wheel. How could she have been so childish? The ideas she’d harboured of being a TV star, what she’d done to her and Aidan, her thoughts about Tate. And somewhere, a family were grieving for their murdered wife and mother, while at the same time others were pretending to do exercise with soft-drink bottles in order to sell crap that causes obesity, diabetes, and tooth decay.

			Her phone rang. Carla Flanagan. Perfect.

			‘Just following up the incident with your pet.’ Flanagan paused, waiting for Brigitte to speak.

			She cleared her throat. ‘Yes?’

			‘The two boys have changed their story. They’re claiming somebody, who they’ve bought drugs from but whose name they conveniently don’t know, paid them to say they did it.’

			She gripped the phone tighter.

			‘Are you all right, Brigitte?’

			‘Are they lying?’

			‘In these kinds of attacks, it’s likely that the offender will have slipped and cut themselves and left traces of their blood mixed with the victim’s. Aidan had me send a sample found on your dog to forensics in Melbourne.’

			He should have told her that. She pressed the phone harder against her ear.

			‘Human DNA in the blood mixture didn’t match either of the boys, so it looks like they’re telling the truth.’

			‘Whose blood was it, then?’ She held her breath.

			‘Unfortunately, it was an unknown profile — no matches in the DNA database.’

			She exhaled through her nose.

			‘How are you and Aidan going?’ Flanagan said.

			She didn’t know what to say.

			‘There’s support available.’

			‘Somebody killed my dog. Of course I’m upset, but I don’t need counselling.’

			‘Actually, I was thinking more about Aidan.’

			I bet you were. ‘We’re fine.’

			A chilly silence. ‘All right. Well, let us know if we can help with anything further.’

			‘Thank you.’

			‘Oh, and Brigitte, if you feel like catching up for a coffee. I’m new to the district, too, I don’t know many people socially.’

			Throw in your car keys? Your lighter? ‘I’ll let you know.’

			She peeled her phone from her ear and stared at it shaking in her hand. She’d left her kids — after yelling at them for making her late for this dumb audition — hours away, where a murderer was running around free. She’d been more worried about dry skin, for fuck’s sake!

			She jumped when the phone buzzed. A text from Matt: Did you like the book, Annaleah?

			She reversed, scraped the side of the car on a pole, slammed the gear into ‘Drive’, and screamed out of the car park.
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			‘Come on!’ Why weren’t the two cars in front going around the tram? It didn’t have its stop signs out. She beeped the horn. Still no movement, aside from the driver in the nearer car giving her the finger. She jerked the wheel and accelerated up the left-hand lane. Fucking parked cars.

			She was stuck; the line of Mercedes and Land Rovers wouldn’t let her back in. She phoned Aidan, drumming the fingers of her free hand on the steering wheel while she waited for him to answer.

			‘What’s wrong?’ he said.

			‘Can you pick up the kids early? I don’t care what you say, I think the same person who killed Zippy killed Maree Carver, and it might be somebody we know.’

			‘You’re being hysterical again.’

			‘Don’t tell me I’m being hysterical!’ She put him on speaker, dropped the phone to her lap, and cut back into the first gap in the traffic. ‘Carla Flanagan just rang me.’

			‘I know.’

			She raced past the tram at the next set of lights. What the fuck was the big yellow thing dawdling up the middle of the road, holding everybody up? Some kind of road-work machine? A tractor! She smacked the steering wheel.

			‘Are you still there?’ he said.

			‘I’m on my way home now, but won’t be there for a few hours.’

			‘Oh, that’s right, the audition in Melbourne?’

			She overtook the tractor. A guy in denim overalls hung out the side, waving. The traffic was moving again, like a snail race, but at least moving. ‘You have to get the kids now!’

			‘Don’t you yell at me!’

			The bile-coloured Volvo in front stopped, or stalled. ‘Fuuuck!’ Brigitte slammed into the car’s arse. Her head whipped back and she dropped the phone.

			Beep. The metallic taste of blood.

			‘What’s going on, Brigitte?’ Aidan’s voice from the floor. ‘Brigitte?’

			She picked up the phone.

			‘Are you all right?’

			‘Yeah, terrific,’ she said, wiping blood from her mouth. She checked in the rear-view mirror: she’d bitten her lip. Nothing serious. ‘Please get the kids.’

			‘I’ll make sure they’re OK.’

			The Volvo driver was already out inspecting the tiny scratch on his back end — hands to his bald head, hands in the air, hands to his head, hands in the air. She thought about speeding off, but turned on the hazard lights and pulled over to the side, crunching broken light protectors and hopefully not too much else on the road. This had better not take long. She stepped out with blood trickling down her chin.

			The damage to the X-Trail looked minimal: a dent in the bumper, a broken headlight. It was roadworthy. Probably. Her back, she wasn’t so sure about.

			‘You were on your phone,’ said baldy. He had a spot of lunch on the lapel of his nicely cut, navy suit.

			‘No, I wasn’t.’

			‘I saw you. You were talking on your phone.’

			‘It was on speaker when I was driving, on my knee.’

			‘You’re not allowed to rest the phone on any part of your body.’

			‘What are you, a lawyer?’

			‘No, I just know the rules.’

			‘I don’t think you do. That law doesn’t come in until later this year.’

			‘Are you calling me a liar?’

			‘Can we please just exchange details and insurance companies? I’m in a hurry.’

			‘Obviously. Look what you’ve done to my car.’ He waved his arms at his precious Volvo.

			‘It’s just a scratch.’

			She left him making goldfish mouths, while she found a pen and paper in her glove box.

			***

			Aidan and the kids were playing Monopoly on the lounge room coffee table when Brigitte dashed in. She hugged the kids. Aidan packed up his money and houses. The kids complained about wanting to continue the game.

			‘Nah. That’s it. Phoebe wins.’

			‘Phoebe always wins,’ Finn said. ‘Because she’s the bank and she cheats.’

			‘No, she doesn’t. She’s just good at managing her money.’ Aidan stood and walked towards the back door.

			Brigitte followed him. ‘Where are you going?’

			‘Probably Ray’s.’

			‘You’re leaving us now?’

			‘This doesn’t really change anything.’

			If she told him about Matt’s message, would he stay, or leave faster?

			‘Anyway, you’ve got the gun, and you’ve got Harry. You don’t need me.’

			She shook her head, and, quieter, said, ‘You’re leaving us now.’

			‘Brigitte, I can’t …’ He held up a hand.

			Jim, the fisherman, had said Don’t let it go any further, but as she hugged herself and watched her husband leave, she realised just how far it had gone. Now. Today.
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			‘Wake up, Mummy.’ Ella was brandishing Purple Monkey in her face.

			‘I’ll be out in a minute,’ Brigitte croaked.

			When Ella was gone, she felt for the gun down beside the mattress. No ammunition. What was she planning to do with it? Wave it around to scare Matt off? Beat him over the head with it? Maybe. Why didn’t she just tell the police about the book? Because they would laugh. And Aidan would go ballistic. It was crazy — there was no way Matt could have been involved with the murders of Maree Carver and Zippy. He wasn’t a drug dealer. Then again, how could he afford a nice, inner-city house on an author’s wage? She returned the gun to the safe. Just being careful.

			She looked out the door, over the rim of her morning coffee mug. Through the triple-locked, ‘virtually-impenetrable-by-intruders’ security screen, she saw a little brown bird hippity-hop from the porch couch to the outside table, peck at some crumbs, and then fly to the eucalypts at the fence-line. The mound of dirt on Zippy’s grave was becoming level with the earth surrounding it. Time was folding before her eyes. It started to rain; she should bring in the washing on the clothesline. She sipped her coffee.

			Her phone rang. Aidan’s supervisor — he was an hour late for his shift.

			‘Not at Ray Perry’s?’

			‘No. And he’s not answering his mobile. Can you think of anywhere he might be?’

			She tasted blood again as she bit her split lip.

			‘I’ll keep ringing around. If you see him, tell him to give me a call and get into the station ASAP.’ He spoke to somebody in the background and hung up.

			She tried Aidan’s number. It went straight to message bank.

			A raw pain twisted like a knife just below her sternum. It was cold out, but she didn’t feel it as she took her mobile onto the porch. In her call history, she found Carla Flanagan’s number. She glanced into the house, couldn’t see the kids. A little sob rose from the location of the knife-pain as she pressed ‘call’. Three rings and she hung up.

			The pain increased — maybe it was a heart attack. She had to go through with it, get it over. If you pull the Band-Aid off slowly, it hurts for a long time. She rang again. But if you rip it off quickly, it only hurts for —

			‘Hello. This is Carla Flanagan’s phone.’

			She recognised his gravelly voice immediately, and failed to conceal the shock in her voice. ‘Ray!’ Rough-As-Guts Ray!

			‘Yeah. Who’s this?’

			‘Brigitte Serra.’

			‘Carla’s busy. I’ll get her to ring you back.’

			‘No. It’s nothing important.’ She hung up, stupidity weighing heavy upon her shoulders.

			From the edge of the porch, she saw she’d left the driver’s side window down a fraction on the X-trail. She went to close it.

			Rain gushed off the roof of the house; Aidan hadn’t cleared the gutters for a while. She’d have to learn how to do it herself.

			In her rear-view mirror, she saw a flash of white, and a grille, poking out from around the front corner of the house. Aidan’s car. She stepped out, pulling the tie of her dressing gown tighter around her waist, and walked up the driveway towards it.

			The windows were fogged up. She tapped on the passenger-side window. Nothing. She walked around the back of the car, glancing at the concealed exhaust — the feature Aidan had been most impressed with, for some reason that she hadn’t taken an interest in, when he first got the Territory.

			She knocked again, on the driver’s side. There was movement inside the car. She shielded her eyes and pressed her face against the glass. A click, and she jumped as all the windows glided down. A burst of music, which he killed quickly — it had sounded like Radiohead: they were falling apart to the same soundtrack. Stale air holding the smell of cigarettes and last night’s alcohol escaped.

			‘What d’you want?’ He rubbed his unshaven face.

			‘What are you doing out here?’

			‘Sleeping. What does it look like?’

			‘Why aren’t you answering your phone?’

			He shifted his weight, lifted his hips, pulled his phone from his back pocket, and threw it onto the passenger seat. ‘Dead.’

			‘Your supervisor’s looking for you.’

			‘My RDO.’ He adjusted the seat forward, and wiped the condensation off the windscreen with the back of his sleeve.

			‘No, it’s not. You’ve got your roster mixed up.’

			‘Bullshit.’

			‘Come in and have a shower.’

			He shook his head.

			‘A coffee, then.’ She leaned on the window frame. Rain dripped from her hair onto her hands.

			He turned on the ignition and wipers — flicking more water over her — and smacked the gear lever into ‘Drive’. She jerked her hands off the car as he drove away.

			She trudged, in slow motion, back through the new gate, picked up the clothes basket from the porch and went across to the line. She took her time unpegging the washing in the heavy rain.

			‘You’re all wet,’ Ella said as Brigitte walked inside, dressing gown dripping, hair curled into tendrils around her shoulders. ‘You’ll get sick.’

			‘Germs make you sick, not the weather.’

			‘But you always say to keep out of the rain or we’ll get a cold.’

			‘I was wrong.’ She stood in front of the heater, drying her dressing gown, while hanging laundry over the clothes horse. The smell of clean washing wafted through the room.

			***

			Finn couldn’t find his mouthguard. They were going to be late for footy, but Brigitte lacked the energy to yell from the porch to hurry up. Phoebe complained that she didn’t want to go to the match, it was boring; she wanted to go to a friend’s house instead.

			Brigitte hesitated, but figured she’d be safer at a friend’s house. ‘Whose house do you want to go to?’

			‘Emily’s.’

			‘Fine.’ She handed Phoebe her phone and said to ring Emily and Josh’s mum, to see if it was OK.

			‘Can it be a sleepover?’

			‘Great idea. If you help Ella into the car, I’ll go get your pyjamas and toothbrush.’

			Phoebe scuffed the toe of her pink Converse sneaker on the edge of the porch and cast Brigitte a hooded gaze. ‘Thanks, Mum.’ She seemed disappointed, as if she’d been hoping for a showdown.

			They’d lost; Finn hadn’t kicked a goal. Cold, wet, and muddy, they called into the supermarket on the way home for a few groceries and a treat to cheer them up. Brigitte let Finn throw a bag of potato chips and a couple of lollipops on top of the bread and milk in the basket.

			Weighing an anaemic tomato distastefully in her hand, Brigitte decided to buy tinned ones instead. She replaced the tomato, looked beyond the ‘specials’ sign, and saw Cam and Tate — draped around each other like two playful puppies. No fucking way. They giggled in front of the apples. She ducked behind the oranges until they’d left the fresh-produce section, feeling — to the exact gram — the entire weight of her stupidity. She snatched a leftover Easter bunny from the discount table and hurried the kids out.

			In her haste to leave, she avoided the supermarket liquor section, instead paying double the price for two bottles of wine at the pub.

			She looked up from her wine as Ella walked into the kitchen. ‘Why aren’t you watching the DVD with Finny? He’ll eat all the chips.’

			‘For you.’ Ella held out Brigitte’s phone.

			She ached like a teenager for it to be Aidan. To tell him she was sorry and for him to say he was on his way home.

			‘Koala on the phone,’ Ella said.

			She sighed. ‘Ella, I don’t feel like playing games now.’

			Ella looked up with Bambi eyes, and Brigitte took the phone, forcing a smile. ‘Hello, koala. How’s it hanging in the tree tonight?’

			‘It’s Carla Flanagan.’ Flanagan paused, waiting for Brigitte to speak again.

			Ella scooted off.

			Brigitte cleared her throat. ‘Sorry. Yes?’

			‘Is everything all right, Brigitte?’

			‘Yes, why?’

			‘My boyfriend,’ she paused, ‘Ray said you called earlier.’

			‘Sorry. I dialled your number by accident.’

			‘What are you doing?’

			‘Now? Nothing, just —’

			‘Come across for dinner.’

			‘Aidan’s still at work.’

			‘Just you and the kids, then.’

			‘Ray’s not there?’

			‘No, he’s gone home.’

			‘I don’t know —’

			‘I’ll text you my address. See you soon.’
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			Flanagan opened her apartment door; a girl of about Ella’s age was holding her hand. Brigitte tried to hide her surprise.

			‘This is Talia,’ Flanagan said.

			Finn and Ella barged into the apartment, and Brigitte apologised.

			Flanagan told Talia to go show them where the toys were. ‘My next-door neighbours are going through a rough patch, so I babysit Talia for them a bit.’

			Brigitte lowered her eyebrows as she stepped inside. ‘It smells nice in here,’ she said, inhaling a whiff of savoury baking mingled with aromatherapy oils.

			‘It’s my new, ultrasonic vaporiser.’ She followed Flanagan’s gaze to the humidifier emanating mist and blue-LED light next to the fruit bowl on the sideboard. ‘It works on the vibration of water rather than heat to disperse the oils into the air.’

			Brigitte nodded. ‘From Sunny’s?’

			‘Don’t let the tie-dye fool you, that woman could sell Windows 8 to Bill Gates.’

			Brigitte laughed. The humidifier was surrounded by a few framed photographs: family and friends; a younger Flanagan, shiny in a crisp-ironed uniform — police-academy graduation; and with a dark-haired, handsome man smiling but serious behind sunglasses.

			She slipped off her dry-cleaned coat and draped it over a kitchen chair. Flanagan’s apartment was clean and white, except for the dark wood furniture. A series of prints — birds and leaves — decorated the walls.

			‘Would you like some wine?’ Flanagan said.

			‘Well, it is Saturday night.’ She took a seat.

			Flanagan smiled as she placed two glasses and a bottle on the kitchen table. ‘I’ve got wholemeal vegetarian pizza for dinner.’

			Finn and Ella would never eat that. She looked through the door into the lounge room and saw them playing nicely with Talia; the biggest tub of Lego she’d ever seen was spilled across the rug.

			‘How’re things?’ Flanagan sat at the table with an expression on her face that Brigitte couldn’t read. Nosey? Genuine concern?

			‘Fine.’

			‘If you ever need a babysitter, just let me know.’

			Because we’re going through a ‘rough patch’? She wished she’d stayed at home, drinking her own wine and eating her chocolate bunny.

			‘I love kids,’ Flanagan said. ‘Where’s Phoebe?’

			‘Sleepover at a friend’s house.’ Brigitte tired of being polite, waiting for Flanagan to pour the wine; she did it herself.

			‘She’s a great kid. I love her silly jokes.’

			Aidan must have taken her into work at some stage.

			‘And her collections: shells, buttons, bugs.’

			Brigitte sipped her wine and nodded, pretending to know what Flanagan was talking about.

			‘I bet she’ll grow up to be an artist, or a museum curator. Or a stand-up comedian.’ Flanagan laughed.

			Brigitte looked into her glass. How had this happened — a stranger seeming to know more about her own daughter than she did? ‘She can be very stubborn at times. Persistent.’

			‘Maybe she’ll be a cop, then.’

			‘Hope not.’

			‘Not an easy job, no. But neither’s three kids.’

			She shrugged. ‘I can’t imagine being alone.’

			The oven dinged, and Flanagan got up to take out the pizza. Brigitte’s stomach growled. She shifted in her chair; the ache in her back had been escalating since the crash with the Volvo. She gulped the wine.

			‘I haven’t always been on my own.’ Flanagan cut up the pizza, slid four slices onto a plate, and took the rest into the lounge room for the kids, asking over her shoulder if it was OK to whack on a DVD for them.

			Brigitte nodded.

			‘Dig in,’ Flanagan said when she returned.

			A tomato slice burnt Brigitte’s sore lip.

			‘Careful, it’s hot.’

			She fanned her mouth with her hand, and made small talk. ‘Why’d you become a cop?’

			‘It’s sounds corny, but I wanted to help people. I was studying psychology, but my boyfriend at the time was a cop, and I thought it sounded like a good job, a more effective way to make a difference.’ She sipped her wine. ‘I did the negotiator course, but there hasn’t been much call for critical-incident response around here.’ She laughed.

			‘Didn’t work out?’ Brigitte asked between mouthfuls. ‘The ex, I mean, not the job.’

			‘He was Special Operations Group.’

			Brigitte nodded, no further explanation required, but Flanagan went on. ‘Saw some pretty shitty stuff. Siege hostage situations, bomb-response incidents. A lot of traumatic crime scenes, deaths.’

			What happened to small talk? She picked an olive off her pizza.

			Flanagan drank quickly. On her second glass, her cheeks were rosy, and she continued talking about her ex. On call 24/7. Even when he wasn’t working, he started to always be on the lookout for danger. Checking the locks obsessively, every noise in the middle of the night was an attack; every piece of rubbish on the ground an IED. He couldn’t sleep, had nightmares, flashbacks, problems with short-term memory.

			Flanagan looked at the plate; she’d barely touched the pizza. ‘He started drinking heavily.’

			Brigitte frowned and put down her glass.

			‘He would lose his temper constantly, over things that never bothered him before. Things we used to joke about weren’t funny anymore. He never hit me or anything, but there were a few times I had to leave because I didn’t know what would happen if I’d stayed.’ She took a big drink. ‘Towards the end, when we weren’t fighting, we’d barely talk. It was like we lived in different worlds: he couldn’t tell me about his, and he wasn’t interested in mine.’ She shrugged a shoulder.

			‘Depression?’

			‘Worse. PTSD.’

			Brigitte nodded. A useless doctor had once tried to misdiagnose her with that.

			‘An occupational hazard unfortunately.’

			‘Did he get help?’

			She shook her head. ‘His wounds were invisible. Thought he could hide them, deal with it on his own. There’s a stigma that prevents officers from seeking help for mental-health issues.’

			‘Sounds like you know a lot about it.’

			‘I do now.’

			‘What happened?’

			‘He suicided.’

			Fuck. Brigitte pinched the bridge of her nose. ‘I’m so sorry, Carla.’

			‘A week before it happened, I found him curled up on our bed, crying like a baby. He hadn’t heard me come into the room and I didn’t know what to do, so I walked away from him.’ She drained her glass. ‘Then the day before it, he was back to his old self — calm and positive. I couldn’t understand …’

			Brigitte was staring at a scratch on the table; she heard the glug of Carla pouring the last of the wine into their glasses.

			‘Sorry, I shouldn’t have burdened you with all that.’

			‘It’s OK. You obviously needed to talk about it.’ Brigitte looked up and, for a moment, saw vulnerability, pain. But in the time it took her to decide whether or not to give Carla a hug — poof — it disappeared behind the smoky blue of her eyes.

			‘And now I’ve finally started seeing somebody again.’ Carla’s smile would never be as shiny as it was at the police academy or with the serious man behind the sunglasses.

			‘Ray,’ Brigitte said, struggling to imagine them together.

			‘He’s a bit old-school cop, but he’s a good guy.’

			Talia called out for a drink of water, and Carla took three glasses in to the kids.

			When she came back, she reverted to small talk and asked if Brigitte had read any good books lately.

			‘I’m reading Cloud Atlas by David Mitchell.’

			‘Never heard of it.’

			Brigitte cleared her throat. Speaking of books. ‘Do the police have any idea who murdered Maree Carver yet?’

			‘No. Say we’d be the last to know down here, anyway.’

			‘Do you think it was a local?’

			‘Steve Williams reckons a purely opportunistic attack by somebody not linked to the victim. Somebody just passing through town, probably didn’t even know who Maree was.’

			‘Somebody from the city?’

			‘There’s been a shitload of information from the public, as you can imagine. Mostly unhelpful. I’m sure Williams’ll sort it all out.’ A note of sarcasm in her voice.

			‘Could they have mistaken her for somebody else? I mean, it was dark, and maybe …’

			‘If it was me, I’d be looking for a mentally disturbed fan. Somebody obsessed.’ She looked directly at Brigitte. ‘Anything you want to tell me?’

			She blinked and shook her head.

			‘Something about your ex’s novel?’

			Oh my God, the police know.

			Carla shook her head. ‘Matt Elery was questioned, and he provided a DNA sample which excluded him as a suspect — in both investigations.’

			‘But there’s a dog killed in a similar way to Zippy in his book. And the person who killed the dog killed the detective’s wife and …’ Her voice was too high. ‘I was worried,’ she looked at her hands, ‘that maybe it had something to do with what happened to Maree Carver.’

			Carla nodded. ‘Yes, I’ve heard this rumour.’

			Tate! ‘Are you positive it couldn’t have been Matt?’

			Carla frowned — or was it a smirk? — and placed her empty glass on the table. ‘I don’t know how you got such a ridiculous idea into your head.’

			‘Please don’t tell Aidan I mentioned this.’

			Carla felt in the pockets of the bluey jacket draped over the back of her chair. ‘Mind if I pop out for a smoke?’ She took a cigarette and her gold lighter out onto the front porch.

			Brigitte floated with relief as she finished the last of her wine and watched Carla’s back: she stood tall and straight with feet shoulder-width apart. Steely smoke swirled from the porch light into the darkness.

			When Brigitte said it was time to go, Finn and Ella complained that they wanted to stay for the end of the movie. Carla adopted cop-mode, switched off the television, ejected the DVD, and said they could borrow it. ‘It’s time for Talia to go home to bed, too.’

			Rain glittered the lawn. Carla told them to wait a sec while she gathered her phone and pulled on the bluey jacket, which was a size or two too big for her.

			‘What are you doing?’ Brigitte said.

			‘Walking you to the ferry.’

			‘We’ll be right.’

			Carla gave her the same look as Aidan sometimes did — used to. Brow furrowed slightly, jaw set: not taking no for an answer; a waste of breath arguing. Did they teach that at the police academy?

			There was no answer when Carla knocked at Talia’s apartment two door’s down. Talia looked up with dewy, accepting eyes. Carla said she could sleep at her place again and they’d make pancakes for breakfast.

			The rain stopped, but it was freezing, and they huddled in their coats as they walked along The Esplanade, a new lightness in Brigitte’s step. It was karaoke night and The Old Pub was jumping. Brigitte held Ella’s hand tighter and hunched her shoulders against the raised voices and swearing of the young men smoking out the front.

			‘Evening, boys,’ Carla said as they passed.

			The bombast quieted to murmurs and sniggers.

			The rest of the street was deserted. Brigitte and Carla both looked at the Mariner’s Cove motel, but said nothing.

			The ferry’s lights swam on the water.

			‘Text Aidan to meet you at the other side,’ Carla said.

			Brigitte pulled out her phone, ready to pretend.

			‘Or your next-door neighbour.’

			Brigitte nodded, and texted Harry.

			‘And send me one when you get home.’

			An awkward moment. Should they hug? Kiss cheeks? Shake hands? ‘Thanks for dinner, Carla.’

			‘No worries.’

			The ramp was wet, and Brigitte slipped a bit as she stepped onto the ferry. Her cheeks burned from alcohol and the cold. She thought she saw Jeremy smirk and sniff the air. He placed his hands on the passenger rail and looked at the water, moonlight a golden mist on his hair.

			‘Where’s mini-me?’ he said.

			‘Phoebe? Sleepover at a friend’s.’

			Jeremy nodded. ‘Your cute cop-friend know if they’ve got anybody for the murder yet?’

			Brigitte frowned at the insolence in his voice, and shook her head. She told the kids to go sit in the passenger saloon.

			‘Taking a while.’ Jeremy looked up, his eyes glossy like green olives. He blinked and apologised for the other night, his tone returning to normal.

			She looked at him blankly.

			‘Not a good time to turn up on your doorstep.’

			Oh, the burnt-fish night.

			He turned and climbed the stairs. Carla was still standing at the ferry shelter, one hand holding Talia’s, the other in her bluey coat pocket.

			The ferry’s wail sounded particularly forlorn tonight. Ella fell asleep in Brigitte’s arms during the crossing. ‘Nice pizza,’ Finn said. ‘Better than the bought ones. You should get the recipe, Mum.’

			Harry was waiting for them on the island. She could just make out Carla and Talia still watching from the mainland.

			In the light from the telephone box, Brigitte saw there was a graze on Harry’s face, and a bandage around his left hand. ‘What happened?’

			‘Council meeting about the ferry fees. Things got a bit heated.’

			She was bemused — couldn’t imagine Harry in any kind of confrontation, least of all physical. ‘You should put some arnica on your face.’

			‘It’s fine.’ There was a sharp edge to his voice.

			Neither of them mentioned the burnt-fish night; they walked in uncomfortable silence along Seventh Parade, past the park, and across the grass strip at the cul-de-sac, Ella’s weight killing Brigitte’s back.

			‘Night,’ Harry mumbled outside his house. The TV was glowing through his front curtain.

			Once Brigitte had tucked Ella into bed, she texted Carla.

			Finn asked where Aidan was.

			‘I don’t know. Brush your teeth and go to bed, sweetie. It’s late.’

			When Finn had gone, she turned to the bottle she’d opened earlier. She took a glass of it into the bedroom with her to find the chocolate bunny she’d hidden from the kids.

			One wardrobe door and some drawers were open. Most of Aidan’s clothes were gone. Dead in the Water was on the bed, ripped to pieces. Brigitte spilt some wine as she placed her glass on the bedside table.

			She lay down among the shreds. Her teeth chattered, but she didn’t pull up the covers. And she didn’t switch off the light, or get changed. She couldn’t move.
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			The kids didn’t notice Brigitte standing in the lounge-room doorway.

			‘When is Daddy coming home?’ Ella was sitting cross-legged on the floor with a pencil in her hand, her head slumped forward, the ends of her hair skimming her colouring book.

			‘Dunno.’ Phoebe sprawled out on the couch, licking a raspberry icy pole. ‘He might not.’

			How many times did Brigitte have to tell them: no food in the lounge room?

			‘Maybe they’ll get a divorce.’

			Ella put down her pencil and looked up. ‘What’s that?’

			‘When two people argue and don’t love each other anymore and they live in different houses.’ Phoebe’s lips were stained from the icy pole; it looked like she was wearing lipstick. ‘It’s Mum’s fault. She did something bad to Aidan.’

			‘What bad thing?’ Ella said.

			Phoebe shrugged.

			‘Crashed the car?’

			‘She’s just mean.’

			‘No, she’s not,’ Finn said. He was sitting at the other end of the couch, fiddling with his shoelaces. ‘Mum just gets bored easily. Like she so wanted to move down here, but now it’s not good enough. And her perfect writing job, now she wants to be an actor like Uncle Ryan. Maybe she just got bored of Aidan?’

			‘And bored of us. I want to go with Aidan,’ Phoebe said.

			‘You can’t,’ Finn said.

			‘Why not?’

			‘Because he’s not your real dad.’

			‘So?’

			‘I’m staying with Mum,’ Finn said. Phoebe’s pink Converse sneakers touched him; he pushed them away, and she kicked him. ‘Stop it! I’m telling Mum.’

			Phoebe slapped a hand to her cheek and made a silly face that reminded Brigitte of The Scream painting. A drip of icy pole fell onto the couch. Ella threw her colouring book and pencils aside and started crying.

			Brigitte cleared her throat.

			Finn and Phoebe snapped up their heads and looked at her with owl eyes; Ella continued crying.

			‘No food in the lounge room, please, Phoebe.’

			‘You said icy poles aren’t food.’

			Brigitte gritted her teeth.

			‘We’re allowed to eat in the lounge room at Emily’s house.’

			‘Well, I’m not Emily’s mum.’

			‘No, I wish you were.’ Phoebe stood up, and bumped Brigitte as she huffed past towards her room.

			‘Don’t you do that to me!’ Brigitte yelled. ‘You’re not too big for a smack, you know.’

			‘I’ll tell Aidan. You can go to jail for hitting kids,’ she yelled back over her shoulder.

			Brigitte clenched her fists. No food in your bedroom either — she didn’t say it. She kneeled to comfort Ella, but received a kick to the chest from a little purple boot. She raised her hand, but stopped herself. Ella’s crying turned into screaming. Finn walked out of the room, towards the kitchen.

			‘No more snacks before dinner!’ Brigitte shouted over Ella’s screaming. Why the fuck had she said that? She was mean.

			She wanted to lie on the floor and lash out like Ella. She put her head in her hands, and whispered, ‘Stop. Please, just stop.’

			***

			Fuck, fuck, fuck. Brigitte hacked vegetables with a knife in need of sharpening. Fuck you, Aidan.

			Maybe she and the kids should go back to Melbourne. They’d moved to the island because it was meant to be safer. And Aidan was meant to be happier.

			They could share Ryan’s house. Or sell the property on the island, buy somewhere cheap a bit out of the city. Or rent a place. They could get a cat. She wiped her eyes.

			‘OK, Mummy?’ Ella asked.

			‘Yes, sweetie. The onion’s just hurting my eyes.’

			Ella was playing around the backdoor. There were still some of Zippy’s muddy footprints on the glass that Brigitte hadn’t gotten around to cleaning. Finn was on the Xbox, and Phoebe was probably sulking in her room.

			Brigitte scraped the vegetables into a pan to make ‘Autumn vegetable and tomato soup’ that the kids weren’t going to eat. And it was just ‘Autumn vegetable soup’, because she hadn’t bought tomatoes, thanks to Tate and Cam. She poured a glass of wine; it eased the tension in her shoulders and unclenched her jaw after just a few sips.

			Ella was chattering and hiding-and-seeking with imaginary friends. So beautiful. So innocent. She heard Joan’s voice in her head: Stop talking to yourself, Brigitte. You’re scaring me. There’s nothing there.

			Brigitte had started motherhood with one clear intention: I will never be like my mother. She’d promised herself that in the NICU, in a cloudy haze of euphoria and drugs. When the doctor removed the gavage tubes from the twins’ stomachs and said they were ready to mouth-feed, she’d refused to give in to formula milk like Joan had. Breastfeeding makes your boobs sag. Swollen with mastitis, feverish, she’d continued with needles of pain piercing her nipples.

			Ella’s birth had been a planned C-section, not quite as dramatic, but the memory was hazier. She tried to picture Aidan holding Ella just after she was born, but couldn’t. She’d lost a lot of blood; her blood pressure had dropped dangerously low. The nurses wanted to take Ella to the nursery so Brigitte could rest, but she’d refused to be separated like she had been from the twins.

			What had it been like for Joan when Brigitte was a baby? Had she ever, even momentarily, been swept away by that wave of complete, unconditional love? The only thing Brigitte knew for sure was that her birth had summoned the end of Joan’s serious acting career. It had been manageable with one child: prop them up in the corner of the casting agency during screen tests, and somebody on set, or backstage, was always happy to hold a baby for a while. She’d heard Joan tell the story many times at pubs and parties during her childhood: With two, tragically, it was impossible. You make your bed, you lie in it.

			Brigitte shivered and looked at the glass she was holding. She’d have only one tonight. Two max. Outside, the sky was blue-black with stipples of yellow, like a bruise. She told Ella to close the door — it was getting cold; she could smell rain in the air. She added stock to the pot, and stirred listlessly with a wooden spoon.

			She jumped and threw the spoon and the wine from her glass into the air — the security alarm. Fuck! Again. It must be faulty. The twins ran into the kitchen, hands over ears. Brigitte ordered the kids into the backyard. She turned off the soup and took her phone out to join them, hoping the operator from the security company would call quickly again and disarm the system.

			After three minutes that felt like thirty, an operator still hadn’t phoned. A few of the neighbours came over to sticky beak, until rain started bucketing down and they scuttled, drenched, back to their houses. Brigitte herded the kids out of the rain, onto the porch, where the noise was excruciating. Somebody would call the bloody police soon. She glanced at Harry’s house, as if he could help somehow, but his lights were off. Brigitte’s pulse accelerated. Don’t panic, don’t panic.

			Phoebe shouted at her, ‘Make it stop!’

			She ran inside, and rifled through the kitchen drawers for the EG Home Security business card, squashing her thumb as she slammed a drawer shut.

			She called the number from the middle of the yard, in the rain, so she could hear the operator. The operator disarmed the alarm and told Brigitte they hadn’t received a message from her system to respond. Odd. The operator had never known this to happen before — something must have gone wrong; she’d send somebody out to have a look first thing in the morning.

			Brigitte stepped onto the porch — clothes and hair dripping — and asked for the system to be permanently disarmed, disabled, deleted, whatever.

			‘But protecting your property is more important than ever right now,’ the operator said. ‘The economy is in turmoil, times are tough financially, which means the crime rate will rise. People who would normally not think of committing crimes will do so just to make ends meet. An EG Home Security intrusion alarm detector system is necessary in homes —’

			‘Just disconnect it.’ She was shaking; her ears were ringing. ‘Please.’

			‘Are you sure? Crimes are happening in places where they would normally not occur, even in areas with a low —’

			‘I’m sure!’

			‘You might like to take some time to think about it, Mrs Serra.’ A pause. ‘You’ve entered into a contract agreement with a term of three years with monthly payments of seventy-four dollars with GST, which includes all cablings and fixings. You will need to pay the total payment, being $2644, in full before we can annul your contract —’

			‘That sounds a bit illegal. I’ll have to ask my husband, Detective Senior Sergeant Serra, to have a look into that.’

			A pause, some keyboard tapping.

			‘I’ll speak with my manager and …’ A voice in the background. ‘We’ll send you the necessary forms to cancel your contract.’

			‘You do that.’

			‘Is there anything else we can help you with, Mrs Serra?’

			***

			Brigitte stuck on a smile as she ate her soup; it tasted like dishwater. She ground lots of pepper into her bowl, and told the kids to eat from around the edges and to blow because it was hot.

			Phoebe kept her head lowered but gave her a You’re so stupid, Mum look from under her long eyelashes.

			‘Tomatoes would have definitely improved the flavour,’ Brigitte said.

			Finn nodded and piled his soup with grated parmesan. Ella slurped hers, burnt her lips, and screwed up her face.

			‘Would anybody like some bread?’ Nobody answered, but she got up to get some anyway.

			Ella scratched at a mosquito bite on her arm.

			‘It might be a flea bite,’ Phoebe said. ‘In the Black Death, fleas bit the rats and then they bit the people and the people got the plague and died.’

			‘Stop it, Phoebe,’ Brigitte said.

			‘“Ring Around the Rosies” is about all the people dying. It’s not “A tissue, a tissue, we all fall down”; it’s meant to be “Ashes, ashes …”’

			Ella started bawling.

			‘“We all fall down”, ’cause everybody died.’

			‘I said, “Stop it”. Please!’

			Brigitte’s phone rang. It better not be the fucking security company ringing back. She slammed her spoon on the table, and told the kids to be quiet. Aidan. Her heart skipped.

			‘Heard there was a false alarm over there. Again,’ he said.

			She went into the lounge room so she could hear over the kids. ‘Ella accidentally tripped the security system.’ A silly laugh escaped her lips.

			‘You know we have to pay if services get called out?’

			‘Don’t worry, nobody was called.’ He’d said we.

			‘Kids OK?’

			She nodded and swallowed, sure he could hear them bickering in the kitchen. ‘Haven’t found a flat?’

			‘Not yet.’

			‘You staying at Ray’s?’

			‘Yeah.’ A pause. ‘Sorry for ruining your book. Shouldn’t have done that.’ His deep voice was soothing. Rational. Normal. Hard to imagine him tearing a book to shreds.

			‘It wasn’t a good book.’ She heard a radio turned down low, the beat of windscreen wipers. ‘Where are you?’

			‘Looking for a stolen car.’

			She glanced into the kitchen.

			‘Aidan …’

			‘What?’

			I love you. ‘Nothing.’

			‘Gotta go. I’ll come see the kids next weekend.’

			Weekend dad. How could this have happened? I’m sorry.

			In the kitchen, Finn was trowelling butter onto a slice of bread, Phoebe was scowling into her bowl, and Ella was still crying. Brigitte walked around to Ella’s chair, and crouched to comfort her. She shot Phoebe a Very disappointed with you look.

			As Ella exhaled, a snot bubble formed and was sucked back into her nose as she inhaled. ‘Wasn’t a accident.’

			She felt Ella’s heart beating as fast as a bird’s.

			‘Phoebe said if the alarm went off,’ she said between sobs, ‘Daddy might get worried and come home.’

			***

			After the kids were in bed, Brigitte poured a fourth glass of wine. Tomorrow, she’d really have only one or two, when her nerves weren’t shot from alarm bells. She sat at the kitchen table with the rain on the roof, and the radio for company.

			The residents of Raymond Island have defeated the East Gippsland Shire’s plan to hike up ferry charges.

			‘Hear, hear,’ Brigitte raised her glass to the radio.

			The mayor said it’s incumbent on the Shire to be financially sustainable. They were testing the waters, so to speak, about the level of user-pays that is sustainable in the community as well. The community reaction was swift and staunch, and persuasive personal narratives were heard at last week’s meeting.

			Brigitte sniggered.

			Police were called when tempers flared between island residents and mainlanders.

			Brigitte shook her head and thought about Harry’s bandaged hand.

			The good people of Raymond Island have presented a very loud and clear message about their feelings on the proposed fee increase.

			‘The ferry’s our pride and joy,’ said fisherman Jim Woodward. ‘It’s our road, our only road home.’

			Nice sentiments, Jim.

			The program was interrupted with breaking news of a police chase on the Princes Highway that had ended in tragedy.

			Brigitte walked across to the breakfast bar to better hear.

			A police officer has died, and two youths have been airlifted to the Alfred Hospital after their allegedly stolen car ran off the road during a high-speed car chase on the outskirts of Bairnsdale just over two hours ago. Police and paramedics tried to resuscitate the police officer, the sole occupant in the pursuing unmarked vehicle, which crashed into a tree, but the officer died at the scene. A police spokesperson said there was no report on the extent of the youths’ injuries as yet.

			Time stopped for a moment. Brigitte glanced at Aidan’s roster on the fridge. His arvo shift should have ended two hours ago. Ice water surged through her entire body.

			We’ll have more details for you as they come to hand. But right now, here’s a song from the guy whose name everybody has trouble pronouncing, ‘Somebody That I Used to Know.’

			She turned down the radio and phoned Aidan. She tried to hold herself up against the sink, but her legs turned to jelly and she slid down the cupboard. Her backside hit the floor and a bolt of pain shot up her spine as her call went to voicemail. She tried Ray’s. Nothing. She heard the ferry moan as it headed towards the mainland.

			It was dark out, starless, but she pictured shattered windscreen glass and red-and-blue light glittering the highway. It would be wet and very cold on the road. Would this — the waiting — be a memory, frozen in time, no matter how hard she would want to forget it? Why am I thinking about forgetting when there’s nothing to remember? Nothing has happened. Aidan was at Ray’s, drinking beer and watching some crap on TV to obliterate his day. He just hadn’t heard the phone, or had ignored it. She’d try again, and then she’d call the station. In a minute. Not yet. She couldn’t move.

			She had so many things she needed to tell Aidan. How the girls loved him so much it almost broke her heart. Sorry. And how Finn needed a father, a male role model. Sorry. And she had this mole on her back that she couldn’t see properly in the mirror — could he take a look and tell her if it had changed. Sorry. She stared at the worn left knee of her jeans. Why did all her jeans wear out in the same spot? Sorry, sorry, sorry.
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			The back door slid, footsteps across the kitchen. Brigitte hauled herself up as Aidan rounded the breakfast bar.

			He dropped his gym bag, glanced at the radio, and said, with the wrong timbre in his voice, ‘It was Ray.’ There were stains on his clothing the sombre colours of his Rothko Four Darks in Red — he’d been to the accident scene.

			She shook her head slowly as she wrapped her arms around him. She felt his ribs through his cold, damp shirt. They clung to each other for a while before he pushed her away gently and went to the bathroom. She leaned against the breakfast bar staring at the photos on the wall, wishing she could step back into that petrol-blue wedding dress and press ‘Play’ again from there.

			The shower ran for a long time, steam and the aroma of vanilla-bean soap slid from under the door. She tried Carla’s number. No answer. She left a message bubbling on about how sorry she was; call if there was anything she needed. Should have said nothing — there were no appropriate words. When the water stopped, she heard Aidan put his clothes into the washing machine.

			He came out with a towel around his waist, and padded to the bedroom. She followed, and lay beside him on the bed. After a while, he said, ‘My shift was nearly over, so Ray said he’d go.’

			She reached for his hand.

			‘He was in the middle of the car, the windscreen, his eyes were open, but his head … Sorry.’

			‘It’s OK. You have to tell somebody, Aid. Tell me.’

			He hesitated, and then it poured out: ‘So much blood.’

			She laced her fingers through his, and squeezed tight.

			‘It reminded me of Drew Borchardt. And for a second, I imagined I saw Laurie Hunt in the driver’s seat.’

			She looked into his eyes, saw the monster there, and for a moment thought she’d caught its tail.

			He flipped to talking about Maree Carver. ‘She was almost decapitated.’

			Red light on glass.

			‘And at the Carver crime scene — Maree must have been held down and bled out like an animal at an abattoir, same as Zippy. That’s why there was no spatter pattern from severed arteries, just stains from a big pool of blood.’ He was shivering. ‘At Laurie Hunt’s, there was so much of it. And then when they took off Hunt’s balaclava and I saw …’

			‘Talk to me, Aid.’

			‘I can’t. I can’t breathe.’

			‘You’re OK.’ She placed a hand low on his stomach. ‘Try to breathe from here. In through your nose, out through your mouth.’ She counted slowly, watching the rising and falling of her hand become less erratic. At 150, he had his breathing under control.

			She cradled him like a baby in her arms, with the sensation of holding sand, or light. When he’d found some peace in falling asleep, she moved to get up and turn off the lights.

			He reached out. ‘Please don’t leave me.’

			They slept with the lights on.
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			In the morning, he was gone again. But he’d be back — he’d left his clothes drying on the line, and his gym bag next to the bed. When Brigitte moved the bag, a black notebook fell from the front pocket.

			She glanced over her shoulder, and opened it.

			17 March

			Might not be sick after all. Not physically, anyway. Found this website called Beyond Blue. They have these forums. They say keeping a journal is supposed to help, write things down, thoughts and feelings. Dear Diary, stupid, but here goes.

			Should be at the pub drinking green beer instead of doing this. Took the kids across earlier for dinner. They’re in bed now and I feel bad about getting angry with them over nagging for lemonade. Brigitte’s in Melbourne because her brother tried to top himself, and her pop died.

			Physical: Heart palpitations, odd aches and pains, shakes, coldness/numbness usually in my arms. Hard to believe it’s crazy mental and there’s not something physically wrong. My heart, a brain tumour, or maybe lung cancer?

			Emotional: Scared, angry, always on edge, on guard, a constant uneasiness that some disaster is about to occur. Sometimes I feel weird in a way that’s hard to describe exactly: detached, like watching from outside my body. Last week I was thinking about everything while driving and didn’t notice I was going in the wrong direction.

			The nightmares and the flashbacks are the worst. I see the victims I couldn’t help when I was in Homicide. I see Drew Borchardt crawling across the floor of Laurie Hunt’s kitchen, blood pouring from the gaping gunshot wounds to his face. He reaches out a hand. Blood runs down it. He keeps crawling towards me, begging for help, but I can’t move. I’m helpless. More blood runs like little rivers along the joins of the tiles. And then they take off Hunt’s balaclava. The bullets hit at a very odd angle. It looked like a partial decapitation. Should have only fired once. Not ready to talk about that. This is what I signed up for. I should be able to deal with it.

			Sometimes the flashbacks are not flashbacks. I can’t explain, but they are real. Hallucinations? This has happened before (after Laurie Hunt), but not for a long time. I saw Brigitte’s face on Maree Carver’s body in the water. And when I looked a second time, it was Phoebe’s face.

			21 March

			I no longer sleep like a normal person. I wake constantly and can’t breathe, can’t get air into my lungs, like there’s a weight on my chest. I feel frightened when I can’t stand it when the house is totally dark. I lie awake listening to every sound and wonder what it is. I have this compulsion to get up and make sure no one has broken in, and the house is secured and the kids and Brigitte are safe.

			I got a good security system installed, but still don’t feel safe. The alarm went off in the middle of the night. Brigitte or one of the kids set it off somehow. Maybe it was a dream (or hallucination), but I swear I saw an intruder running out of the house.

			I know I should see a shrink, but I can’t — they’d medicate me, or make me do something stupid like hypnotherapy. They Police would take away my gun and badge. Goodbye career (what’s left of it). Can’t do my job properly, but don’t know how to do anything else. Can’t even find who killed my own dog.

			Brigitte suspects a link between Zippy and the Carver file. I can’t look her in the eye, but more because she lied to me: told me straight up that nothing happened with that slimy prick Matt Elery in Melbourne.

			Drinking too much. And smoking. When she smells it on my breath, Brigitte says nothing, just does that thing where she twists up her mouth and nose. It used to remind me of Samantha in Bewitched. Now it’s just annoying and condescending.

			These Beyond Blue forums also discuss exposure therapy (something about revisiting the bad memories. Facing your fears, which would be pretty hard because I’m afraid of everything these days. I am weak, hopeless).

			Good Friday

			Made love with Brigitte last night. Felt like things were back to normal, but I know she was just pretending. Probably thinking of Elery.

			I can’t explain it, but I need to find a way back home. Not home as in place, but how we were before Laurie Hunt. I’m scared we’ve come too far from there.

			Can’t stop thinking about getting my gun, or the gun in the safe. There, I said it. This journal had better be helping. Would never do it, of course. Cowardly. Selfish. To those who would discover. To the kids. To Brigitte. I still love her even though I know she doesn’t love me anymore. Who would?

			Sometimes I feel so sad I want to cry to let it all out. Other times I’m so angry I think I could hurt Brigitte. I’ve dreamed of hurting her. I am terrified that I will hurt her, or our beautiful kids. I need to protect them, but I’m worried they’re in more danger if I’m around. Whatever I do is wrong.

			If only there could be no choice: just an incident, an accident. And it would all be over. A coward’s thoughts. I am a COWARD.

			Exercise used to make me feel better. I go to the gym, and I run and run, but now I CAN’T GET AWAY FROM IT. Whatever the fuck IT is.

			Williams thinks I’m losing it. I made the mistake of sharing with him my hunch about mistaken identity in the Carver file. Now he says I’m not to be involved in any way with that investigation. I don’t trust him and

			‘What’s that?’ Ella burst into the room.

			‘Nothing.’ Brigitte snapped the notebook shut.

			She’d known something was wrong. She must have. How long? Laurie Hunt? Aidan had seemed to get better for a while after that. Since they’d moved here? Maree Carver? Matt Elery? It was hard to remember the beginning. Beginnings are sudden but amorphous — shifty; you don’t recognise them at the time, can only see them blurred in unreliable hindsight. She’d been busy with the kids, work, and her own problems. She’d let it slide.

			Even Carla knew — that’s why she’d told her that story about her ex, but Brigitte had been too self-absorbed to take any notice. Too obsessed with Matt’s stupid book at the time. Why didn’t she have any gears between conclusion-jumping and denial? She’d learnt at a young age — from the master — that denial was an easy pill to swallow. The long-term side effects, not so simple. Your father just has a cold. Chin up, Brigitte, you have to be strong, people are watching. Put the bottles in a bag before you throw them in the bin, so the neighbours don’t see. I’m not crying, I’ve just got something in my eye.

			She saw eight-year-old Brigitte standing against the wall in the kitchen of the old pink house in Brunswick, looking at Joan, drunk, slumped over the laminex table. She didn’t want to wake her, in case she lashed out and hurt her, or vomited everywhere and she’d have to clean it up and keep it a secret. But what if her mother died and she hadn’t done anything to help? She was scared; her legs were shaking and she needed to pee. Ryan was in his room, crying. She wanted their dad back. It was all up to her to take responsibility for something that was way beyond her control.

			When eight-year-old Brigitte had finally summoned enough courage to move off the wall and approach her mother at the table, Joan had sat up, reached for her brandy, swore as she’d spilt it, and then licked it off her hand.

			Brigitte pushed away the childhood memory, present issues suddenly far more pressing.

			‘You got something in your eye, Mummy?’ Ella said.

			Brigitte shook her head, put the notebook away, and pretended to straighten things in a drawer.
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			The TV reporter said: East Gippsland is in mourning for a highly respected and much-loved police officer killed when a high-speed car chase went wrong. Bairnsdale Detective Sergeant Raymond Perry, thirty-nine, died after his vehicle struck a tree, and police and paramedics were unable to revive him. A photograph of Ray in uniform lit up the screen. Two youths involved were allegedly under the influence of the drug ice when their car ran off the road. The car was allegedly stolen after the youths broke into a home in Bairnsdale. The offenders were hospitalised with critical injuries. Back to the reporter. Methamphetamine has been a factor in five road deaths out of twenty fatal accidents in the region in the past year. A community forum on ice use is being held in Bairnsdale next month, following similar crisis meetings in other regional centres. This incident also again raises the issue of whether police should engage in such dangerous chase situations.

			Also in East Gippsland, police continue their search for the killer of celebrity chef Maree Carver whose body was found —

			Brigitte muted the sound with the remote and turned Ella away from the TV news as she dried her hair.

			‘Can you do it like yours?’ Ella asked, looking up at the towel turbaned around Brigitte’s head.

			She tried to twist Ella’s hair up, but the towel refused to stay in place.

			‘Will Daddy be home tonight?’

			She buttoned Ella’s Tweety Bird pyjamas. ‘I’ll ring him again as soon as you’re in bed.’ She pulled her little body close, and nuzzled her hair. The smells of clean, and vanilla, filled her nose.

			‘Let’s go brush your teeth.’ She led Ella to the bathroom.

			Phoebe didn’t come when she was called, of course. Brigitte had to yell three more times before she did as she was told and got ready for bed. She refused to put on pyjamas, so Brigitte threw up her arms and told her to sleep in her bloody clothes.

			Ella had bagsed Finn’s bed while he was sleeping over at his friend Luca Buchanan’s house. Finn had said he didn’t mind, and Phoebe had looked up from her iPod and said ‘whatever’.

			Ella chose a bedtime book: Just Me and My Dad. Brigitte suggested something else, something Phoebe might like to listen to as well, but Ella insisted on Just Me and My Dad. The bed frame rocked as Phoebe turned in the top bunk to face the wall.

			Ella fell asleep while Brigitte was reading, and Brigitte nodded off next to her with the book open across her chest.

			Knock. Knock. Brigitte opened her eyes. The back door? Knock. In a sleep-haze, she wondered why Aidan was knocking; had he forgotten his keys? She sat up and whacked her head, still in the towel turban, on the top bunk.

			She tossed the towel over a chair as she stumbled through the house, rubbing her eyes. They’d left the lights on. In the glass door, she saw her hair sticking out like Medusa’s snakes. Harry was standing on the porch, holding a bunch of flowers that looked a little worse for wear. He was eyeing the ground, shuffling from foot to foot. She glanced at the clock above the sink: just after midnight. She frowned and slid open the door. Something made her leave the security door locked.

			‘It’s late, Harry.’ She tried to smooth her hair, and fiddled with the zip of her Hello Kitty onesie, made sure it was done up as high as it could go.

			‘Yeah, I know, but I saw ya lights on.’

			There was alcohol on his breath, and dirt on his jacket.

			‘I came to apologise.’ He held out the flowers, a goofy smile on his face. ‘For the other night.’

			She crossed her arms. ‘Don’t worry about it.’

			‘Yeah, maybe. Lucky thoughts don’t count, but.’ He hiccupped.

			Tate bubbled to mind. Yes, lucky.

			‘Sorry, mate.’

			He looked sad and pathetic: good old Harry, her friend, being silly. She knew all about silly. She uncrossed her arms, unlocked the three locks, and opened the door.

			Harry stepped inside and proffered the flowers, telling her he’d had another date that hadn’t worked out. She clocked the bandage on his left hand, the graze on his face, his yellow hi-vis beanie.

			‘Shit news about Ray Perry.’

			She sighed and nodded.

			‘Kiss You All Over’. They both looked at her phone shimmying on the breakfast bar. Aidan? Brigitte rushed across to it. ‘Unknown caller’ on the screen. She hesitated, glancing at the time again, before she answered.

			‘Brig.’ The line was crackly.

			‘Aid, whose phone is this?’

			‘Doesn’t matter. And it’s nearly dead so —’

			‘Are you all right? Where are you?’ It sounded like he was driving.

			‘On my way back from Melbourne. ’Bout an hour —’ Static. ‘… this thing called familial DNA matching.’

			‘What are you talking about?’

			‘Just listen to me. You can’t do it on the National database, but some jurisdictions have the ability within their own systems.’ He was talking too fast. ‘I got an old mate to try a familial search on the state system for me. And it matched. It fucking matched.’

			Not rational. Not normal. Easy to imagine him tearing Matt’s book to pieces. ‘What matched?’

			‘The human DNA in the blood mixture on Zippy and at the Carver crime scene.’

			Her heart lost a beat, and she felt hot.

			‘Both samples matched Laurie Hunt.’

			And then cold. Fuck, he’d completely lost it, must have been seeing dead people again. She should have organised crisis counselling, shouldn’t have let him leave the house. ‘Don’t be silly, Aid.’ She struggled to keep her voice calm. ‘You know Laurie Hunt’s dead.’ She sounded like a kindergarten teacher: You know there’s no such thing as monsters.

			‘I don’t have time to explain it. I’ve called the Water Police and the Coast Guard. Stay inside the house, somebody will come up to get you and the kids.’ More static.

			Oh God. Tomorrow’s headline: Crazy cop’s hoax call costs taxpayers thousands.

			‘And make sure the alarm system’s turned on.’

			‘But —’

			‘Just do as I say. And get the gun.’

			‘Aidan, you’re scaring me.’

			‘I’ll be there as soon as —’ The phone died.

			Harry asked what was up. She looked at his flowers still clutched in her hand; they were trembling. ‘Something’s wrong with Aid.’

			Ella raced across the kitchen towards her, sobbing. Not another bad dream?

			She dumped the flowers on the table, crouched and squeezed Ella’s arms — too tightly. Ella pulled away, complaining that Brigitte was hurting her. ‘Just a bad dream. Now let’s get you back into bed.’

			Ella shook her head. ‘Phoebe’s not in bed.’

			‘Yes, she is. You can’t see her in the top bunk from down the bottom.’

			‘I climbed up.’

			Brigitte frowned, she didn’t have time for this; she needed to call the station, and to help find Aidan, somehow.

			‘Phoebe’s gone.’

			‘Stop being silly, Ella.’

			Ella screamed that she wasn’t being silly.

			Brigitte glanced at Harry as she stood.

			Ella wasn’t fibbing: Phoebe’s bed was empty. Brigitte climbed the ladder and flung back the doona, just to be sure. She must be in the bathroom.

			Harry called out, asking if Phoebe was there. She couldn’t answer. She swayed, and in the bathroom mirror saw her face turn white. Ella clinging to her leg like a starfish sucked her back. She scooped her up, ignoring the pain it caused, and flew back into the kitchen. Harry told her not to get in a tizz yet; he’d have a look around outside while she searched the rest of the house.

			Breathe. Don’t panic. Brigitte sat Ella at the table with a mug of cold Milo. The kid always jumps out from behind the clothing rack. But it was late this time.

			Harry had left the back door ajar. Thank God the rain had stopped. At least Phoebe wouldn’t be wet out wherever she was. But she’d be cold. Brigitte hugged herself, rubbing her upper arms, trying to remember what Phoebe had been wearing. Pink Converse sneakers? She couldn’t think what else. She had a flash of explaining to the police that she couldn’t even recall what her missing daughter had been wearing, and why she hadn’t been in her pyjamas so late at night.

			Maybe Phoebe was hiding in a cupboard? Brigitte and Ryan used to do that to scare Joan when they were little, but they usually got bored of hiding before Joan even noticed they were missing.

			She searched the house twice, looking in cupboards, under beds, behind chairs, couches. Everywhere. Oh, my Phoebe, my little Phoebe, where are you? Not here.

			Harry came back inside, shaking his head, his face pink and his hair like a cockatoo’s crest from the wind. ‘You don’t think Aid could’ve had something to do with —’

			‘Don’t be silly.’ She wasn’t going to admit that the thought had crossed her mind.

			Ella tugged at Brigitte’s onesie.

			‘What!’

			‘Please don’t be angry.’ Ella produced from her pyjama pocket a piece of paper. Phoebe’s handwriting.

			‘Where was this?’

			‘On Phoebe’s bed.’

			Mummy I luv you more than the world but tired of you and Aidan fighting and you always angry at me. Going to my friend’s house. Don’t worry. Luv Phoebe xo.

			Some relief. Brigitte called Emily and Josh’s house. Phoebe wasn’t there. Ring Carla? No, the station. Her phone rang before she’d found the number in her ‘Contacts’. It was Sarah, Luca Buchanan’s mum, apologising for ringing so late, but Finn was distraught.

			Finn: ‘Phoebe’s in the water, Mum.’

			Icy panic. ‘What?’

			‘That feeling.’

			She could hear the call-waiting tone.

			‘The twin feeling. Or a dream,’ he said.

			‘A dream?’

			‘I don’t know, I don’t know.’

			‘Shh. Phoebe’s OK.’ Her voice was scratchy. ‘Be a good boy now, and go back to bed for Sarah.’

			‘But Mum —’

			‘Please, Finn. I have to go. I love you.’

			She took the incoming call, and went outside, closing the door behind her. Her legs wobbled, almost gave way, but she made it to the porch couch. Steve Williams on the line.

			‘Have you found Phoebe?’ she said.

			‘What?’

			Without taking a breath, she blurted to Steve everything that had happened. He cut her off, told her to calm down; it sounded like Phoebe had just gone to a friend’s house.

			‘But she’s not at her best friend’s house, and nobody else has called me.’ Nobody had called because Phoebe hadn’t made it to her friend’s house. She thought of Zippy, of Maree Carver. Phoebe’s in the water, Mum. Very cold. Oh God, oh God, oh God. It was all her fault — how hadn’t she heard Phoebe sneaking out and woken up? She wheezed, no air in her lungs.

			‘I want you to take some deep breaths, Brigitte. Can you do that for me?’ Steve said.

			She nodded and tried. It hurt.

			‘Don’t worry, we’ll find Phoebe.’ Steve’s voice was calm and reassuring, and she was able to get her breathing under control, back in her diaphragm.

			‘Are Ella and Finn with you?’ Steve asked.

			She glanced into the kitchen; it looked like Ella and Harry were playing a game or singing a song.

			‘Ella’s here, Finn’s having a sleepover at his friend’s house.’

			‘Friend’s name?’

			‘Luca Buchanan.’

			‘Is Aidan home?’

			‘No. He had to do some work in Melbourne.’

			‘Don’t know anything about that.’

			‘He just called, said all this weird stuff. I’m really worried about him, Steve.’

			‘What kind of weird stuff?’

			‘Familial DNA testing or something. Do you know what that is?’

			‘Not really. Not something we use in Australia.’

			‘He said he’d called out the Water Police and the Coast Guard.’

			‘How long ago was this?’

			‘Half an hour.’

			Some typing. ‘It’s all right,’ Steve said. ‘No calls have been logged to those services.’

			‘And, Steve, he was talking about Laurie Hunt.’

			A pause. ‘Hang on a sec.’

			He put her on hold for what seemed like an hour.

			‘Sorry. Another urgent call. Don’t worry, Brigitte. We’ve teed up some counselling for Aidan. He’ll be OK. Right now our priority is Phoebe.’

			She nodded.

			‘And Brigitte. We have another problem.’

			The wind blew through the eucalypts at the fence-line.

			‘Is Harry there?’ he said.

			‘Yes.’

			‘Can he hear you?’

			‘No, I’m outside. Why?’

			‘I want you to answer casually yes or no when I ask this question.’ Steve’s tone wasn’t calm and reassuring — it was measured. A tone used for keeping things under control — dealing with victims or the suicidal, hostage negotiation: those on the edge. Something had happened to Phoebe. He knew, but wasn’t going to tell her. Not over the phone.

			‘Brigitte? Can you do that?’

			An involuntary sob; she swallowed it. ‘Yes.’

			‘Is Harry inside the house?’

			‘Yes, but —’

			‘Brigitte, listen to me. Harry’s in the house and you’re out on the porch where he can’t hear you, is that correct?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘It’s very important for you to stay calm, all right? Can you do that for me?’

			‘Steve, what’s wrong?’

			‘I need for you and Ella to get off the island —’

			‘But Aidan said —’

			‘— without alerting Harry that something is wrong.’

			‘What the fuck is wrong?’ She stood up. ‘Are you at the station? Is Carla there? Can I speak to Carla?’

			‘Calm down and listen to me.’ Policeman’s voice. ‘Somebody’s calling Jeremy to get the ferry going for you. He’ll be there soon.’

			‘What about Phoebe?’

			‘Officers are starting a search for her as we speak.’

			‘Tell me what’s going on, Steve.’

			He drew a breath, as if trying to decide how much to reveal.

			‘Is it something to do with Maree Carver?’

			Another inhalation. ‘I had forensics run a further check on evidence found on Harry’s boat. They found traces of Maree’s DNA.’

			She heard Harry and Ella singing ‘Ring Around the Rosies’.

			‘Brigitte? Brigitte, are you there?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘A tissue, a tissue, we all fall down.’

			‘When I hang up,’ Steve said, ‘I want you to go back inside and tell Harry nice as pie that Jeremy’s been woken up to take the ferry across so the police can come over and look for Phoebe. All right?’

			She nodded.

			‘Brigitte, are you listening?’

			She was staring at Ella and Harry. Ashes, ashes … ‘Yes.’

			‘Ask Harry if he could walk to Jeremy’s house to check that he hasn’t gone back to sleep. While Harry’s doing that, you and Ella get to the ferry as fast as you can.’

			‘It’s a long walk to Jeremy’s.’

			‘That’s the point. To buy some time.’

			That’s never going to work.

			Steve repeated his instructions slowly, emphasising that she mention the police were coming, and asked if she was clear on the plan.

			‘Yes.’ She looked up at the stars.

			‘You’ll be right, I promise. He won’t try anything if he knows we’re on our way. I’ll be waiting in Paynesville for you.’

			She hung up, went inside, and held out her arms for Ella.

			Ella shook her head. ‘I’m playing with Harry.’

			‘Come over here, please.’

			‘Found Phoebe?’ Harry said.

			Brigitte swallowed; her mouth was dry. ‘Police are looking for her. That was Steve Williams.’ Her words seemed to be coming too slowly, from far away, echoing in her head. ‘Steve’s called Jeremy to start up the ferry so they can come across and search the island, too. The police.’

			She tried to read Harry’s face, couldn’t.

			‘Steve woke Jeremy up when he called,’ she added, hoping Harry was still drunk enough not to notice the cracks in her voice. Or was he pretending? Did he know where Phoebe was? Had he done something to her? ‘Could you do me a favour?’

			He nodded.

			She cleared her throat and held her voice together. ‘I’m worried that Jeremy might go back to sleep. Could you please walk over to his house and check on him?’

			‘Why didn’t Steve call the Water Police?’

			‘I don’t know, Harry.’

			Did his eyes darken? ‘Or the coppers could just borrow a boat to get across.’

			‘I don’t think Steve knows how to drive a boat.’

			‘Want me to take my boat across to get him?’ He slid his hands deep into his coat pockets.

			Was the knife in there? You need an Uncle Henry fillet knife, mate. She took a step backwards, pushing Ella behind her. ‘No, you’ve been drinking. Can’t drive either.’

			‘Bit of a walk to Jeremy’s.’

			She wrung her hands; she knew this wouldn’t work. Had to change tactics. Primeval lore — it’s all she could think of. She struggled to remember how she’d tricked punters back at the Gold Bar into paying her before she’d removed her clothes. Not with Gorgon hair, no make-up, and a Hello Kitty onesie. She pivoted the toes of her left foot and slowly circled the ankle; Harry looked at it. When he ran his eyes back up her body, she teased a finger along her collar and blinked a slow blink.

			Now that she had Harry’s complete attention, she said, in a fairy floss voice, ‘I’m really worried about Phoebe, the ferry will be quickest.’ She moistened her top lip with her tongue. ‘Can you please just check on Jeremy for me?’

			‘All right.’

			Ella asked if she could go with Harry.

			‘No. Go put on a jacket and some shoes.’

			‘What for?’

			‘Your feet must be cold.’

			When Harry left, Brigitte watched him through the bathroom window. How the fuck had he fallen for that? It must be a trick; he was playing games with them. As soon as his hi-vis beanie melted into darkness at the top of the driveway, she rushed to the bedroom. She twisted the safe’s combination lock. Stop shaking! The safe didn’t open. Fuck! Had Aidan told her the wrong numbers? She tried again. The lock opened. She lifted out the pistol case, laid it on the bed, and lifted the lid.

			She stared into the empty foam interior. Harry didn’t need a knife, because she’d told him where the fucking gun was. ‘Fuck. Fuck.’ But how could he have worked out the code? She rubbed her face. ‘Fuck!’

			Ella was standing in the doorway, watching.

			‘Sorry, sweetie.’ Brigitte swallowed — there was no saliva — and in a scratchy That’s amazing what you did at kinder today voice said, ‘Let’s go see Jeremy now. We’re going to run as fast as we can so we don’t miss the ferry.’ She pulled her coat from the wardrobe and slipped it on over her onesie, shoving her phone into a pocket.

			‘Harry coming, too?’

			‘No, sweetie.’

			‘What about Phoebe?’

			‘Phoebe’s OK. The police are going to find her.’

			‘Where’s Daddy?’

			‘He’ll be OK, too. Let’s hurry.’

			Brigitte slid her bare feet into the pair of old boots she’d left on the porch and piggy-backed Ella, leaving the house open and the lights on.

			Brigitte’s back ached under Ella’s weight, and without socks the boots gave her instant blisters. At the top of the driveway, she turned left and headed towards Fifth Parade.

			‘We’re going the wrong way, Mummy.’

			Harry could be waiting somewhere, expecting them to take the usual route via the cul-de-sac, and past the park.

			She stopped to catch her breath at the first jetty, and saw the ferry’s red and white lights shimmering on the water. Thank God.

			As she adjusted her grip on Ella, she looked up. They were too late. Harry was sitting in the island-side control compartment, above the sign that said: Users must follow the directions of the ferry operator at all times. You couldn’t miss his hi-vis beanie.
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			‘Change of plan, sweetie,’ Brigitte said as she turned back and headed to the little tin boat upended at the water’s edge, near where the forensic scientists had found Maree Carver’s bloodstains and the tree had glowed with luminol. She glanced over her shoulder at Harry. It was hard to tell, but he appeared to be looking in the direction of the park.

			‘We’re going to take a boat.’ Brigitte lowered Ella to the ground next to the old tinny.

			‘But you’re scared of the water, Mummy.’

			She hesitated, looked at the first jetty, but the feeling of near-drowning was now like a long-ago dream she could barely remember. ‘Not anymore.’ She threw off her coat, and slid her hands under a side of the tinny, hoping to God — or anything else that could help them — that the oars were inside.

			Her back spasmed, seized. White-hot pain. No, no, no, not now. Why hadn’t she had it seen to? She dropped to her knees. Objects receded to dizzy outlines. Sepia. Black.

			She tasted dirt, and heard Ella crying.

			Hands against knees, she pushed herself up. There was a crunch in her spine. She took a few steps around in a circle. It was OK. The pain was bearable.

			Her back held up as she flipped the tinny over. Millipedes, worms, and God knows what else wriggled to deeper hiding places. She dragged and pushed the boat — no motor, but oars attached to the insides — to the water, kicked off her boots, and helped Ella scramble in. She ran back for her phone in the coat, and then waded a metre or so out before climbing-falling into the wobbly boat. Her phone went overboard; she reached for it, too late, and swore as it drowned in the strait.

			‘Don’t worry. Just remember: red, right, return, Mummy,’ Ella said, as if they were going on a picnic. ‘So we can find our way back.’

			‘OK, sweetie. Red, right, return.’ Wasn’t that the wrong way around? She saw water bubbling through a little hole in the port, no, starboard — whatever side. Any fucking port in a fucking storm. She gnawed her lip and started rowing, in a fashion.

			‘Brigitte! Up here!’

			She missed the water with her oar stroke as she turned her face to the ferry. Jeremy?

			‘It’s all right. I’ve knocked Harry out.’

			She squinted and could just make out the silhouettes of Harry slumped at the controls and Jeremy climbing down the stairs.

			Brigitte and Ella hadn’t gotten very far; she stabbed the oar into the strait’s floor and pushed the tinny back to shore.

			‘First-class passengers this way,’ Jeremy winked as they stepped aboard.

			‘Did you get the gun off Harry?’

			Jeremy nodded and smiled. ‘All taken care of.’

			Brigitte wanted to kiss him. She held onto the thighs of her Hello Kitty onesie, heavy with water, and rushed into the passenger saloon, closing the door against the icy wind. She and Ella slumped on the seat, cuddling, teeth chattering.

			It was almost over. All Jeremy had to do now was get them to the other side — five minutes max.

			Phoebe would get such a shock when police knocked on the door of whichever friend’s house she’d gone to. Brigitte wouldn’t be too angry. She was going to try harder with her, be a better mother. And a better partner for Aidan. She’d help him to get better. She’d see a doctor, too: for her back again, and maybe other … issues. If she could face the water, surely she could brave a doctor visit. No more lies — to Aidan or to herself.

			All the times Harry had sat drinking with her at the kitchen table, all the times he’d watched the kids. Waiting? How could she have been such a poor judge of character? She shuddered, not yet able to reconcile what Harry had done to Maree Carver, to Zippy, and almost … Don’t think about that now. Save it for the doctor.

			She walked over to see if she could lock the door from the inside — no. Please hurry up, Jeremy. She returned to the seat and pulled Ella onto her lap, kissing the top of her head. The ramp folded up, and the ferry started cranking across the strait. A crescent moon illuminated the vehicles and dark figures — police, she hoped, waiting for Harry — moving about near the Paynesville ferry shelter. Steve must be over there somewhere.

			Just over halfway across the strait, the ferry gave a sad kind of whimper, and then stopped dead. Brigitte’s heart thundered in her chest. She stood up. Harry’s awake. Or another broken chain. Please not now.

			She left Ella on the seat and opened the door a crack to look outside.

			‘Coast Guard to Paynesville.’ The radio from the upper deck.

			She pushed the door open a little more, wanting to call out to Jeremy, but afraid of Harry hearing.

			‘You know that secret cupboard in your bedroom?’ Ella said. ‘Phoebe knows the numbers.’

			Brigitte turned to gape at her.

			‘She says I can’t see inside.’

			The fluorescent tube overhead flickered.

			‘Do you read me, Paynesville?’ Static. ‘Paynesville, do you read me? Over.’ And then the radio died.

			She heard footsteps on the stairs and froze. Just Jeremy’s Doc Martens — she saw them from the underside of the steel staircase. ‘Is everything …’

			There was a second pair of feet, in front of Jeremy’s. Small feet, in pink Converse sneakers. Brigitte’s first emotion was relief.

			She stepped out of the saloon, closing the door behind her. At the bottom of the stairs, Jeremy pulled down the rag from Phoebe’s mouth. In his other hand, he held a pistol — the one from their safe.

			‘I’m sorry, Mummy.’ Phoebe’s speech was punctuated by ragged breaths. Snot and tears were smeared over her face, and there was a small cut on her forehead. ‘I just wanted to show the gun to Emily.’

			Jeremy told her to shut up or he’d tie her up again. He must have had her hidden in the mainland-side operator’s compartment.

			He pushed the pistol’s barrel into her temple. She flinched and hunched up her shoulders; a trickle of urine ran through her denim shorts and down her bare legs.

			Brigitte looked at the goosebumps on her daughter’s legs and gripped the rail behind, her heart shifting from her stomach to her throat. ‘Shh. It’s OK, baby.’

			Jeremy shook his head, and looked at Brigitte as though he didn’t recognise her.

			Little strangled sobs like hiccups shook Phoebe’s body. Brigitte locked eyes with her, focusing on her own breath control, hoping that would somehow help Phoebe to control hers. She was back in the NICU — having only one want: for her babies to survive. Breathe. I love you. Everything’s going to be OK. Breathe. My beautiful little baby. Breathe.

			She tried to think of something a police officer might say to negotiate out of the situation. How to keep things under control? Surely she’d absorbed something, but nothing came. She looked to Jeremy. ‘Why do you want to hurt us?’

			Jeremy stared at her — through her — with dead fish eyes. What had happened to him? Drugs? Lack of drugs? She vaguely remembered him telling her he’d had depression. Maybe it was something more, and he’d gone off his meds.

			‘We didn’t do anything to you,’ she said.

			‘But he did.’ When he spoke, his lips made a popping sound — his mouth was dry.

			Brigitte winced as he waved the gun in the air. ‘Who? Who hurt you?’ Steve would have called the Special Operations Group, and a hostage negotiator — she just needed to distract Jeremy until they arrived.

			‘Serra.’

			‘But he barely knows you.’

			He seemed to struggle to form saliva in his mouth. ‘He killed our sister.’

			Our? How many people were in his head? If he was hearing voices, God knew what he might do.

			‘Me and Steve’s.’ He wiped his nose with the back of his gun hand.

			Serra, Steve, he was saying random names now. Brigitte kept her eyes on the gun.

			‘Our Laurie.’

			Oh my fucking God. She remembered the initials on the scarf in Jeremy’s ute — not Lang Hardware. She remembered Steve dropping something on Harry’s boat — not his hanky.

			He nodded slowly, a faint sneer tugging a corner of his mouth. The SOG weren’t coming; nobody was coming to help.

			If she could just get close enough, she could snatch the gun from his hands, somehow. Or, he could shoot them all. Keep him talking, distract him. ‘You don’t have a dog, do you?’

			He shook his head.

			‘You paid those boys to say they killed my dog?’

			He looked at the sky, and in a raspy voice, started singing: ‘Memories I’m stealing, but you’re innocent in your dreams.’

			She’d heard the song, but couldn’t place it. Phoebe’s eyes followed Brigitte’s to the gun. She gave a tiny shake of her head: not yet. Jeremy was still staring heavenward, and singing. ‘In your dreams, in your dreams. Innocent in your dreams.’

			She took a step towards him. He didn’t seem to notice. She glanced at the upper deck. Please, Harry, please wake up now.

			Jeremy stopped singing. ‘It wasn’t meant to be Maree Carver,’ he said.

			Anger overrode Brigitte’s fear. ‘No shit! You really screwed that up, didn’t you?’

			That brought him back to Earth.

			‘And the night after that stupid bogan band?’

			He glared at her.

			‘There are no short cuts to our house.’

			‘Fucken Serra. We wanted him,’ he spat the word with no spit, ‘to know how it feels to lose somebody you love, but you tricked us. Same hair, same coat, you fucken cunts all look the same.’

			‘Aidan had no choice. Your sister shot him first, and killed his partner.’

			‘Bullshit!’

			The fear returned and she stopped talking; he was waving the gun around too much, losing control. The passenger-saloon door creaked open, and she felt Ella against her backside. She pushed her back inside with a hip.

			Jeremy looked around Brigitte and grinned. ‘I almost forgot the little one there.’

			A few heavy raindrops hit the upper deck. Jeremy looked towards the sound, and she took another step. She could see Harry drooping forward. It wasn’t raindrops: it was crimson. Four darks in red. Nausea burned her throat, stung her eyes. She stumbled a step back, dizzy, dry retching.

			Jeremy laughed. ‘Good old Harry. He so wanted to get into your pants, didn’t he?’

			She gritted her teeth.

			‘He was s’posed to find you all. Would’ve looked like he did it — like the animals back when we worked at the abattoir. Then Steve, or better still, Serra, was gunna shoot him. But he got here a bit early. The one time Harry didn’t do exactly what you told him to … Th-th-th-that’s all folks. Lucky Blondie here brought your gun for me this time. Knife’s a bit messy.’ His gaze flickered across to the mainland and back. ‘You know how this ends, don’t you?’

			She felt herself dissociating, Jeremy’s voice coming from far away.

			‘What, you didn’t read your boyfriend’s book?’

			That jolted her back.

			He tut-tutted. ‘I read it three times. I love the twist at the end. It wasn’t Detective Moore; it was Annaleah. First the wife, then the dog, then the kids, and —’

			Jeremy’s phone rang in his pocket. Brigitte stared at him; he gazed into the middle distance for five rings, and then released Phoebe as he answered. He appeared to listen, and then replied, ‘Just fuck off.’

			A negotiator?

			Phoebe was cemented like a statue to the spot where Jeremy had been holding her. Brigitte held out her hand, but Phoebe didn’t — couldn’t — move.

			‘Dumb fucken cunt,’ Jeremy said into the phone. ‘I’ve got a gun. Which one should I shoot with it first? Eeny, meeny, miney, moe.’ He listened again. ‘I don’t want anything. Fuck off! Just fuck off!’

			A dog barked. The lights in the dwelling above Joe’s fish shop came on.

			‘I don’t want your fucken help!’ Jeremy yelled, and threw his phone overboard.

			Ella ran through the passenger saloon to the front of the ferry. She screamed and tried to scramble up the ramp, but slipped back down onto the floor.

			Jeremy covered his ears. Now. Now was the time to snatch the gun. But Brigitte was cement like Phoebe, couldn’t move.

			More shops lit up. For fuck’s sake, do something! Brigitte lurched for the gun. Jeremy was too strong; his fingers gouged into her flesh. He flung her aside, and she smashed like a doll against the rails. Ella screamed again. Brigitte braced herself for a bullet going awry.

			‘Make her shut up, Brigitte, or she gets it first.’

			A police siren screamed on the mainland, and was killed quickly. Another car. A door slammed. Raised voices, an argument. A splash. Somebody in the water. Floodlight. Jeremy monstered through the passenger saloon, arms barely moving by his sides. He placed a hand on the rail, jumped over into the vehicle section, and went to the port — no, the starboard — side, training the pistol on the swimmer.

			Brigitte hauled herself up. Nothing felt too broken. She hugged and kissed Phoebe, guided her into the saloon, beckoned to Ella, and cocooned both her girls in her arms. She turned them to the south-facing windows, not wanting to witness what happened next.

			Through the open door, she saw hands grip the bottom rail. Aidan! He emerged from the water. Jeremy was still aiming the gun at something imaginary in the water on the other side. Aidan placed an index finger to his lips. In her peripheral vision, she saw Jeremy turn as Aidan climbed aboard. Aid, no!

			There was a loud crack, a gunshot. Aidan looked into Brigitte’s eyes as he fell to his knees, water dripping from his clothes. She hadn’t seen Jeremy point the pistol. The gunshot and Aidan falling didn’t piece together. Time slowed down. If only there could be no choice: just an incident, an accident. She was disorientated. Jeremy laughed, and looked across to where the shot had come from on the mainland. Brigitte looked, too. A stocky man with a rifle: Steve Williams. Another shot, a lick of gunfire, a woman’s silhouette: Carla. The stocky man dropped. Jeremy stopped laughing and turned the gun on the officers in Paynesville.

			Aidan slumped forward on the cold, steel floor. Brigitte heard herself moan. Ella’s lips formed the word ‘Daddy’ as she lay down beside her father and wrapped her arms around him. There was more gunfire from the mainland. Brigitte looked up; they’d missed — Jeremy was still standing, aiming at the shore, but jerking from one target to another.

			Phoebe was having some kind of breathing attack on the bench seat. Brigitte couldn’t go to her, not while Jeremy still had the gun. He headed towards the island-side, behind the passenger saloon, where it would be impossible to clear-sight him from the mainland. He was mumbling something about his brother and Jesus, and soft green fields. How long before he returned his focus to Brigitte and her family?

			She kneeled beside Aidan and reached under his shirt for his holster. She was sure his gun wouldn’t work after being in the water. But she had to try; it was their last chance. She glanced at Jeremy — still mumbling. Aidan wasn’t wearing a gun belt. Game over.

			He rolled onto his side — foetal position — and moved his mouth. She leaned down, her face close to his, so she could hear.

			‘Pock …’ he whispered against her ear.

			Pocket? She brushed back his hair, kissed his clammy forehead, and felt around his hips — tentatively, the way she did her monthly breast-lump checks, terrified of what she might find, or, in this case, not find. In the front pocket. His service pistol. Tied inside a disposable glove, dry. Smart boy, Aidan. Smart boy. Smartest man I’ve ever known. When this was all over, she’d look up the manufacturers that supplied Victoria Police with disposable gloves, and send them a thankyou email. She checked Jeremy; he was leaning against the back rail, staring in the direction of the first jetty, singing again. She wiped her hands on the top of her onesie, tore open the glove with her teeth, and removed the pistol. It felt heavier than the one they’d kept in the safe.

			She padded quietly to the rear door of the passenger saloon, trying to recall Aidan’s instructions of how to use the gun. She felt the base of the grip. There was a magazine in there. That meant there could be a round in the chamber, but she couldn’t remember how to tell. Fuck, fuck, fuck. Why hadn’t she listened properly? All she could remember was: The slide flies back with each shot, so never cross your thumb behind it. Cut it right off. A severed thumb no longer seemed such a big deal. She released the safety, held the gun in her right hand, and placed her left around the grip. Jeremy still hadn’t turned around.

			‘Get down, Phoebe,’ she whispered as she stepped out of the saloon, closing the door quietly behind her so the girls couldn’t see. She stood with her bare feet shoulder-width apart, legs shaking inside her Hello Kitty onesie. Aidan had said something about lining up the sights. Think, Brigitte, think. But she couldn’t. She extended her arms, aiming at the back of Jeremy’s head. Fucking bastard! She pulled the trigger.

			She’d closed her eyes, jerked the trigger, and the gun went off target; the bullet ricocheted off the ferry’s light post. She’d thought she had reasonably good upper-body strength from the gym, but the recoil bucked her arms back onto her face and she stumbled against the stair rail.

			Jeremy turned. Deafened by the gunshot, she couldn’t hear his singing as he pointed the gun at her. She cowered against the stairs, squinting, steeling herself.

			Fight or flight. Clawing, fingernails tearing at the edge of hope, she stood and raised the gun again. It is at the point of reaching true helplessness, having abandoned thoughts of the future, that we dismiss risk and fear. Imagine you’re placing your finger against something delicate, like glass. A strange calmness slowed her breathing and heart rate. Jeremy came closer, closer — close enough for her to see there was no magazine in his gun. Of course, Phoebe couldn’t reach the ammunition. For a moment, Brigitte considered lowering the gun. But Aidan was lying in a pool of blood and water, Ella and Phoebe cuddling behind him. And then the song, of which Jeremy’s lips were forming the wrong words, came to her: Tom Waits’s ‘Innocent When You Dream’. Oh fuck, Harry, I’m so sorry.

			She couldn’t see it, but maybe Jeremy still had the knife he’d used on Harry. And he was far stronger than she. Still dangerous. Still self-defence? Or maybe the postman does always ring twice, but, at that point, she didn’t care. Gently. Don’t jerk the trigger. She didn’t miss the second time.

			The bevelled hole in Jeremy’s head; the surrounding shredded flesh flaming, and tattooed with gunpowder; the fragments of skull, tissue, and brain matter flying out from the back of his head: more things to save for the doctor. Along with Harry, and Maree Carver’s butchered body, which she’d seen reflected in the Bateau House’s glass doors.

			The burnt-match smell of gunpowder hung in the air. Brigitte placed the pistol on the floor, pointing towards the island. She went back into the saloon and lay down facing Aidan. His breath was faint against her cheek. She held him, tried to warm him. Blood soaked through his cold, wet shirt; she found the wound, covered it with her hands, and applied pressure.

			She read his lips: ‘I lied about my greatest fear.’

			‘Me, too.’

			‘It’s losing you,’ he said. ‘And it’s left.’

			She moved her hands over.

			‘No. Left in the bottle.’

			‘What?’

			‘That saying. It’s not “any port in a storm”. It’s no port …’

			‘Shh.’ She kissed him. ‘I love you.’

			He fanned his fingers up and down.

			‘And I’m sorry.’

			She saw the lights of the Water Police and the Coast Guard approaching, an ambulance on the mainland.

			Dear Glove Company, Thank you for manufacturing such a stellar product …

			Behind his back, she felt Phoebe’s hand on hers and, despite the slippery blood, laced her fingers and gripped tight.

			Wind ruffled around the ferry. The gentle rocking felt like the motion of her father’s semitrailer, where she had dozed, safe and warm, in the sleeper compartment as a little girl. Strange things came to her. The combination of her locker when she was a stripper at the Gold Bar: 18–9–26; 18–9–26; 18–9–26. The names of the streets she used to drive past to get to their old house: Gordon, Myrtle, Clifton; Gordon, Myrtle, Clifton; Gordon, Myrtle, Clifton.

			The light fizzed, went out, and then came back on again.

			She closed her eyes and she was slow-dancing with Aidan on the night they met. On the shiny timber wall, a lean figure towered over a Tinkerbell shape: their silhouettes reflected by the dance-floor lights.

			Find our way back home, somehow: Red, right, return. Red, right, return. Red, right, return.


			48

			‘Today on One, Two, Three, Cook!, I’m going to show you how to make perfect filo pastry for your family,’ Maree Carver’s replacement said from behind a stainless-steel bench. ‘Filo pastry is a thin Greek pastry that is used in meat, egg, cheese, vegetable, and various sweet dishes,’ he said as he tipped flour into a big green mixing bowl. ‘One cup of water and about four tablespoons of olive oil —’

			Brigitte pointed the remote at the wall-mounted TV, turned it off, and went back to the page of Cloud Atlas that she’d read three times, but still hadn’t absorbed. Clouds crossing skies — a metaphor for souls crossing time? She was up to the middle part: a post-apocalyptic world, written in gobbledegook, abridged English she couldn’t get her head around. She recalled a line from an earlier section: A half-read book is a half-finished love affair. Bullshit. She was never going to get through it.

			A trolley rattled past. Shoes squeaked. Somebody coughed.

			Sheets rustled; she looked up. Aidan’s eyes were open. As she rushed to his side, Cloud Atlas fell to the floor, her page lost forever. Some things are left half-finished in order to start anew.

			‘Hey, sleepyhead.’ She smiled away her tears, and brushed the hair off his forehead. ‘Nice to see you.’

			He looked at the jug of water on the bedside table. She poured a cup, and helped him sit up.

			‘Careful.’ She held the cup to his mouth. ‘You must be like a sieve with all those holes in you.’

			A trace of his one-sided smile.

			He lay back, and the colour drained from his face. White. Green. He was going to be sick. She grabbed the kidney dish from the bedside table and caught the vomit; some of it spattered her shirt.

			‘Wouldn’t do that for somebody you didn’t really love.’ She put aside the kidney dish, wiped his mouth with tissues, and, just to prove her point beyond a doubt, kissed him.

			She buzzed for a nurse.

			A nurse came and cleaned up the mess. ‘Heard on the grapevine you’re going home next week.’ She checked Aidan’s blood pressure and temperature, and wrote something in the folder at the end of his bed. ‘Why do the good-looking ones always leave me?’

			When the nurse had left, Brigitte placed a hand on the covers. ‘Detective Senior Sergeant, is that …’ But he’d fallen back to sleep.
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