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      CHAPTER ONE


      London, England


      Monday evening in December

    


    
      Twelve minutes before 8 pm, Eve Hardy is standing by the rubbish bin in her Hamptons-inspired kitchen. The radiator on the wall near the dining-room table hisses occasionally like a grumpy old man at a bus stop, lessening the bite from the chilly air stealing in under doors and the cold pushing through the glass windows.


      Outside, people are shuffling under streetlights on their way home from work. A VW Golf beeps angrily at a pedestrian running across the street. Three revellers run for cover into the Pig and Whistle on the corner. A young couple still acutely aware of where each other’s hands are stroll side by side in the cold night air, both mulling over the evening’s potential outcomes. It is grey outside on the wet London streets: tips of fingers are grey, rubbish in the gutter is grey, Eve’s front door is a shade of blue-grey that the manufacturers call Night Sea. A man buying a packet of cigarettes looks up to the sky, past the sagging green Christmas tinsel on a food-store awning, past Eve’s window. The weather doesn’t know what it is.


      Inside, behind high-gloss white plantation shutters, parts of Eve begin to shake. She can’t get the white plastic bin liner into her stainless-steel bin. First her hands shake, then her chest, finally her thighs. She pushes and pushes the bin liner down into the bin, trying to tuck it in tightly so its ugliness becomes invisible. It looks so messy having to see that white trickle flowing out beneath the crisp steel lid.


      She can’t do this. She can’t put the stupid thing in properly. Her breath becomes short. Shorter. Hands clutch the linen-coloured granite kitchen bench. Knees lose their strength. Her head becomes light and she swears it floats up, up, up, like a helium balloon and gets stuck bouncing in the corner of the living-room ceiling by the front door. The smell of Greek-style marinated roast lamb with a reckless sprinkle of oregano smothers the flat. She walks doubled over to the couch, grabs its back and tries to force air out of her lungs.


      With one hand on the hard spine of the couch, her fingers sliding behind the plump cushions, Eve hits her ribcage to push the air out. This is ridiculous. She looks over at the kitchen: two saucepans in the sink; half a used lemon and three bottles of herbs, lids scattered on the counter; potato and onion peels fornicating around the saucepans; used spoons and knives lying sluggishly around the hotplate, leaving oil slicks. The yellow dishcloth is folded neatly over the neck of the tap. Dinner is still roasting, bubbling away, pretending she doesn’t exist.


      Eve’s breath is stuck somewhere in her body. Maybe it’s caught on the sharp end of one of her ribs. Maybe her breath is playing hide and seek and won’t come out. Eve can feel her face turning white, the same colour as the plastic bag behind her in the bin.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWO


      Tallow, New South Wales, Australia


      Tuesday, three weeks later

    


    
      It was almost a pleasure to watch the sun rise this morning, to watch a shudder on the horizon far, far away turn into the sun, full and warm and certain, climbing the sky. Eve had been on the verandah of her hotel since before dawn, curled up in a chair, her limbs poking out at odd angles from her blue nightie, a cup of tea resting on her knees, waiting for it.


      She could only follow the sun’s progress in pieces; even this early it was so bright that she had to look away every now and then. Look down at the straight bitumen road running out of town, at the tips of the overgrown grass by the highway being touched by the light, or close her eyes altogether, blinking fiercely to remove the sting, take a sip of her cup of tea and then feel herself swallow it. She didn’t mind that her tea was tepid. A crisp early-morning breeze spread goosebumps across her shoulders and down her bare arms. Eve shuddered, enjoying them, for a moment enjoying this. She had forgotten how watching the sun rise made her feel so small and so comforted at the same time. It made the world and everyone in it even, equal: for three, maybe even four, minutes of the day, she was no better, no worse than anyone else.


      A car door slammed down the street and a flock of white birds took flight from the red-tiled roof in front. They zigzagged up into the sky on their way somewhere for breakfast. Eve stretched and tiptoed back into her room, being careful with the door when she shut it behind her so as not to wake the other guests down the verandah. She rummaged through her suitcase, looking for her running shoes.


      Not that she ran. She walked. Whenever someone asked her what she did for exercise – in small talk with the receptionist at the dentist, the guy taking her order at a cafe – the reaction when she answered was one of disappointment, deflation, she always felt. Walking wasn’t anything; people walk to get milk from the corner shop, to take the Tube in the morning. She should be running, swimming, going to the gym, partaking in serious, real exercise. Richard had a habit of asking her whether she’d enjoyed her walk as though she was out picking daisies.


      Eve found her ‘running’ shoes in a plastic bag at the bottom of her suitcase. Maybe she should become a runner. It was a much more time-efficient form of exercise. Especially today. Out there on the streets, she needed a runner’s face, marked with suffering and discipline and commitment. Red and inflamed and glistening with holy sweat. A walker’s face didn’t cut it. But Eve liked to walk, without an iPod or iPhone or anything else that carried voices and music and a life in a thin piece of metal. Again inefficient: she could be catching up on the news or making sure pop culture didn’t slip by. She was thirty-four, and she liked walking with nothing pushed into her ears. Just walking and looking. Was that one of the first signs of getting old, she wondered as she laced up her shoes. Wanting to walk in silence.


      Without warning, the main street of Tallow went from a handful of shops – chemist, post office, two pubs, newsagency, general store and three boarded-up stores that went out of business years ago – to an overgrown nature strip that ran beside a two-lane highway. Eve didn’t think it wise to continue walking on the side of a highway in this delicate morning light and turned right to head into the few back streets of Tallow, making her way past single-storey brick-veneer houses dotted with the odd yellow glowing window and a few Christmas fir trees, mostly brown now, on the footpath. Someone had the legs of a life-size blow-up Santa sticking out the side of a shut garage door. The town jester.


      Eve was back at the front door of her hotel-cum-pub, The Crown, faster than she’d anticipated. A public notice was still pinned to the noticeboard about purchasing takeaway alcohol in Tallow for New Year’s Eve. Remember one carton of beer per customer. Please do not drink in public places – it is against the law. Have fun. Drink responsibly. Eve imagined what New Year’s Eve would have been like at the pub just five days before. The beginning of a new year, a new start. She flicked the public notice with her finger and said to the stairwell as she took off her cap, ‘Tallow is fucked. What a shithole.’


      She had arrived in Tallow the night before after three planes and a two-and-a-half-hour drive and checked in around 6.30 pm, clammy, with dirty fingernails, feeling like she had the flu or was about to get it. London to Singapore, Singapore to Sydney, Sydney to Dubbo; white hire car with brakes that squealed, driving on too many long, straight roads, watching flat paddocks become flatter paddocks, brown earth turn to dust. It was not a landscape she was familiar with. It was not a landscape she thought anyone would put on his or her top-ten list to become familiar with. It was flat and cracked and it ate things. She could see that as she drove through it. She could see things falling into this earth and the earth covering it up straight away, as though the eucalypt guarding the hill, the fence that needed mending, the bright-green garage she passed in her car had never existed in the first place. She did laugh when she had to stop her car on the highway. No one would believe she had to pull over to let a camel pass.


      Eve showered quickly after her morning walk, remembering all the dust and the insects that bit her calves, and emerged from the bathroom with hair washed, smelling of lavender. She didn’t bother to dry herself properly, and water dripped down her back and legs. Her feet left behind wet footprints on the worn, shiny carpet. She opened the crack in the curtains further and surveyed the nothing outside. Two cars drove by, and up a side street straight in front of her she could see a man checking out a pile of discarded furniture on the footpath. He had a long, grey beard and was wearing a heavy, green cargo jacket. He walked around the pile, touching and lifting and examining bits and pieces. He pushed his red Coca-Cola baseball cap up on his forehead and made his decision, hoisting two chairs efficiently onto the back of his ute. They landed on top of pieces of metal, flyscreens, cupboard doors and bicycle wheels. The man in town who collected junk because one day he was going to make something out of it. Maybe a helicopter or a self-tanning machine.


      Eve watched the old man drive away and let herself fall straight back onto the bed, feeling a tremor of naughtiness for wetting the sheets in a halo around her head. On this day, the act was almost carefree.


      She was meeting Sarah at 11 am and lay naked on the bed with no idea what to do until then. Eve didn’t have the command to schedule her grief to come through the door right now, when she had a few hours to kill and some privacy. The constant travel, the distance, the heat conspired to make her feel like she had left half of herself in London. Her good half.


      She pulled out some silver sandals and slid them onto her long feet. The person in the next room flushed a toilet. Bed was made, bag neatly packed in corner, suitably subdued navy dress put on. It was 8.04 am, three hours until she would see Sarah.


      It had been three years since she had spoken to Sarah face to face. There had been the occasional phone call and a handful of emails keeping up to date with major life events – babies, boyfriends, holidays, bad haircuts – but geography, life, laziness had got in the way of contact. It was hard being friends when you had no knowledge of the insignificant and everyday: the snarky remark from the dry-cleaner, the man at the pizza shop who let his fingers linger in your palm when he deposited change, the colleague who raised an eyebrow in a meeting while you were speaking – all the too-small-to-bother moments that ended up being the building blocks of life.


      Six years ago, she was at Sarah’s wedding with two hundred other people, half of whom were trying to work out how to walk in heels on grass, but the conversation never went past ‘You look beautiful’, ‘Congratulations’, ‘Have you met Edward?’, ‘What a beautiful ceremony – it was so you’. Eve and Meg were the only bridesmaids and sat partnered up with groomsmen at their official table. By the main course, the two women in matching lilac had managed to trade places so they were sitting next to each other, and they spent the rest of the evening weaving in and out of other people’s conversations but mostly keeping to themselves. Sarah was busy being cooed over and didn’t notice their force field go up.


      Eve and Meg made plans for Meg to come to London and visit and rolled around locations for a holiday together. That was before Meg drank too much and challenged one of Andrew’s groomsmen after he’d joked to the table that ‘most brides lose weight before a wedding’. ‘Working in finance,’ Meg said, leaning towards him, her chin in her hand, her wrist corsage dangling by a thread, ‘is that triangle of hair on your chin where you park all your creativity in the morning?’


      He muttered ‘cow’ under his breath, and Meg and Eve compared the pros and cons of the chicken and lamb main course.


      Between the eight speeches, the mother-in-law being distressed with the way the pastel icing flowers on the three-tiered cake looked like sucked lollies, the aerated lawn, the table-hopping and the eulogising over how happy Sarah and Andrew were, Eve’s and Meg’s attempts to talk to Sarah flew away with the thousand butterflies they released when they cut the cake.


      The last long, winding, real conversation between Sarah and Eve was four years ago over yellow drinks at a Kings Cross bar. They talked about Sarah’s growing family, about the fact she was twenty-nine when she had her first baby and was trying for another. They talked about circumcision and breastfeeding, and women who kiss you on the cheek when they don’t know you. Sarah grabbed Eve’s arm and said she couldn’t believe Eve had been there when she first got her periods, she had been there at her wedding and she was there for her children. They discussed Eve’s job in London and how she managed to lug that cello around Europe and when she would come home, when she would get a boyfriend. They talked about Meg being late for these drinks, about Meg being lost. She was never late, and they wondered if she had written down the name of the bar correctly.


      ‘She spends too much time by herself out there,’ Sarah said, picking grains of salt from her margarita off her lip gloss. The bar was getting crowded, and they were beginning to yell and lip-read. Eve didn’t answer but kept her eyes on the door across the room; she had to concentrate hard because of the dim light inside the bar, sure the next person to come through the door would be Meg, all harried and a bit messy and waving unselfconsciously as soon as she spotted them.


      ‘It’s not natural,’ Sarah said, following Eve’s gaze towards the door. ‘She’s not even thirty and she … she goes missing out there. Where is she this year? Some bloody town near the border of South Australia. It’s not in the middle of nowhere, it is the nowhere.’


      The door swung open, and this time it was Meg, her handbag across her chest like a satchel, her smile bigger than her face, her tan deep. Someone bumped her from behind as she stopped on the threshold of the bar, and she stumbled forwards and began to laugh, flashing big white teeth. Sarah and Eve jumped up from their stools, thinking they could catch her from afar. A guy walking past with a beer in each hand turned around to get another look at the woman laughing in the doorway.


      Eve shouted to Sarah without taking her eyes off Meg. ‘There she is, Sarah. She’s not missing any more.’


      Sarah and Eve put their drinks down on the wobbly table and lost her for a moment as she snaked her way towards them through the crowd. When she emerged, they hugged and thrust each other outwards as far as possible to examine bodies and faces more closely. They noticed changes in appearance and commented on the positive ones. Then they all sat down on their stools, and Sarah and Eve leant towards Meg to catch every word.


      Meg began an amusing story about an old man outside her hotel lobby with a parrot. She was staying in a hotel overlooking Sydney harbour for a three-day conference on childhood and adolescent obesity and waiting for a taxi when she saw the old man searching in the garden beds, the gutters, with the parrot clinging to his shoulder clicking its beak and shaking its feathers. It was bobbing up and down and looked like it was having a fit, she said. The man had lost his pen and small notebook, both of which were usually kept safe in his shirt pocket, and Meg had helped him search for his bounty outside the hotel. It was why she was late.


      ‘I don’t know how he lost them, or when he did. I don’t think he knew either, but he really wanted to find them. We searched for ages. I started to think he was making the whole thing up, and then the parrot found them,’ Meg said. ‘It jumped off his shoulder onto someone’s luggage and started squawking like it was, I don’t know, laying an egg.’


      Sarah and Eve laughed, both imagining Meg, all dressed up, hunting alongside this old man with the parrot on his shoulder.


      ‘I would have given up after five minutes,’ Sarah said. Eve shook her head, her lips curled in a half-smile.


      ‘What can you do?’ Meg said, pulling her wallet out of her handbag in preparation for braving the bar. ‘And I was rewarded, Sarah. He made the parrot give me a kiss on the cheek as a thank you.’ Meg put her wallet down on the table and turned her cheek to both of them, pressing her finger into its fleshiest part to indicate the site of the parrot kiss. Her warm, soft, tanned cheek. Two moles in a straight line high on her cheekbone. Meg and a parrot kiss.


      And now Eve sat on the end of her hotel bed, her fingers picking up a corner of the bedspread where cheap satin acted as a border, rubbing the cool softness backwards and forwards, backwards and forwards, as she wondered how to fill in a few hours before she met Sarah and they both made their way to a church they’d never seen, in a town they hadn’t known existed, for Meg’s funeral.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER THREE

    


    
      ‘It’s hot. The kind of hot where sweat runs down the back of your knees and you find yourself absent-mindedly flapping your arms like a chicken to get some air under there,’ Eve said into the phone while lifting her arms above her head and waving a takeaway flyer from a Chinese shop under one armpit and then the other. ‘It’s all very dignified.’


      It amazed her. She was a world away from London, waiting to go to Meg’s funeral, stuck in Tallow like a single eye in the top-right-hand corner of a melting Picasso painting featuring square cows, bulbous dirt roads and oven-dried pubs, and the first question Richard asked was about the weather. ‘Guess where I am?’


      ‘I’m hoping in Tallow?’


      ‘I’m behind the bar downstairs on the landline. There’s no mobile service here, Richard.’ Eve then turned her back to the bar, even though it was empty, and whispered dramatically into the oversized phone attached to the wall. ‘We are cut off from the world here. Forgotten people.’


      ‘You can’t use your phone?’ Richard asked.


      ‘No. Can’t pull up a map, can’t check emails, can’t use my phone for anything but the calculator function, basically. You forget how much you take it for granted.’


      A young girl carrying a tray of washed and steaming beer glasses nudged past Eve, forcing her to flatten herself against the rows of bottles on the wall.


      ‘No one seems to mind, though.’


      Richard was silent on the other end, seemingly reeling from the idea that there were people out there in the world not comparing iPhone apps. ‘How was the flight?’ he asked after digesting.


      ‘Terrible. The plane was delayed going out of Singapore and it stuffed the whole day up. I missed my flight to Dubbo and had to wait around Sydney airport for hours, trying not to fall asleep. It was a complete balls-up. I didn’t get here until dinnertime last night. I felt like I was doing some kind of endurance race for a reality TV show. When the plane finally left Singapore, I was fuming because they sat me next to a huge woman who took up all my air space, but she was so self-conscious I started to be overly friendly so she didn’t feel so fat. I gave her all my magazines and sat in this odd sideways position. For the whole flight. But I’m here. Finally. Did I mention I filled out a missing-baggage report for my cello? As I was signing it, I realised I hadn’t brought it. The two Australian guys behind the counter thought I was mad. I am going mad.’


      ‘God, Eve, it’s so far away. Annie called yesterday and asked us over for dinner, and I said you would be away for two weeks. She had no idea you weren’t here. Didn’t you tell her you were going?’


      ‘I didn’t have time, Richard. I got the call and left straight away. You know that.’ Eve tried to walk around to the other side of the bar with the phone and nearly pulled the cord out of the wall. ‘Shit.’ She was jolted back to standing on her rubber bar mat, facing the bottles. Some had little bubbles in them, floating around in the shiny liquid. ‘I should have told Annie. It’s just a quick phone call.’


      Eve twisted the curling cord around her index finger and leant her forehead against a wooden shelf. She thought she would get some comfort out of the call. She was waiting for Richard to ask how she was and instead felt that she was getting into trouble.


      The mirrored glass splashback behind the bottles was allowing her to see what was happening behind her, in the bar. Once she focused past the top of the spirit bottles, she could see a young couple by the ATM. The woman had a pink sponge in her hand and was distractedly wiping the top of the machine again and again as he told her something obviously amusing. He was wearing a singlet, shorts and workboots, his knees were like the knots of a Moreton Bay fig tree and his body was sinewy and tight, already being eaten from the inside out by daily hard physical labour. She had gone the other way and her body searched for tightness. Her breasts met her waist, and her waist met her hips, and her hips met the viscose of her pale blue dress. Every now and then, they would bang shoulders together or hit the other playfully on the arm or look down at their feet as they spoke. They gave each other a long kiss on the lips. He slipped his arm around her back, and she kept her arm on top of the ATM. The man then headed for the door, and the woman kept her eyes on him until he disappeared through it.


      ‘I miss you already,’ Richard said, swinging the conversation around with a drop in his voice.


      ‘I miss you.’ Eve turned the bottles so that the labels all lined up perfectly. ‘I wish we were away and Mum couldn’t have tracked me down and I knew nothing about this funeral until it was too late.’ Eve knew she was being petulant and sounded like a six-year-old. Then she felt the familiar pang of failure for not being able to arrange her emotions in the way it was expected of her. ‘I’m carrying on.’


      ‘It’s so sad and needless, Eve. But she was your friend. You’d always regret not going. You don’t know how much you talked about her. “Meg wouldn’t have cared”, “Meg would have said something”. You need to be there. There’s a reason for funerals.’


      ‘Did I say those things? It was so long ago. Another life. God. I know I have to go. Funerals are disasters. I don’t know why I asked my parents not to come. I don’t know.’


      ‘Most funerals are disasters, Eve. You just have to be there. Just be there. That’s all you have to do: show up. Have you seen Sarah yet?’


      Eve stared at everything glistening and sparkling: the glass, the liquid, the stainless steel against all the heavy brown of the bar. She was relieved Richard was moving the conversation on. She liked that he knew when to move on.


      ‘I’m meeting her in the bar in a second. She just left a message with reception to say she’ll be here in fifteen.’


      ‘Fefteeeeen. You already sound like you are going back to bad habits, Eve. You’ve gone all nasal, Oostraliaaan. Like a cast member on Home and Away.’


      ‘No, I haven’t. I haven’t even been here a whole day, Richard. My accent is the same. I’ll be back before I turn feral, don’t worry.’ Eve spotted the owner in the kitchen, his head peeping out the square glass window cut into the swinging doors. She had told him he could put $50 extra on the bill for an international phone call. He kept walking past and checking if she was still on the phone while trying to look like he wasn’t checking if she was still on the phone. ‘I think I’d better go now.’


      ‘I wish I could have come with you. You know what? If you can change your flight home to just two days earlier, you won’t miss Mick and Alyssa’s weekend away,’ Richard said. ‘Think about it. It could be exactly what you need.’


      [image: image]


      Sarah Hall née Partridge mouthed a ‘sorry’ as she came through the heavy double doors of the pub. A hot wind followed her inside, swirling up her skirt and ruffling the few errant strands of her long auburn hair. It used to be red, but Sarah began hating red hair a long time ago, and as soon as her mother let her dye her hair she toned it down to something no one would look twice at. Titian was the colour she chose. Thick, with a recalcitrant wave, it had been tamed and carefully tied back in a ponytail, stretched far away from her tiny features. Tiny nose, tiny eyes, tiny chin, tiny lips, tiny forehead. Tiny freckles that, no matter how hard she tried to hide them, always danced across her face. Her features were such that they became less distinct the more people tried to study them, slipping back into her pale skin and almost disappearing.


      She had tried her best to make it on time to meet Eve today, but everything had taken longer than expected. She had woken crying. Andrew hugged her and told her it would be okay. She turned into him and curled up in the foetal position, her hands crossed under her chin, her feet entwined with his, the top of her head against his chest. She would get up soon. He always knew what to do when she was like this. Just hold her and say nothing. Down the polished-wood floor, she could hear Ben calling out to her from his cot. She could distinguish the sound of his fat hand banging on the primary-coloured plastic fish toy slung across the side of his cot and then his fat foot banging against the plastic turtle that hung at the end of the cot. His cry changed; he had pulled himself up and was now reaping the benefits of a deep breath and a vertical set of lungs. She hoped he didn’t wake Sebastian.


      She had dressed, done her hair – which required time and patience – and fed the boys, then taken a plane for an hour to Dubbo, hired a car and driven for two and a half hours because she didn’t want to make a ‘big event’ out of the funeral. If she went to Tallow by herself, she could be back in her own bed by tomorrow, Wednesday night, and not leave Andrew in the lurch for the rest of his working week. In Sarah’s book, big events were for weddings, birthdays, christenings and hen’s parties, not funerals. They were for the good stuff. Minimising the bad stuff was a gift she was born with, like remembering people’s names and being an expert on how not to touch anything when using a public toilet.


      Sarah made her way straight to Eve. They hugged and kissed each other on the cheek until the wonky square table in between them started to dig into the tops of their thighs.


      ‘I mucked up my timing this morning,’ Sarah sighed, glancing around the room and feeling inadequate for talking about tedious timelines. ‘Shit. Who would have thought we’d end up here?’ Her head darted from the door to the bar and back to Eve. ‘This is bloody awful. I can’t believe it. She was so young. I hope she had no clue. No clue.’ The fact that the short, sharp, shock death phrases had all been said before, on TV, in movies, to the woman on the plane sitting next to her reading Oprah Magazine, added to the feeling of make-believe in the air-conditioned room.


      ‘It’s awful, Sarah,’ Eve said. ‘I don’t know what to say.’


      Sarah waited for another short, sharp sentence. These things were best delivered in at least threes.


      When Eve spoke again, which was some time after she took a sip of her mineral water and turned the ring on her right hand around and around, it was not the short, sharp, shock sentence Sarah expected. ‘How are the boys?’ Eve asked.


      ‘The boys? Good. Good. Growing. Loud. Like two lion cubs stuck in someone’s living room. Sebastian’s in his last year at childcare. Gives me some time just with Ben, and I can get some things done around the house.’


      Eve kept at Sarah about her home and her boys and nodded when Sarah talked about how busy it all was. Sarah began most anecdotes and catch-up stories with ‘we’. At first, the ‘we’ had been her and Andrew. Now, the ‘we’ was her and the boys and Andrew. She had become a package, and Eve was expected to know that.


      Sarah asked questions about Eve’s job as a concert cellist in London and how handsome Richard was going. ‘Two years now, Evie. That’s serious.’


      ‘It is. It’s nice,’ Eve said.


      ‘And?’


      ‘We’ll see,’ Eve said before the conversation went on to mirror, in a faded way, the one they had every few months – Sydney to London, London to Sydney – on the phone.


      They explored the surface of each other’s lives, but it was uncomfortable to be catching up on news, to talk about the future, what might be, what they wanted to do, when they were in a pub in the middle of nowhere on a Tuesday morning because of Meg.


      The heat was beginning to mark the windows, and the conversation became potholed with long silences filled in by twirling straws and staring at nothing. The air-conditioning system struggled, and wet clouds began to form on the glass. On the door leading to the beer garden, there was a definite cloud pig taking shape.


      ‘Do you know anyone else coming today?’ Sarah asked.


      ‘No, no, I don’t. I don’t know who is going to be there. I know she has two cousins, but beyond that I have no idea.’


      ‘I’m glad Bill isn’t here to see this.’


      Eve bumped her knee on the table hard, shaking their glasses from below, and lemon, lime and too much bitters spilt all over the table.


      ‘Shit, sorry,’ Eve said. ‘I’ll get a cloth.’


      She wiped down the table spotlessly, taking great care to get every drop of liquid, to make sure there was no sign of her crime remaining.


      Meg was an only child, and this was the foundation of Sarah and Eve’s theory of why she held on to her friendships so ferociously. Both of Meg’s parents were dead, and she had one well-meaning great-aunt and two very efficient, distant cousins. Meg used to say matter-of-factly that her family tree was a bonsai.


      ‘This is awful, fucking awful,’ Sarah said, shaking her head. There was nothing new to offer. No answers. ‘What was she doing getting in the car with someone like that? She’s not an idiot, even when she’s drunk. I can’t believe it.’


      ‘Sarah, we don’t know what happened, what state she was in.’


      They both felt they could bet on it, though.


      Meg had hopped into a car on Friday night, New Year’s Day, with the wrong man. Eve and Sarah knew she had a gift for choosing the wrong man, and they knew Meg minimised the harm by never staying too long. When she could manage it, the relationship lasted for an hour and a half. Forty-five minutes in the bar and forty-five minutes back at his place. She just wanted to lie with someone. She would have sex, wait until she could hear heavy, long breaths next to her and then retrieve her clothes from the floor and tiptoe out the door and back into her world of just Meg. Eve and Sarah had given her the talk about her strange and fleeting attractions but she had dismissed them all. Her defence was always that she used protection when she had sex, she was the one who left when she wanted, she was the one who decided. It wasn’t a full-time occupation; it fitted in the cracks of her life. Meg would joke, too, that her relationships were like a bonsai. One year, during university, Eve and Sarah gave Meg three bonsai trees as part of her birthday present. Meg lined them up above the fireplace in her rented terrace. No one else at the party got the joke.


      Meg did not have her forty-five minutes with this man. On Friday night, she’d hopped into the car with Ryan McCabe, and two hours later Max Rayder had discovered parts of a car on his drive home from The Crown. Max had been deep in his own thoughts on the way back to his farm and had nearly missed the metal sculpture by the side of the road. Meg and Ryan were dead. The ghost gum hadn’t made it either.


      Sarah began to blink too quickly. She wondered why on earth she would have thought bonsai trees were an amusing birthday present. She saw them lined up, their twisted, tiny, green branches pruned into submission, on the fireplace. She tried to remember the look on Meg’s face when she opened her present. Liquid emotion began to betray Sarah. She wiped her nose with her finger as delicately as possible and took a quick swipe at the corner of her left eye.


      ‘You know what Meg was like,’ Eve said. ‘No one could have stopped her if she wanted to do it. No one.’ Eve trailed off, pushing a few bangles up her arm until they were so tight they stuck. ‘Should we have done something for after the service?’


      ‘I know about as much as you, Eve. I got the call on Saturday, funeral is Tuesday. Got the place and time, and now I am here. It’s all been so fast, so bloody fast. I can’t believe we’re here.’


      A haze danced on the street outside, and what passed for traffic began crawling up the bitumen road. Maybe four cars drove past. Soundless people in small groups began shuffling to the pub door, foraging for their car keys in their bags, or tugging at their once-a-year ties. Eve and Sarah stood up and followed the small crowd.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FOUR

    


    
      Tallow Cemetery boasted ample parking for the living and, in another small-town efficiency, was a convenient four-minute drive from the main street. Underfoot, the earth was dry and hard. Overhead, the sun was the sole occupant of a blue, endless sky. Between the two ancient friends, a handful of stooped mourners looped their arms around nieces or nephews in an attempt to steady themselves on the uneven, patchy trails through the ordered rows of tombstones. Catholics to the east and the rest to the west. Every now and then, a wind swung by; warm and tired and beaten by the summer heat, it took its time to move past the front gate, across the mourners, through the two gums in the back corner giving shade to a couple of dead people and out towards the horizon, where the ancient friends met again with nothing standing between them.


      ‘Too sad, too sad,’ a cigarette-soaked voice said, its owner turning around and looking back at the pile of fresh earth and the newest grave in a cemetery the size of a football field.


      Everything had been baked: the earth, the figures walking through it, the names on the graves, the patches of grass that still survived, the birds too hot to fly.


      On the other side of the fence, cows occasionally looked up at the trail of black-clad people and returned unimpressed to their interminable grazing. The fence didn’t bother the kangaroos, and their hard, black balls of shit dotted the graveyard ground like cracked pepper on a used plate. Stubby, comical shadows started to appear on the ground– a reminder that the hottest part of the day was on its way – and mourners began to whisper. Making arrangements. They returned to cars parked in slashes and dots up on the grass footpath outside the cemetery. Doors slammed and the bumpers of cars could be heard crunching on the bitumen as they bunny-hopped off the footpaths.


      Sarah and Eve stood still beside the fresh pile of earth, their feet sprinkled with red dust. Sarah had cried at the church service, wiping the tears from her cheeks efficiently and quickly. Head down, she had rubbed the rich, polished grain on her pew near her bottom, her hand moving carefully backwards and forwards, something to fixate on instead of the coffin. She had thought about Andrew not worrying enough about the neighbours’ pool and where Sebastian was every minute of the day. She had clutched the pew with both hands and tried to remember the ingredients for her special marinated prawn and scallop lime salad. Prawns, scallops and lime, naturally. Then there’s coriander, rocket, lemongrass, Spanish onion. What’s the best dressing? Lemon or …


      She had contained her tears and was doing really well until they had left the church. When she had arrived at the cemetery, she’d watched the other faces fanning out in a semicircle around her. Old faces mostly. They were veterans and knew what to do, their heads bowed, hands clutched in front, and behind them that blue sky wrapped around their shoulders somehow changing Sarah’s depth of view and making everything – the people, the grass, the sky, the cows – look two-dimensional, like a drawing. The priest had said one, maybe two lines. Sarah had cried, her face red and shining. She hadn’t been listening. She had pretended to look at the coffin but had been counting feet. There were fourteen pairs of shoes including those of the priest, who was wearing a pair of black R. M. Williams boots with a shine you could see up a girl’s skirt in.


      The last engine grew faint, and Eve spoke to its hum. They were her first words since she arrived at the church, a staccato conversation with Meg’s cousin Penny and Penny’s husband, Jeff. During the service, Eve had sat up straight, not crossing her legs, not fiddling with her handbag or perusing the funeral service sheet she clutched in her hand.


      ‘I should have worn a hat,’ she said. ‘I can’t believe I forgot. I’m so careful about the sun, this sun. It burns so quickly.’ She put a hand up to her cheek and smoothed the skin down on her cheekbones in small, firm motions as though her flesh was boiling and trying to jump off her face. ‘I can feel my skin frying. It’s the worst, the worst thing for your skin. You may as well go out and get a bloody knife and start cutting lines into your face. How do they stand it? They’ve got lines on the back of their necks. The back of their necks.’


      Eve made her handbag into a visor and started for the car, her feet crunching through the grass, and then, as if she had just walked past a hat, she turned abruptly and started walking back towards Sarah, her face obscured by the slack pouch of her green leather handbag on her head, her words clear. ‘“Megan Patterson, 1976 to 2010. Death is not a foe but an inevitable adventure.”’


      Sarah didn’t know if it was a question, a statement or a test. She searched for the right reply and came up with a fail: ‘Mmm.’ With the certainty of death at her feet, it was amazing how much Sarah didn’t know out here.


      ‘We should go,’ Eve said.


      Sarah nodded. Her face was losing some of its redness now.


      The two figures followed the worn path between the graves the mourners had taken moments before. Every now and then, they passed a bunch of fake flowers on top of a stone slab; most graves were decorated only with petrified bird poo.


      ‘Imagine being buried by strangers,’ Sarah said, a step behind Eve. ‘How can that happen? I hope she wasn’t lonely. Whenever I called, she seemed happy, involved in her work. I should have gone to visit her, taken the boys, they would have liked it, all that space, seen for myself …’


      ‘Stop, Sarah. We grew up. We’ve all been living our lives. That’s what happens.’ Eve repeated, ‘Megan Patterson. What shouldn’t happen is having your own name spelt incorrectly on some pathetic little temporary wooden cross.’


      Eve kept moving on the path, her pouchy leather bag still held, by long arms like some kind of worker ant, on top of her head. Streaks of brown ran down her calf muscles where sweat and dirt had mingled and were now sliding back to the earth to rest. Every time she moved on the grass, a crunching sound was made like she was eating a packet of corn chips. She was surrounded by kangaroo shit, bugs that were bigger than her fists and dry grass that scratched at her ankles. ‘Megan. That’s not her name. It’s Meg or Meghan. “Death is not a foe?”’ Eve’s laugh sounded like pebbles being scraped together in a tin can. She stopped at the foot of the grave of Edward Ward, husband, father, grandfather, brother, 1932–1984. ‘“He is not far away.” I mean, is there someone here with a camera, filming us to post it on YouTube?’ Eve asked, turning around on the spot in a complete circle, seemingly hunting a camera. ‘“Death is not a foe.” She was thirty-four. Of course it’s a fucking foe. She would hate it. Hate it.’


      ‘I know, I know.’ Sarah went to hug Eve but felt the long, tight body in a soft dress recoil instantly at her touch. Sarah whipped her arms and body away. ‘Sorry,’ she said, taking a step back onto Edward Ward.


      ‘I’m okay, Sarah.’ Eve gave Sarah’s bicep a quick, awkward squeeze. They stood for a moment between Edward’s grave and the car, the earth and sky, silence and an oversized galah screaming bloody murder above.


      ‘Christ. What is that?’ Sarah jumped, turned her entire body around and looked up in one surprisingly athletic movement to find the source. ‘What an awful sound.’


      Sarah watched a flock of galahs weave and dive through nothing and finally, en masse, land on the branches of a blue gum, their baby pink chests out of place here. Eve, she thought, with her vowels and her pale skin that couldn’t stand to be touched by anything, was out of place here. ‘We should have been the ones to organise this,’ Sarah said.


      ‘But we didn’t,’ Eve said. ‘We couldn’t.’


      ‘You’re right. We couldn’t.’ Sarah’s voice was quicker now. ‘It all happened so fast.’


      ‘We’re here now, Sarah. That’s the important thing, to be here.’


      ‘Eve?’


      ‘Yes?’


      ‘That was kind of them today. Those people. To come out and bury a stranger. They’ve probably never had to bury a stranger.’


      ‘I know.’ Eve continued to the car. It was the last one left up on the footpath outside the cemetery gates, and both women slid onto the car seats, pushing some of the hot air out with their bodies.


      ‘Shit, shit, shit!’ Sarah screamed and jumped out of the car, clutching the back of her thigh and turning around like a dog chasing its tail. ‘I think something just bit me. Something bit me. What is it? What is it?’


      The windows had been left open in the optimistic hope of keeping the car from reaching boiling point.


      ‘Oww, oww, oww,’ Sarah said, jumping up and down on the spot and making a hissing sound as though she was deflating.


      Eve looked at the squashed bee on the seat next to her. ‘It’s a bee, Sarah. You’ll have to get the stinger out or it will keep on stinging,’ she yelled through the open window.


      ‘I can’t. I can’t see it. It’s on the back of my thigh. Is that it? Shit, shit, shit.’


      Eve jumped out of the car and ran around to Sarah, pushing her torso forwards and her dress up so she could get to her thigh swiftly and pull the stinger out of her fleshy leg. Sarah went to swat Eve’s hand away – she was in a fat phase again – but Eve was determined and grabbed the stinger. A big, red, throbbing mound sat on the crease just beneath Sarah’s bottom.


      Sarah and Eve faced the town below, their backs towards the cemetery, shaking their heads and trying not to laugh.


      ‘Sarah,’ Eve whispered without turning. ‘There is someone here with a camera.’


      The two figures looked out across the streets, perhaps eleven in total, maybe eighty houses, which backed onto wheat fields, which met a hill, which pushed into the horizon. Their shaking heads moved the still air just for a second.


      ‘This is turning out to be a fantastic day. Woke up crying, buried Meg, bitten by a bee on a car seat,’ Sarah snorted.


      ‘Yeah, all we need to do now is to hit a kangaroo on the way to the wake, become paraplegics and have to be looked after by our mothers for the rest of our lives,’ Eve said. They both laughed, for a second unchecked, and Sarah swore she saw Eve’s eyes turn red. ‘I need a drink,’ Eve said, driving off the footpath and hitting the road with a thump. ‘Here’s to the wake.’


      They knew the numbers would be small at Meg’s other send-off, but they didn’t count on there being only eight people in the back bar of The Crown. Eve nodded at Meg’s cousin Penny and her husband, who were a decade older but could pass as Eve’s parents. Who had the fifteen or so people been at the service and grave? Perhaps they were paying their respects, felt sorry for the new doctor in town who died before she worked one day, the doctor no family claimed, but a wake was just too intimate.


      Sarah and Eve grabbed a beer and stood at the counter.


      ‘I have not had a beer in years,’ Eve announced to no one. ‘I don’t know why. It’s so good.’


      ‘Here’s to Meg,’ Sarah said, raising her glass.


      ‘To Meg.’


      There was a long pause, broken by Sarah. ‘What do you drink, then?’


      ‘Richard loves his wine. It’s become a hobby. All very grown up. He disappears into the spare room sometimes, doing I don’t know what. Sorting cases? Making lists of wine he wants to buy next? Wanking?’


      ‘At least that gives you a break,’ Sarah said, immediately annoyed with herself. Even saying it as a joke was stupid. She was married. Andrew was a good husband. He never pressured her. He knew she was tired with the boys and would leave her alone if she pretended to be asleep. ‘So what wine should I be drinking?’ Sarah asked, changing the subject.


      ‘Expensive is in at the moment.’


      ‘Good to know. I’ll write it down so next time I’m entertaining some mothers at morning tea I can give them a bottle or two to go with perfectly iced cupcakes and half-chewed Cruskits.’


      A few raised voices at the back of the room made them turn. They were talking over each other and then a man’s voice cried, ‘You’ve got to be joking.’


      ‘Are they talking about Meg?’ Sarah asked, turning to the small group in the corner.


      ‘I think they are talking about the weather. Do we mingle?’ Eve said, swirling the silt of her beer in her near-empty glass. ‘Tell them what we really got up to with Meg?’


      They ordered two vodkas and said nothing to each other, waving away the young girl wandering around offering a tray of hot chips and blocks of cheese on toothpicks. They watched her disappearing through the double doors, and when the doors swung back the young girl was replaced by two bodies, a man and a woman, walking towards the bar. In this crowd, these two were babies.


      


      The tall stranger taking off his tie and tucking it into his inside jacket pocket was bending so far to the right to hear what his little companion was saying that Eve thought he might topple over. From a distance, there was the illusion of an invisible string between his ear and the top of her head, the words coming out of her mouth grabbing him and pulling him down without mercy.


      He broke the connection for a moment to order out of the side of his mouth a lemon, lime and bitters and a schooner of whatever full-strength beer was on tap. The short woman, in a chocolate-brown linen pantsuit, continued to talk to him over his right shoulder. Her tinny voice bounced off the back wall of the bar, where all the spirits, five in total – rum, Scotch, vodka, gin and bourbon – were lined up in a row, awaiting their fate.


      ‘At least you could make it to the wake. You’re just lucky you made it this far, by the sound of it. Tim at the garage will take a look,’ she said to him, her chestnut bob shaking with ‘why would you be driving such an old make of car’ admonishment.


      He put a straw into her long glass and passed it to her while sipping the top off his schooner, his head tilting back towards an unstoppable mouth. ‘Thanks again for coming and getting me. It was bad timing. You missed the service and burial. It couldn’t get much worse,’ he said. ‘Just tell me when you want me to sort Meg’s stuff out.’


      ‘I know she has belongings at the house she rented. It’s a little way out of town. Wouldn’t have had time to unpack even, I suspect. In town two days. Two days. Hello, David.’ The chocolate-brown-linen woman nodded to a man walking past. ‘Her great-aunt, Vicky, has been a big help filling in the gaps. She’s over there, by the TV, the older lady in the charcoal top sitting down talking to Penny.’ Again, the pantsuit woman nodded to someone. ‘Thankfully, we found a relative quickly, so we could put the poor girl to rest. I couldn’t believe it. No close relatives, so to speak. Vicky didn’t even know Meg had left South Australia. I knew that was years ago from her CV. She knew the name of the family lawyer, thankfully. Sorry to sound so clinical.’


      Eve and Sarah raised their eyebrows at each other. As soon as the look was exchanged, the woman walked over in ten little steps and introduced herself. ‘Hi, you must be Eve and Sarah,’ she said. ‘I’m Georgia Thomas. What a sad way to meet. I am so sorry about Meg. It was terrible. I could tell in our brief time together she was a special person. Our community has lost someone very important to us. Or, should I say, was going to be very important to us.’


      Eve and Sarah were struck by her miniature authority, by the words straight out of a public-service announcement. Everything about her was correct and tiny. Tiny brushstrokes of perfectly subtle pink blush, carefully applied three-toned eyeshadow, a sweep of mascara, and coral-coloured lipstick – not a fly-by-night gloss – set surely into her little mouth. Her little hands went halfway around her drink, showing off watermelon-pink nail polish and an impressive wedding ring and princess-cut diamond engagement ring. Georgia was into pretty. She was also one of those people who seem in motion even when standing perfectly still. A pastel dash.


      The two old school friends stood up from their stools and finished the introductions – full names, how the day was so sad, how thankful they were to be found and told about the funeral, how grateful they were that Georgia had been so wonderful considering the brief time Meg had been in town – as though their mothers were standing behind them and keeping an eye on their manners.


      Georgia accepted their thanks and continued with her duties. ‘Eve, Sarah, this is Sam Chapman,’ she said, pointing at the relevant person at the relevant time. ‘It’s a terrible shame we missed the funeral. Sam’s car broke down and I had to pick him up down the highway. It all ended up taking much longer than expected.’


      ‘An absolute stuff-up,’ Sam said.


      There were awkward hugs and kisses. Eve missed his cheek completely, acknowledging the man they had heard about from Meg in telephone conversations and emails but never met. Sam, her flatmate when they started out as interns, the guy who caught an intruder on their balcony when they lived in a Sydney apartment near the hospital. The intruder had managed to climb up onto the balcony but couldn’t get out through the deadlocked front door or get back down. They remembered that one. Sam was so calm, Meg told them, so sensible. The intruder was massive, built like a public-toilet block, cornered on the balcony. Sam asked for their stuff back and then let the thief out the front door just as he would a dinner guest. Sam was a couple of amusing stories to them, not a person.


      Oblivious to the moment of discovery in front of her, Georgia asked a young woman with heavily plucked eyebrows to hang her and Sam’s jackets safely out the back. Soon, everyone was engaged in polite small talk about the service, Meg, the town – ‘Small but perfectly formed,’ Eve said, on her best behaviour. They learnt quickly that Georgia and her husband owned the town’s post office. Commerce central. The post office was a general store and the bank. For the rare tourist, it organised ‘authentic’ Australian-outback farmstays. They learnt that Sam would be coming back to Tallow two days a week as the area GP for a few months while Georgia searched for a replacement. That he had been working in a maternity hospital in Papua New Guinea when he got the news of Meg’s death. That he had been there for a year and was due home in three weeks. They learnt about the plans for Meg in Tallow. What they couldn’t help but learn was that Georgia knew more than God.


      It was rare that a doctor would set up in such a small town. They learnt it was all part of Georgia’s grand plan. She had been on the prowl for a doctor for two years and finally found Meg, convincing her to service the area as a GP but with a speciality in women’s health. Part of the agreement was to share Meg with Cobar: once a week, she would drive the two hundred or so kilometres to Cobar to work at the women’s health clinic. Georgia was sure that once the town had a part-time doctor, big things would follow. Maybe a nurse or an oral hygienist? A counsellor for all the depressives, which she knew was a growth area out here? Perhaps the chemist would expand?


      After finding a handy funding provision in the state-government health department and two face-to-face interviews and numerous emails with Meg, Georgia had offered her the job. The town’s new doctor had arrived on Thursday, pulling into her rental home just out of town in her four-wheel drive, and died the next night. She had checked out her offices on Friday morning but hadn’t even seen one patient. It was a pity about Meg. Georgia shook her head in a break from her verbal PowerPoint presentation. It was hard getting doctors in the bush who spoke English as their first language.


      Another round of drinks was ordered, and after the four at the bar exchanged condolences with Meg’s great-aunt Vicky, who was busy sipping gin under the glow of the TV, they decided to swap real estate and sit down at one of the many available tables.


      Eve was glad to sit; the empty tables and rote words of sympathy to strangers, the forced camaraderie, had somehow become a weight in her legs, making them ache. Exhaustion washed through her, and she felt the need to clutch her stool in case she fell off.


      ‘You’ve gone all pale. Are you okay?’ Georgia asked. ‘You’re such a tiny thing.’ Georgia squeezed Eve’s arm, not to steady her but to emphasise that there was nothing to her. Sarah reached out and put her hand on Eve’s back for support.


      ‘I’m fine. Really, I’m fine.’ Eve tucked her hair behind her ears, as if that proved it. ‘You spelt her name wrong on the cross.’


      ‘Pardon?’ Georgia said.


      ‘It’s Meghan.’ Eve emphasised the ‘han’, using her English vowels to the utmost. ‘Not Megan. And I don’t mean to be rude, but when it’s time for the tombstone to be laid and engraved, I think “Death is not a foe but an inevitable adventure” should be scrapped. It’s not right. It’s not an adventure when you’re thirty-four. It’s a stupid, stupid mistake.’


      ‘Ohh, right,’ Georgia said. ‘Of course. Do you mind sending me an email? Perhaps you could provide another inscription, then. Something you find more suitable.’


      ‘Sure,’ Eve said.


      The four of them sat in a circle for a moment. Sam kept absolutely still. Georgia wrote her email address on a piece of paper from her handbag and slid it across to Eve. Eve took it, put it in her pocket and then wiped the beads of moisture on her glass with a small paper napkin. Sarah moved her handbag from the floor to a chair behind.


      ‘Meg had enough work here?’ Eve said finally, unwrapping her fingers from the edge of her stool.


      ‘Well, as I said, it wasn’t just this town. We were going to share Meg with Cobar. Around here has been a black hole for medical and health services, and finally there was going to be a doctor close, well, close-ish for a lot of people. As you can imagine, as you can probably see, we’re lacking some pretty basic services out here. We do the best we can. With everything, we do the best we can.’


      Maybe Georgia was not as irritating as Eve first imagined when she had walked in talk, talk, talking, telling them everything. She looked at the woman fiddling with the tasteful necklace around her neck and thought she was the person in these small towns who was not just the glue but also the spark. Someone had to get things moving, learn how to use email, lobby the government for a more reliable internet service, organise book club on a Friday at the pub and family-night Saturdays, raise money to build a playground. Someone had to make things happen.


      ‘Shall I bother with the wontons, Georgia, or save them?’ a voice behind the bar interrupted.


      ‘I’d say save them, John, and double-wrap and label them this time before putting them back in the freezer,’ Georgia said tightly.


      ‘Would anyone like another?’ Sam asked.


      When Sam left for the bar, the conversation followed him, and the three women sat looking at each other over their empty glasses. Eve had no idea what to say next. She wanted to talk more about Meg, ask Georgia what Meg’s plans were in Tallow. Meg was actually renting a house, not staying temporarily in someone else’s home, so that was a good sign. But Eve felt that showing her ignorance to Georgia would give her a power and ownership that she wasn’t willing to hand over.


      Georgia spun around from Eve and Sarah to survey the bar for a staff member to take away their empty glasses. Failing, she spoke as soon as her attention returned to the table. ‘Have you been in London long, Eve?’


      ‘I suppose it’s nearly ten years.’


      ‘You almost wouldn’t know you were Australian with that accent,’ Georgia said. It was not the first time someone had commented on Eve’s strange two-thirds English accent; the remaining third was sprinkled with the odd Australian vowel or rising inflection at the end of a sentence. ‘What do they call it? A no-man’s-land accent. I suppose that’s bound to happen after a while. You’ve always played the cello in London?’


      People often wondered about this. Surely a bush girl from New South Wales couldn’t make a living playing a musical instrument. In London? For the Royal Opera? ‘Well, I’ve never played anything else,’ Eve said, watching Sam coming towards them carrying supplies. Sarah cleared their table onto the table next to them on his approach.


      ‘Did Meg ever see you play, in London?’


      ‘Yes, she did, she did,’ Eve said, thinking about Meg in a grey overcoat, red scarf and black gloves. ‘She came and stayed with me about three years ago in my old squashy flat, but I don’t think London was her kind of town.’


      Sam arrived and passed around the drinks. ‘I remember that,’ he said, sitting down. ‘She recounted in great detail the lessons you gave her on catching the Tube: warning signs for nutters, the way to carry your handbag to lessen the risk of being pickpocketed, how to stand squashed up next to people and touch them as little as possible. She loved it that you had sorted out your world, that you were an expert. I think she found it fascinating that there were all these rules for being so close to people and not touching them.’


      ‘That’s my gift in life, Tube travel,’ Eve said, a little shocked and put out that something so prosaic and aggravating as catching the Tube in London became a memory worth retelling for Meg.


      Sam pushed back his stool to give his legs some more room and spun his coaster around and around with his fingertip. His hair was thick and sandy, and there was a tiny patch that stood up on his crown like he was a naughty little boy in a comic strip. It was disarming, that little patch of sticking-up errant hair; so were the thick smile lines around his eyes and on his cheeks. He took his finger off the coaster and looked at Sarah. ‘I think you came over to visit Meg one day at the little terrace in Paddington we lived in and left us a truckload of food. I came home and there were all these meals frozen in the freezer. With labels. We ate them for weeks and used to say “Thank you, Sarah, thank you, Sarah” whenever we were defrosting.’


      Sarah and Eve exchanged looks at the thought of Meg in her kitchen long ago, thumping buttons on the microwave, thanking Sarah.


      ‘She always surprised me …’ Sam trailed off.


      ‘Are you okay?’ Eve asked.


      ‘No,’ Sam replied, feeling no obligation to expand.


      Eve imagined the life Meg led with this man as an adult. Keeping up with research. Exams. Parties. Working. Using all those complicated words she had seen in TV medical shows. Coming home and watching a DVD with Sam on the couch on days off, discussing whether they should have chicken or lamb or packet soup for dinner, laughing about the way Meg couldn’t cook.


      ‘How did she surprise you?’ Eve said in the middle of her imaginings.


      ‘I don’t know whether …’


      ‘When is there a better time to talk about Meg?’ Sarah asked, pushing her empty vodka glass forwards to make room for Sam’s story.


      Sam paused and took another sip, taking in the three women sat at the table waiting. He wasn’t going to get out of this. He didn’t want to get out of this.


      ‘Just after we had graduated, we were both working at Royal North Shore in Sydney. A man was airlifted into the hospital with fourth-degree burns over seventy per cent of his body. He was an oyster farmer. He was leaning over some piece of machinery he had invented for sorting oysters or something, something to make life easier. It was smoking up, and as he leant into it the engine blew up. Half his face was okay, the other side was melted, and most of his body too. He ended up having to stay in the hospital for weeks and weeks for treatment. He hardly had visitors. They had to stay on the farm, probably.


      ‘One day, I went to check him a bit earlier than usual because I wanted to get going and meet this nurse before her shift finished, and Meg was bathing him. I could hear her voice behind the bathroom door. I could hear him inhaling, trying not to scream. She was talking away about the football or something or other, trying to distract him. I heard him saying one word, maybe two, back to her, trying to pretend it wasn’t killing him having his skin scrubbed. She wasn’t cooing and carrying on, she was just giving him a commentary as if they were sitting next to each other watching TV. Occasionally, he would scream. He was a tough man, but I can’t imagine the pain he was in. I left and didn’t tell her I knew. I asked around and worked out she had been coming in early for five weeks to bathe him. He didn’t want the nurses to do it. Somehow, Meg became his person. I don’t know, maybe Meg chose him as her person.


      ‘He died from an infection. I was rostered on that morning. Meg came in to bathe him, and he just wasn’t there. She came home that night and never said a word. I waited. For weeks, I waited for her to tell me something about this man. She never, ever spoke about him.’


      There were just the four of them now in the back bar; the others had all left. Lots of empty tables and stools in twos and threes and the coloured lights from the TAB betting machine blinking through the doorway. The air conditioning was working too well. It was cold. Fake cold.


      Eve touched her cheekbone and rubbed it a few times, right where Meg’s two moles lined up perfectly.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FIVE

    


    
      Hetherington Girls’ School on Sydney’s leafy north side boasted an impressive collection of buildings. If you were looking down upon it, as the latest intricate Lego-town creation of a precocious seven-year-old, to the north would be the history, English, maths and science buildings. The creative cluster – music, drama, art, language laboratories and an amphitheatre – lay to the west. The green at the south contained the manicured oval, two basketball courts, a twenty-five-metre pool and a handy, near-forgotten gate for final-year bad girls to make lunchtime escapes. Lastly, to the east sat the boarding house, Cooinda, and a canteen that specialised in salad rolls with too much butter for the girls who ate, and lemonade iceblocks for the girls who didn’t.


      In 1895, the brick three-storey boarding house had been the entire school. Fifteen girls completed an education in religion, home economics, English and, controversially, basic maths. Now, the building with the wraparound verandah was home to one hundred and twelve female boarders, aged from eleven to eighteen, Years Seven to Twelve, mostly from country New South Wales, a few from Singapore and Hong Kong and a handful from Sydney itself. The boarders made up approximately one-eighth of the school’s population.


      Two days before the new school year, the Year Seven boarders would be summoned to Cooinda. The next day, after a day of the first-timers settling in, Years Eight to Twelve would file in and claim their new territory.


      The iron gates from the street to the boarding house opened at 8.30 am. Morning sun trickled onto the front verandah and down to the front doors, where groups of three huddled outside the entry before disappearing into the wide mouth. Meg stood with her father on the pebbles near the gate, looking at her new home. The drive to Sydney was over nine hours, and they had arrived the night before, staying in a little hotel ten minutes away.


      Earlier, Bill and Meg had taken turns using the bathroom and trying not to get in each other’s way as they dressed. They had a silent dance going on: one would sit on the hotel bed, suitcase jutting into hip, sighing and looking for underpants, zipping and unzipping side pockets, wondering in what clever place they had hidden three pairs of undies two days ago, while the other brushed hair or organised towels or took shoes out of plastic bags and put them near the door for later. The father and daughter, with the same full lips and green eyes, couldn’t recognise the new feeling in the hotel room. It was something resembling defeat. The path had been set. After boarding, she would go on to university; after university, she would get a job, a good job. At eleven, Meg was leaving home.


      Bill needed something to do and put his new blue checked shirt on, the one he’d bought in town, and now he was standing in this hotel room with the TV news on in the background, wearing undies and a shirt. His shirt was so well starched and perfect-looking that he had hung it on the hook above the window in the back seat of his four-wheel drive the whole way into Sydney. Sometimes, the shirt had got in his line of sight when changing lanes, but it hadn’t bothered Bill. There was no way he would have risked it lying on the back seat; he needed a shirt that looked ironed by a wife.


      Meg took her new dress into the bathroom to slip it on. Bill and Meg had searched for over an hour for the perfect outfit to wear on her first day at a new school in the city. Bill stood in doorways and outside change rooms offering his verdict on tiny outfit after tiny outfit. When Bill exchanged an amused glance with a shop assistant as Meg pulled away the change-room curtain at Playful Princess to reveal a red dress with an oversized red and white polka-dot bow on the waist, Meg had had enough. She chose the next dress she tried on. It was navy with white trim around the sleeves and a drop waist. Her dad liked it, and Meg thought it looked like nothing.


      ‘Dad, can you …?’


      Meg lifted her long brown hair away from the back of her neck and bent forwards in the middle of the room. The nape of her neck was a cream rather than the soft brown of the rest of her body. It was long and delicate, and tiny bits of twisted new hair sprang out from the base of her hairline. Meg was normally so nimble with her fingers, but today they refused to work. Bill stood behind her, his moleskins now on and his new shirt hanging untucked above, and did up the white flower-shaped buttons that ran down the back of her dress to the waist.


      ‘What a strange day, Meggie,’ he said, three buttons to go.


      Meg looked at the bottom of her dress and her bare feet on the sturdy purple carpet. She wondered when she would wear a bra. How would she know when it was time? ‘Yeah.’ She rolled her tanned feet onto their sides.


      ‘It might take a little while, but it will happen, Meg. You will love it there. You won’t be by yourself, there will be all those other girls to talk to, be around, and the education. I wish I had a better education. You can be whatever you want to be with a good education. Even if you stay at home, Meg, the nearest high school is two and a half hours away. You have to leave, one way or another. And all those girls.’ Bill was trying to condense all of his arguments into a bullet-point verbal presentation in a last-ditch attempt to get some kind of ‘You’re right, Dad, you’ve been right all along and now I finally see it. I’m going to be absolutely fine. Don’t worry about me for a minute. And, by the way, thanks for this opportunity.’


      He finished with the buttons and tried to ignore the silence, giving Meg two pats on the bum as a code for finished.


      ‘I’m not lonely, Dad.’ She let her hair fall on her back against the dress and turned to face him. Strangers sometimes found it disconcerting, but Meg was always a child who would look people in the eye. Grown-ups, after they looked down the waitress’s top at a Mother’s Day lunch for their wife, or didn’t tell the butcher they were undercharged by five dollars, didn’t want to be looked at like that.


      ‘You need to leave the farm and get a good education. It’s that simple.’


      Meg knew her dad’s voice. She knew the thinness meant it was final. She wasn’t angry any more, she was sad. What she didn’t know, standing there in her navy-blue dress with a drop waist, was that if she started to cry now, if she begged one more time, he would have packed up, taken off his shirt, shoved it into his bag, got back into the car and driven them home.


      ‘Yeah, I know … Dad?’


      ‘Yes?’


      ‘Don’t forget to take that thing off your face before we go.’


      Bill slapped his thick hand against his chin, connecting with a bloodied shred of toilet paper. He had cut himself earlier, shaving in the tiny bathroom with tiny soaps and tiny bottles of shampoo and conditioner.


      ‘Shit,’ he said as he ripped it off. They both smiled.


      Looking straight at Cooinda, Meg brushed her hand against her dad’s. She wanted to make sure he was there. She wanted to feel his calluses and the hair on his knuckles. His broad fists were curled tight around the handles of her two new suitcases, and even though they were both standing still, looking into the distance, like two figures in a painting, he didn’t put the suitcases down. Bill was thankful for them; just holding them gave him something to do. Meg squeezed her eyes tight so her perspective and vision became blurred and undulating. There were rows of windows for thin eyes, a squat door for a nose and that long verandah with perfect white teeth for a mouth. It looked as though it was smiling after a good meal of good girls.


      As Meg and Bill walked through the front door, they kept to the side, watching sets of parents milling about, leaning over and talking in hushed tones to nervous-looking daughters, offering to quickly dash out and buy some deodorant or a pen or more hairbands, whatever it was that seemed terribly important at this particular moment. Suitcases crammed the dark foyer, and the smell of a collection of mingling mothers’ perfume unsettled the nose. Smiling boarders in their final year wove in and out of groups, greeting new arrivals and handing out a schedule of the morning’s events. Confident and fresh, in full school uniforms, with pert ponytails tied with satin navy ribbons, they were cheery tour guides and living examples of convivial survival when away from home.


      Not wanting to put a foot wrong on the first day, parents clutched the morning’s timetable and kept themselves occupied scanning down the schedule of events. A few mums took a second look at Bill. Standing tenderly next to his daughter, big and handsome, grey flecks through thick hair, a tight physique, broad shoulders and those hands, he made butterflies sneak into their bored bodies. One woman with a perfect bob, clucking around her daughter, emitted an involuntary shiver as he walked past.


      First up, greetings from the principal and head boarder: 9 to 9.30 am. Boarding-house tour: 9.30 to 10 am. Meet and greet with boarding-house mistresses: 10 to 10.30 am. Parents and new girls settle into dorm rooms: 10.30 to 11.30 am. Farewell: 11.30 to 12 pm. Lunch in dining hall for new boarders: 12 pm.


      Bill carried Meg’s two suitcases up one flight of stairs to the Year Seven dormitory. There in front of him, in one big room, stood seven bunk beds in a row, with double wardrobes sporting darker patches from old stickers that had been removed. The wardrobes also served as room dividers between the bunks. He set down Meg’s luggage beside the bed that had a sticky label saying ‘Meghan Patterson’ on it and took a deep breath in. He had to think about exhaling.


      Fathers hoisted suitcases onto beds, mothers helped unpack them, girls sat on top or bottom bunks busily organising what to put on and in their small bedside tables. Framed pictures of family and diaries and notepads and pens and brushes fell between laps and knees. Before goodbyes, mothers tried to pair up their daughters in instant friendships.


      ‘That’s a lovely bedspread you have.’


      ‘Look at all those books.’


      ‘Lucy has those shoes, but in red.’


      ‘Look who you’ll be sharing a bunk with. How old are you, eleven or twelve? I can see you like horses. What’s his name? Dusty? What a clever name for a horse of that colour. Katherine likes horses. Well, you do. And she likes Janet Jackson. You have a Walkman. Katherine, maybe you can lend Sally some of your tapes to play on her Walkman. Ohh, you two are going to have fun.’


      It was happening right in front of his face, but Bill didn’t see any of it – mothers partnering up their daughters with someone, anyone, aware there was safety in numbers. He stood by Meg’s bottom bunk, helping her put her short-sleeve shirts and shorts into some drawers instead. They worked silently side by side, Meg furious at her dad and full of love for him at the same time. Feelings were spinning around in her stomach, making her want to go to the toilet, but she couldn’t remember where the toilets were and didn’t want to leave her dad when there wasn’t much time left. She looked at the clock on the end wall: 11.50 am.


      ‘Okay, Meggie, I have to go. I’ll be back in four weekends to see you, so it’s four weeks, okay?’ For some reason, Bill put four fingers up to emphasise four. Four weeks was the recommended time between drop-off and first visit. The girls needed time to settle in, the note had said. His voice was soft, but he had to raise it slightly as parents around him began their separation speeches.


      Meg said nothing. She could feel a knot tugging at the inside of her throat and her eyes were beginning that sting she felt when she sometimes had a fight with her dad and went to her room and wished her mum was still there and could tell Dad that eleven-year-old girls didn’t have to wear pretty dresses to some stupid cousin’s wedding.


      ‘Meg, come here.’ He stretched his arms towards her and pulled her into his chest, squeezing her against his new shirt. She was lost against him. Lost and safe. ‘Meg,’ he mumbled into her hair. ‘I love you, Meg. Let’s give this a go.’ His body was wrapped tight around her tiny frame, his head still buried in her hair. ‘C’mon,’ he said, pleading, squeezing again. ‘C’mon.’


      Meg looked up at him. Their foreheads touched. Meg could see a sliver of light on a bed by the wall out of the corner of her eye and right in front of her the tiny red spot on his chin where he had cut himself. She hugged him back. ‘I love you, Dad.’


      He knew she would be okay. The silence between them wrapped around his last hard squeeze. He was going to make a joke about her needing to get some muscles, but his voice was not to be trusted.


      ‘Bye, darling. I’ll call tomorrow. Love you,’ he whispered.


      He walked out the dormitory doorway and down the stairs and didn’t look back. Looking back was pointless.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER SIX

    


    
      A particular darkness was always a comfort to Meg. Just before the first pink skittish light of dawn, in the darkest and coldest part of the night, Meg would hear her dad roll from side to side under his sheets in his room down the hall, rearrange his pillow, kick off the covers or pull them up, scratch something. Sometimes, she could hear the call of a lone bird that, even by the most rigorous standards, was an early one. Then her thoughts would return to the movement inside the house. Soon, she would hear his footsteps down the hallway and him lifting up the toilet seat, followed by a crack when the seat hit the porcelain cistern and the sound of his pee hitting the water. The trickle lasted for an eternity. After that came first light. As soon as he shut the bathroom door and padded towards the kitchen to make himself a black coffee, she would fall back to sleep. He would be back for breakfast.


      The sounds were different now, in this place with the high walls and even rows of bunk beds, the developing bodies and many windows. The trees outside changed the sound of the wind. It was thicker, more contained, forcing its way through leaves and branches, around bricks and tiled roofs. At home, when the wind came across, it was lucky to find a tree and a single-storey house. When it came, it was all or nothing. A great roar or a lost sigh.


      After the bell for bed went on the first night, there were whispers – ‘Are you awake?’ – coughing, laughing, a soft sobbing under a pillow a few bunks down, the footsteps of a stranger in sensible shoes walking past beds and every now and then stopping to pick something off the ground or straighten the bottom of a blanket, toilets flushing, girls’ voices passing the door outside, the patter of delicate little feet.


      As Meg lay in the dark, the sounds changed. There was more space between each noise: the distant hum of cars, a beep, a motorbike, then nothing; doors closing, a strange creaking in the roof, then silence.


      When everyone was asleep, Meg put her hand out in front of her and counted to four. Her eyes adjusted to the dark, and she could see her long fingers stretched out towards the ceiling.


      She went over and over her father’s conversations, searching for a loophole. Surely there was someone who went on to university in the last few years from the local high school? What about her uses as unpaid help on the farm, a money saver? How could Dad say it was what her mother wanted? People changed their minds all the time – who knew what her mother would say now? She died eight years ago.


      She had thought her dad was going off the idea of boarding school. He had stopped talking about it. She’d thought she would stay home with him and cook him his bloody breakfasts of chops and eggs in the morning. Sit on his lap just as he was finishing and let him drop crumbs of toast on her head and say ‘When did you get so clever, Meggie? That was perfect’ or ‘Better be careful or the birds might want to eat your hair for lunch’. He would be lonely all by himself. Serve him right.


      A face appeared above Meg as her thoughts gained momentum and malice. Upside down, it said, ‘Are you awake?’


      ‘Jesus … What? … Yes,’ Meg said, trying unsuccessfully not to sound startled.


      ‘What about that dorm mistress today, the one who gave us a talk and kept pronouncing the word “diary” wrong,’ said the voice that was attached to the swinging, out-of-focus, upside-down head.


      In a short talk about privacy and hygiene when living with a group of eleven-and twelve-year-old girls, Emily Nettle, a fifty-six-year-old dorm mistress with three grown-up children and a husband who ‘went’ gay twelve years before, had the unfortunate problem of being unable to get her tongue around ‘r’s. They became ‘w’s, and as a result ‘diary’ became ‘diawee’. ‘Privacy’, a word she used often in the ten and a half minutes, became ‘pwivacy’. The topic – hygiene etiquette– coupled with her weak ‘r’s had every girl examining her feet after five minutes. Words such as ‘tampons’ and ‘bwas’ and ‘nudity’ lit the communal giggle that was crawling through the sensible grey carpet across the rows of shaking shoulders. Mrs Nettle was saved by one thing: newness. The girls didn’t know each other. The laughter could not yet become contagious, as the twelve new boarders were strangers. Today. Mrs Nettle unwittingly had presided over their first ever bonding session.


      ‘Wascally Wabbit.’


      The girl giggled. ‘As if you’re going to tell someone they pong by saying, “Hey, Susan, do you want to try some of my deodorant? It smells like roses and feels great to wear.” What planet was she from?’


      ‘Uwanus,’ Meg said, before she could stop herself. The girl’s giggle became a laugh. Someone down the row of bunk beds towards the far wall said shush. ‘Can I come down there?’


      ‘Okay.’


      Meg didn’t know what was happening: it was late; it was the strangest day of her life; everything smelt different; someone who she thought was called Sarah, or maybe Elizabeth, was pulling back her sheet and jumping into bed next to her.


      ‘I’ve never slept with this many people. Some are making so much noise in their sleep. Did you hear, I think it was Elizabeth, talking in her sleep before?’ It was Sarah next to her. ‘I couldn’t make out what she was saying. All I could hear were the words “eyes” and “no”. God, I hope I don’t talk in my sleep or snore and don’t know it. That would be so embarrassing.’


      The girls readjusted themselves in the single bed, wordlessly making sure there was enough pillow and sheet for the two of them. Sarah’s thick little body lay firmly in place. Strands of her long red hair had somehow managed to creep across Meg’s face. Meg decided, after thinking way too long about it, that she should brush them off.


      Five down along the neat rows of bunks and dividing cupboards, Eve Hardy was dreaming; she never had much trouble sleeping at night. Even at twelve years old, she could feel herself actually ‘fall’ to sleep. It was like diving into warm marshmallow. It was the other end where she wasn’t so good. Eve was an early riser. At home, she would lie in bed for a while listening to the sounds – birds, insects, the occasional car – pretending she was falling back to sleep until she could stand it no longer, and then she would put her pink-fringed bedside light on and read.


      Her sixth-grade teacher had encouraged her to join the Scone public library because she had read everything in the school library. She would spend hours on the weekend choosing books, placing her hands all over their sensible plastic-covered spines and back covers and reading the summaries of the stories within. She would read about the authors. She would read who had borrowed the books before her. Sometimes, she knew the names. There were friends’ parents, the man who owned the pizza takeaway three doors down from her parents’ chemist shop, local police, a doctor, a handful of teachers.


      She imagined where these people had read them. In bed? On the lounge? At the kitchen table? Had some read them when they were meant to be working? Then she would imagine them flicking the pages with their suits or uniforms off. Maybe they were in pyjamas and you could see their legs up to their white, hairless thighs, or in singlets with the side bits of the boob that you could see through the armhole, like with her mum. Maybe they wore sarongs. A sarong in Scone – that would be cool.


      It was in these early hours, with a book resting on her pillow, before movement started infecting the house and her dad would start muttering about ironed shirts and clean socks, that she would read about a girl with red lipstick falling in love with a man who didn’t know she existed. Or a precocious orphan girl called May in Atlanta, Georgia, surviving an attack by killer bees. She read about teenagers going to school in New York and eating lunch in cafeterias, about an Aboriginal boy from the city who went walkabout, about nurses tending to the injured in the First World War. One day, she would have a story of her own better than ‘The Afternoon Eve Hardy Bowled Her Brother Out at Cricket’. Something with some drama and action, where she did something extraordinary that no one could believe.


      She had worried about the morning here. She knew she would wake early. She had packed a torch because she had seen kids in the movies read under their covers like this. Her mum had given her extra batteries. Eve was on a bottom bunk and, before she’d fallen asleep, had placed a book securely under the mattress and tucked her torch into the bottom of the bed, held snug by the sheet. This way, she wouldn’t have to get out of bed and make too much noise retrieving her torch and her book about a girl locked in an attic with her brothers and sisters by her evil grandmother.


      Going to bed last night and not going out into the lounge room and saying goodnight to Mum and Dad while they watched TV was not as weird as she thought it would be. Her older brother, Tom, was a boarder at Hetherington’s brother school, Mitchell College, and told plenty of stories when he returned home for holidays about what went on. At least they didn’t have anyone in the showers on ‘cock watch’ here. A senior, Tom said, would stand and watch all the boys in the showers, which were communal, unlike the individual cubicles at Hetherington. This boy would make sure no one looked at anyone else’s penis. If someone did, the senior would scream ‘Cock watcher!’ at him. Tom said you never ever wanted to be called a cock watcher. The best way to shower was to pick a tile on the wall in front and watch it the entire time. One tile. Never move your eyes off the tile and shower as quickly as possible. The ones who stumbled and fumbled for soap and weren’t organised were going to cop it, he said.


      Her mother had boarded too, at Hetherington. That’s how she went on to university, studied pharmacy and became a chemist, she would remind Eve often. Boarding had given her a good education, opportunities and lifelong friends.


      Eve had always known boarding school was coming. She’d never thought to fight or question her departure. Maybe her acceptance was part inevitability and part due to the fact that she was no fuss. All the other mothers would say she was such a pleasure to have over for a sleepover or to take to the movies. She was the girls’ school captain at Scone Public School. Admittedly, that year there were only six girls. Once, she did pull her pants down with her friend Chloe Preston, and they took pictures of each other’s vaginas. They didn’t really think the pictures out, considering Chloe’s mum got the film developed at Eve’s chemist shop. Eve got a talk from her mum about how it was natural to be curious, but that’s not what she should be doing with a camera. Try taking pictures of flowers.


      Before Eve fell through the warm marshmallows on her first night at Hetherington, she knew. She knew in the still heat, among the rustling sounds coming from everywhere, with a crisp sheet over her body. She knew this would take time to get used to. She didn’t cry. When Cynthia Albertese cried, she gave her a tissue and a squeeze on the shoulder and said it would be fine. Then she climbed into her own bed, felt her torch with her toes and said to herself it would just take time.


      ‘Do you think we are the only two not asleep?’ Sarah whispered to Meg.


      ‘I can’t hear anyone else,’ Meg whispered.


      Sarah lowered her voice as far as it would go. She had a tone that was hard to subdue into a whisper. ‘I’m lucky. I get to go home on a few weekends each term, so I don’t have to wait for months like some girls. Mum says it might only be this year that I have to board while she sorts out her new schedule, her new job. She says it’s a win–win.’


      Meg had never heard a kid say ‘win–win’ and turned to look the carrot-top in the face. She had noticed Sarah’s parents in the foyer downstairs earlier in the day. Her mum was tall and graceful, wearing high heels and a red blazer with gold buttons. She looked a lot younger than her husband, who had a head like one of those toads you find floating in the horse troughs. Bathed in that red blazer against the dark, groaning wood of the walls and staircase, she looked like something out of a painting in an art gallery. Meg also thought she looked a bit up herself.


      Meg’s dad had taken her to the art gallery of New South Wales the year before, when they came to Sydney for a treat. At a cafe afterwards, he told her he didn’t want her to just know about sheep dips and how to ride a motorbike. He had a cup of tea, she had a lemonade and they shared some chocolate cake. The cake was the best part. There were some very unhappy-looking people in those paintings, and she didn’t get the ones that were all dots and slashes. She could do that at home. In a second.


      ‘Mum’s new job is full-on, and they thought this way I’ll get to do all my activities and have my homework supervised and it will be a really stable environment,’ Sarah said, word-perfect. ‘You can come home with me sometimes, if you want. I’ll show you it tomorrow – I can see my roof from the window above the stairs. It’s a red-tiled one. Where do you live?’


      Meg made a mental note to check the next day whether it was true about the roof. What were Sarah’s parents doing there right now? Watching TV? Brushing their teeth? ‘It’s near Bourke,’ Meg said. ‘Ten hours’ drive away. Drive north and west and you’ll hit it.’


      ‘Okay,’ Sarah said, attempting to conjure up a mental map of New South Wales and coming up completely blank after Newcastle in the north and Gerringong in the south. ‘I bet your mum and dad have a present for you when they see you next. That’s what the senior girls were saying today. They were saying one girl got a ski trip at the end of the year. In France.’


      ‘My mum’s dead.’ Meg didn’t say it in a nasty way, or sadly, or for pity; she just wanted Sarah to know that her mum was dead, straight away. She had figured earlier, as she watched all the other mothers settle their daughters in and go over lists and rules and absent-mindedly place their hands for a long time on that concave part at the bottom of their daughters’ backs, that she should be clear about her mother right from the start. Maybe it would stop people from wanting to know more.


      Meg didn’t know much more anyway. She didn’t remember her mum; she recognised her in pictures and could recount word for word the stories her dad told her of her mum and her when she was a baby. Her olive skin was from her mum – she could see that in the pictures. Her dad said she had the same fire, but she couldn’t see her mum’s fire really well in the pictures at home. She got her wide mouth from her dad. The pictures of Meg and her mum together stopped when Meg was about two. In the last one, they were both in the outside bath at the farm. Anne was in a striped bikini, lying on her back and holding a naked Meg up in the air, and they were both laughing. Meg was flying. Anne died from a brain haemorrhage one morning when she leant over to the bedside table to get her cup of tea.


      ‘Oh,’ Sarah responded. She didn’t know what to say. She pushed her shoulder into Meg, their bare arms together under the sheet, and turned to face her. Sarah couldn’t see properly in the dark. She closed her eyes and whispered what was on the schedule for tomorrow. Before she got to what she guessed would be for lunch, ham sandwiches or hotpot, they both fell asleep. Somewhere between their first and second dreams, Sarah and Meg became friends.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER SEVEN

    


    
      Feeling reckless, Sarah picked up her empty bowl of Rice Bubbles and drank the dregs of milk like a cat, causing everyone around the table to giggle. Lara Finlay thought the act was so funny she cracked her knee on the iron crossbars under the table and yelled ‘Shit’, causing more laughter.


      ‘I’ll do your hair now, Meg,’ Sarah announced, turning officious as she pushed out of her chair. ‘C’mon.’


      Meg followed, resigned to her fate. They had never been to a Hetherington School swimming carnival, but it didn’t take a genius to work out hair was important today. The senior girls all arrived at breakfast in their house colours – green, yellow, blue, red or purple– with their hair already preened and pushed. There were cowgirl plaits and high ponytails, teased fringes and comic pigtails that a five-year-old might wear. The senior girls had sprayed their house colours all through their hair. Sarah wondered whether all that dye would run in the pool. Her mother would kill her if she did that at home.


      Sarah and Meg left the huddle of blue at the end of their table finishing off their cereal and toast and walked up the stairs past girls in red and yellow talking in doorways. No one was hurrying back to her room to pack a bag or to finish last-minute maths homework before school. Routine had been broken for this Wednesday. Voices were louder; girls were shouting instructions or plans about who they were sitting next to on the bus in hallways and down stairwells. A few took bananas from the servery and boldly stuck them in their pockets for later. There was a feeling in the boarding house that anything could happen today. Held for the last forty-two years without fail, four weeks into the first term, the Hetherington Girls’ School swimming carnival had arrived, marking the last Wednesday before the boarders had their first weekend out for the year.


      Sarah sat Meg down on the end of the bed and put all her hair equipment on her lap. She put a hairband in her mouth and one around her wrist for later.


      ‘Just a ponytail,’ Meg said, turning her back to Sarah. ‘You can make it high and stupid-looking if you want.’


      ‘What about plaits? I could do really cute plaits, and maybe we could put some wire through them and make them stick out.’ Sarah was getting excited as she brushed.


      ‘We don’t have any wire.’


      ‘Oh. Of course. I just thought. Just plain plaits then,’ Sarah said, not letting the hairband in her mouth get in the way of her elocution.


      ‘Okay, plaits.’


      Sarah took three equal pieces of Meg’s hair and began to turn them over and through while she discussed the stupidity and uselessness of the butterfly stroke. ‘I mean, when am I ever going to need to swim butterfly?’ Sarah asked, taking the hairband from her mouth and twisting it around the bottom of one of the plaits. ‘I can swim freestyle. I’m not going to drown.’


      ‘I’m hopeless at them all, Sarah, so don’t worry,’ Meg said. ‘I just hope there are some swimmers as bad as me out there today. So no one notices.’


      ‘I heard Jenny Allan swam for the state last year in under-thirteen,’ Sarah said. ‘In all four strokes.’


      ‘Great,’ Meg said. ‘Thanks, Sarah.’


      Eve had been one of the first girls to finish her breakfast and could hear fussing over hair further up the rows of bunks. Cross-legged, she sat on the floor, packing her backpack for the carnival. Every now and then, someone would walk past and ask the air if anyone had seen their hat/cap/bathers. Eve hadn’t noticed anyone else’s little bits and pieces and said so each time. The harried searcher would say nothing and continue asking. They had been given a list in form class of what they needed to bring, and Eve kept busy, smoothing out the piece of paper on the floor beside her bunk and double-checking she had everything. ‘School sports hat. Towel. Swimming cap. Goggles. School swimmers. Your belongings are your responsibility,’ the note said. She placed everything in the bag, pulling at the rubber of her navy swimming cap as she slid it inside, thinking how much she hated putting those tight things on her head. They pulled and hurt. She wasn’t the best swimmer, she knew that.


      Swimming lessons were not optional in the Hardy household, but she’d managed to stop before her brothers did. Mr Beechley had been her instructor, standing beside the pool in his shorts, walking up and down and never letting her know where he was looking under those reflector sunglasses. Eve had learnt the hard way when she cheated in butterfly. She could never do butterfly; she could barely do freestyle. Breaststroke was her best stroke. One morning, before school at swimming lessons, she’d swum the laps as she was told and switched to breaststroke kick instead of butterfly when she thought Mr Beechley wasn’t looking. He ordered her out of the pool so he could tie a thick rubber band around her ankles. Eve ran as soon as she saw the black rubber being pulled out of the wet washing basket near the blocks, and Mr Beechley gave chase – around and around the pool, all the children in the water stopping in their lanes, heads bobbing up, watching the two of them. He caught her by the straps of her swimmers and picked her up, tears running down her cheeks. He wrapped the rubber around her ankles, tightened it, grabbed her around the crotch and neck and threw her back in the water.


      ‘When I say butterfly kick, I mean butterfly kick,’ was all he said.


      Eve swam down the lane, mucus escaping from her nose and floating off into the pool like spilt mercury, her bottom half sinking, her thighs struggling to move together and perform the butterfly kick. Her legs were so skinny and long, they weren’t designed for butterfly. Mr Beechley made her practise the stroke for the rest of the lesson. She didn’t cry, though, when she had to wait near the starting blocks at the end of the lesson for him to untie her ankles, while he casually threw yellow kickboards and flippers and other wet chlorine-soaked bits into the laundry basket.


      Eve’s towel, bathing cap and school sports cap were brand new and still smelt. Her swimmers were old – a cousin’s – and she folded them neatly. They were stretched and thin all over – her cousin was much tinier than her; she couldn’t believe they were related – but her mum told her they had bought enough new stuff this year and navy swimmers were navy swimmers, and it wasn’t as if Eve was going to get picked for the Olympic swim team.


      When they filed onto the bus to the pool, Eve noticed a lot of the older girls had their bathers on under their house colours. Experience. Everyone was partnered up on the bus, and Eve had to sit next to the deputy principal, Ms Waters. She tried to keep her knees to herself – teachers always took up so much room – and stared out the window with her backpack on her lap, making sure nothing strayed into Ms Waters’ airspace.


      ‘So, what are you entering, Eve?’ Ms Waters asked. Her vowels were perfectly rounded, her words clipped with precision.


      ‘Breaststroke.’


      ‘It’s such a graceful stroke. One of my favourites too. You look like you could be a bit of a swimmer. Those long legs. You know, everyone has to swim a fifty-metre freestyle race. It’s the rule. Save some energy, because freestyle is last.’


      Eve didn’t know what kind of answer Ms Waters wanted, so she made a noise in return.


      ‘Settling in?’


      ‘Yes.’ Eve pushed her backpack onto its belly on her lap.


      ‘What’s your favourite subject so far?’


      There was a long pause, and for a while it seemed that Eve was not going to answer. ‘English. Maybe.’ Eve zipped and unzipped, zipped and unzipped her backpack, on automatic pilot.


      ‘Yes, I’ve heard you’re quite the bookworm.’


      Eve looked horrified. She stopped mid-zip. She banged her elbow against the window, causing a perfect big, red, round spot, but didn’t utter a sound. She was sitting next to the deputy principal in front of rows and rows of girls from school and she was being congratulated on being a bookworm. Johanna Waters turned to see Eve’s neck go blotchy and red. Elsewhere, chatter and the occasional low chant filled the bus. Eve listened behind her, trying to work out whether anyone had heard.


      Johanna brushed an imaginary annoyance off her lap, left it a minute or so, then leant over to Eve and whispered, ‘Aren’t other people’s stories fascinating? It’s good to read. Important. Makes you realise people are never quite what they seem.’


      Then Ms Waters sat upright, took a clipboard out of her oversized bag, ran her finger down a running list, tapped it on a name and with that voice of hers added without looking up, ‘Well, good luck today.’


      Filing into North Sydney Pool, jammed next to an assortment of bodies, it was obvious that Eve possessed genes for blue eyes, thin hair and long fingers. What she lacked in her biological make-up was the gene, or maybe it was the instinct, for self-preservation, otherwise she would have faked stabbing pains in the vicinity of her pelvis to Mr Walker, turned around past the lines of girls walking with bare feet through the turnstile at the pool and hopped back on the school bus. She felt the doom rise as soon as she entered the pool grounds and had to squeeze past pompoms and girls with coloured zinc painted on their faces as if they were off to war, then walk alongside too much shiny, happy blue. The glare stabbed at her eyes, but Eve kept on walking until she took a seat in the stands and waited to be called for the under-thirteen fifty-metre breaststroke race. Eve had never seen a fifty-metre pool in her life. All that water.


      As she made her way to the marshalling area, Eve didn’t just feel like a fraud in her navy T-back swimmers, she knew she also looked like one. Her bathers seemed a completely different colour to those of the other girls. She had noticed this at school, but here, in this light, hers were very badly faded, and when she looked down her front they were almost see-through. She kept her towel on for as long as possible and told herself she was going to demand another pair of swimmers when she spoke to her mum on the phone that night.


      Eve joined the row of girls lining up for her race. She moved her purple veiny legs up and down on the spot like all the girls next to her. As she attempted to tuck the wisps of her short dark hair under her swimming cap, she looked down the row of long-limbed girls and breathed in hard, so that the bones of her chest became a stack of knives. Eve had thought that by now she would be one of the girls in the line leaning into another soft body, talking about their favourite nail-polish colour and giggling that Miss Dixon had brought her bathers and was actually going to get in the pool later. At home, she had a big group of friends. She was always being invited to parties and it was handy, her mum said, that they owned the chemist because they would grab something out of the shop for half-price as a present – some pretty hairbands and brushes, a beauty case, some clear lip gloss.


      Eve thought she had been prepared for coming away. She had seen Tom do it. Had seen her mum in tears at home when she hung up the phone to him during his first year. Then everyone in the family got used to one less and it became four at the table: Mum, Dad, Eve and Robert, her little brother. Four in the car. She didn’t have to touch another human when they drove anywhere. Four in the house. Four dividing up the contents of the biscuit tin.


      She had seen Tom a couple of times in the last few weeks, and her mum and dad were coming on the weekend – the famous fourth weekend of first term. They were all staying in a hotel together and going to explore Sydney as a family, and her mum said they were just going to put up a sign in the shop saying, ‘Sorry for any inconvenience. We are closed to see our daughter in Sydney.’


      Eve was beginning to see how she was different. She had short hair, while everyone else had long hair. She was tall, and everyone else was medium or short, cute short. She kept on being mistaken for someone in Year Ten, which was starting to get on her nerves. She also played a musical instrument. She was relieved that Mr Walker now let her keep her cello down in the music rooms rather than in the corner of the dorm. Before she was allowed to lock her cello safely away in Music Room Three, everyone kept making jokes about it – the big case leaning like a policeman sitting down on the job in the dorm, taking up so much room.


      ‘Have you got a dead body in there, Eve?’


      ‘Not enough wardrobe space, Eve?’


      ‘Play us something, Eve.’


      By now, the girls in the Year Seven dorm had partnered up. It was six more weeks until the end of the first term, and the groups had begun to take shape. As an outsider, Eve could see it clearly. Some fitted like gloves and some were together just as two people might grab on to the same bit of broken table in the ocean if a ship went down.


      Her mum said she just needed to be patient and think of that thing she had in common with someone and then go up and start a conversation about it.


      ‘Like that’s going to work, Mum,’ Eve said, aghast at her mother’s lack of understanding. ‘Obviously, I have things in common with the girls – we sleep together, eat together and go to school together. I’m the odd girl out.’


      ‘Don’t say that, Eve. That’s not true.’


      The odd girl. Nothing wrong with that in theory, Eve’s mum, Hillary, thought. But when she went to bed, after she finished looking at the shop’s accounts and took her reading glasses off and told her husband, Jim, to roll over because he was snoring, she turned off her light and prayed that her daughter was not the odd one out. She didn’t really believe in God but felt a few pleading words in the dark couldn’t hurt.


      As the loudspeaker barked for girls to remember to pick up their rubbish, the girl next to Eve accidentally cut Eve’s shin with her toenails. Eve could feel it, and could see a bit of blood trickling down, but she stayed in the line and did nothing. It was nearly time to walk towards the blocks.


      Eve stepped up on the block. The gun went off. All the girls leapt into the water, arms pumping, legs frog-kicking. Eve was swimming her hardest. She knew she wasn’t the best swimmer and knew she had to try harder than anyone else in the water. White water surrounded her thrashing body, and she bobbed up and down doing her most strenuous breaststroke.


      Whenever her head popped out of the water, she could hear everyone screaming. Below the surface, the only thing she could hear was the whoosh of the water as she moved through it. She kept moving forwards, able to see nothing but her hands in front of her through foggy goggles. Eve didn’t know exactly when it changed. But the screaming stopped and in its place was laughter. A crashing wave of laughter hit her every time her head popped out of the water, like she was annoying her brother by turning the sound on and off really quickly on the TV.


      She slapped both hands on the far-end wall and turned to one side and then the other, realising she was last. A couple of the girls had even taken off their bathing caps and were swimming over the ropes to each other, saying something quietly. They all had big smiles on their faces. Big smiles with no teeth, just curved lips with carefully closed mouths. Eve smiled too. At least it was over.


      She looked up at the crowd, at the stands with their broad streaks of red, yellow, green, blue and purple, and her vision began to walk in time with her mind. She clung to the end wall. Her hands started to tremble. A pair of bright white sandshoes stopped right in front of her lane.


      The Japanese-language teacher squatted on her haunches and then leant over the pool towards Eve, whispering as if no one knew what was going on. ‘Your swimmers have ripped at the back. Stay in the water and I’ll get you a towel.’


      Eve’s hand reached around to the cheeks of her bottom and felt flesh. Her face went hot just as her insides turned cold. The elastic in her swimmers had snapped at the side, and the thin second-hand fabric had come away from her bottom. Somewhere, teachers were yelling ‘Shush’, and ‘Enough’, and ‘Girls’. She had swum breaststroke with her naked bum coming out of the pool every two seconds. The other girls swam past her underwater, saving themselves from having to acknowledge the girl who swam down the pool flashing a right bum cheek and her crack.


      Eve let her arms go limp and let go of the end of the pool. Everything was happening in slow motion, and she could see everything clearly in that one moment before her head went under the water: two teachers under the awning shaking their heads; a cloud the shape of a dinosaur crawling across the sky; faces laughing, smiling, shocked in the stands. She knew that if she wanted to live, she had to come up for air. How long could she stay under there? Did she have to break the surface? She looked up through the mass of swirling water at the Japanese teacher, who was leaning over the side, dangling a towel and pointing, indicating for Eve to go to the side of the pool and meet her there. She looked like she was in a bubble that had a belt on it.


      Eve swam underwater with one arm out in front, the other arm behind her pulling the thin navy fabric over her bottom as best she could. She grabbed at the ladder and the Japanese teacher clumsily tried to wrap the towel around her before she was fully out of the pool. The bottom of the towel fell in the water. The crowd made noises that Eve had never heard before. Again, someone tried to settle them down. ‘Shush. I said that will be enough!’


      Eve wrapped the towel tightly and stepped out of the water into silence and onto cold concrete.


      ‘Who was that?’


      ‘That was the funniest thing I have ever seen. I think I’m going to wet my pants.’


      ‘Did you see her white bum go up and down in the water like she was a bunny rabbit?’


      The colour from the stands was so bright. Blinding bright. Eve could hear whispered parts of conversation and feel the delight as she walked, eyes down, with her towel sodden at the bottom, to get her backpack.


      ‘Is she crying?’


      ‘God, I would be bawling.’


      ‘It’s moon girl. The flasher.’


      Eve could pick up bits of conversation as she walked to the change room, and bits were always the worst. Bits got under your skin, got stuck in your head. Bits were easy to remember. Like ad jingles.


      Ms Waters found Eve waiting in line for the bus back to school. The pavement was hot, and already the girls had dried off in the afternoon sun. A few sat in the gutter, with their legs straight out in front, squinting, picking at their knees. All the bright primary colours had faded into muted streaks or just an odd-looking patch on the side of an arm.


      ‘You okay, Eve?’ Ms Waters asked, in a small voice this time. She put her hand on Eve’s shoulder. Eve’s chicken-wing bones poked back. The girls in the line all turned to see who the deputy principal was talking to. That girl.


      Eve clutched her backpack to her front and nodded. She wished Ms Waters wasn’t touching her – now if she spoke, she might cry.


      ‘These things happen all the time. All the time.’ Ms Waters patted Eve’s chicken bone, and again her voice was soft and only meant for Eve. ‘So much happened today, it will be forgotten before you know it.’


      Eve’s nod was small, almost imperceptible. ‘Okay?’


      ‘Yep,’ Eve said, wishing for the bus to come. ‘I better go and get the lost-property box to take back to school,’


      Ms Waters said, then she turned to the tired girls with croaky voices scattered in the line and used her other voice. ‘Double-check you have everything, girls. If you’ve left something behind, run back and get it now.’ Then she boomed. ‘Quickly!’


      On the return journey to school, Eve looked at the backs of all the wet heads in pairs in front of her on the bus. She put her backpack on the free seat next to her and pulled out her sports jumper. She slipped it on in the afternoon heat and kept shivering, looking out the window and wishing herself far away. She hated her mum. She hated her stupid cousin. For a second, she tried to convince herself that it wasn’t her whole bottom, just most of it. She sighed a sigh that was a scream for a person who didn’t want to be noticed. Then Eve pushed up the cuff of her jumper and pinched and twisted the skin on her wrist so it went red. No one was next to her; no one was looking. Tell me, she asked, twisting the piece of flesh until the sting from her wrist made her eyes water. Tell me what to do.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER EIGHT

    


    
      Eve woke before dawn and kept busy reading a biography of Katharine Hepburn. Her grandma loved Katharine Hepburn, and whenever Eve visited their place, four hours north in Glen Innes, they would spend hours and hours watching old movies. Grandma Kay would sit next to her on the faded olive couch and whisper hoarsely the dialogue as it came out of the mouths of Katharine or Spencer Tracy or Cary Grant. She would take a break during the dialogue of the supporting cast and suck on a Winfield Blue. Sometimes, the echo would get on Eve’s nerves, but she would just eat another Anzac biscuit or jam slice and keep watching.


      Her grandpa would wander in every now and then to check on ‘his girls’. Always with an endless cup of black instant coffee in his hands, having sworn off tea because the British officers drank it in the Second World War – and the First World War, for that matter, he would say – while they ordered Australians ‘to get the shit kicked out of us’.


      It didn’t bother Eve that she didn’t know what was going on half the time in the movies. Often, she would be imagining what it would be like to live in a place where it snowed and people ran inside from the cold, hung up their coats beside the front door and took off their gloves. She would imagine walking around in a long woollen coat, a scarf wrapped around her neck, her hands deep in pockets, her nose pink with chill, her feet treading in snow. Those coats and the snow. That’s where everything happened.


      After breakfast in the dining hall, where the conversation centred around two things – the swimming carnival yesterday and where everyone was headed for their first weekend out on Friday – Eve busied herself fussing over her uniform until the next bell. She kept her mind occupied with minutiae: tie knot at second button on blouse, polish shoes, fold socks over once only. This morning, she was grateful for the uniform rules, glad to hear the bells.


      The bells dotted her life as a boarder like chickenpox. All day, they would ring. They chimed for when it was time to get up, time to finish breakfast, time to leave the boarding house, time for dinner, bed, study, pick a zit. Usually, their predictability irritated Eve – that and the fact they were out of tune – but today she had only one thought: how could she face everyone in English this morning?


      That cold feeling washed through her for the hundredth time. She was the girl who had flashed her bum in the race yesterday. Everyone was talking about her; she just didn’t know what they were saying, because every time she got close to somebody the talking stopped and the bodies became very busy doing something else.


      The morning bell. A call to action, not thought. She began walking briskly to English with Mr Kelso. She kept her head down. She knew there would be jokes, whispering, rolling eyes. She wasn’t stupid. She liked reading, played a musical instrument and now she had shown the entire school her bum. All she needed was for her mum to come down and put her in a back brace for scoliosis for six months and then she would be eating lunch in the library by herself forever.


      Head down, she heard a ‘Hi’. It wasn’t for her. Then another. Eve looked sideways. Standing next to her was Meg Patterson. Her brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and her long limbs on a perfectly normal-heighted body were dangling like Betty Spaghetty. No ribbon in the hair, of course. Meg’s white blouse had ironing marks on it, her skirt was a little long and she was finishing off a banana.


      Meg had never ignored her, but she’d never gone out of her way to talk to her, either. Now here she was saying ‘Hi’.


      ‘Hope he doesn’t go on and on about bloody split infinitives and the true signs of original thinkers again,’ Meg said, throwing her banana peel in the bin near the lockers.


      ‘Mmm. Same,’ Eve said, not believing this was the first interaction of the day. She had steadied herself for some flasher jokes or to hear people humming the theme from Jaws or see dozens of long witchy fingers pointing at her as she walked from class to class. But a conversation with Meg about Mr Kelso, a forty-four-year-old bearded man who wore his beige trousers too close to his armpits? Everyone said he had nappy rash under his armpits. It took a while for Eve to get what they meant.


      Meg had been planning this one ‘Hi’ all morning. She had rehearsed in her head a few one-liners to say after she got it out of the way. When she’d seen Eve going up and down in the water, she hadn’t laughed like the girls beside her. She’d wanted to jump in the water and stop that girl from bobbing up and down, up and down. Every time her white arse appeared, Meg wanted to scream. How could she not feel it? How could she not know it was all going horribly wrong?


      Meg had the feeling that Eve liked her own space. She only noticed her first thing in the mornings, when it was just the two of them awake in the dorm room. She would hear a rustle and the click of that torch and then a glow coming from under the sheet. She knew Eve didn’t want to draw attention to herself, so she didn’t want to make a big deal out of what happened yesterday. The best she could come up with was that ‘Hi’. It seemed normal. Nothing about the carnival, just say something to Eve.


      ‘Come in, ladies,’ Mr Kelso boomed.


      Dana Coleridge walked past Eve and raised her eyebrows and did that ‘big smile, no teeth’ thing. Rebecca Thornton asked Eve if she was planning on a career in stripping.


      ‘Show me the calibre of your thought,’ Mr Kelso said, waving the girls inside his classroom. ‘The strength of your knowledge, the power of your arguments, the beauty of your creativity.’


      He said this every lesson, and he may have been saying ‘Do you want fries with that?’. All the girls sat and looked at the miracle of a person who wore his trousers too high and didn’t even know it.


      


      The bite marks were red and fresh, and the bruising was in the first stages of crossing over from purple to muddy yellow. The dog made no mistake with Bill. It had bitten his rump as hard as it could yesterday. Bill was fixing a fence with Dan when Dan’s kelpie, Rat, decided Bill was attacking his master. The two men were pulling barbed wire through the fence posts and had their bodies close and heaving, pulling and grunting, as the barbed wire was always difficult to thread. Rat leapt up and drew blood immediately, earning a kick in the guts from Dan.


      Driving to Sydney all day Friday and sitting on his bum for ten hours straight had only served to aggravate it. The sweat and pressure had made his wound turn into trifle. Meg sat on a chair in the private courtyard of the serviced apartment that Bill had rented in Sydney for the weekend – their first weekend since she started at Hetherington – as Bill bent forwards in front of her. He leant against the wall with one hand, while holding on to the top of his underpants with the other.


      ‘This is bad,’ Meg said, making a hissing sound as she spoke. ‘Really bad.’


      She had seen Bill wince as soon as he’d hopped in the car when he’d picked her up from Hetherington. Bill had refused to discuss it and kept talking about the special dinner reservation he had made at a restaurant in Darlinghurst recommended to him by Frank Williams. He’d kept telling her they were in for a treat – they had the last available table. He just needed to see to something, he’d said when they’d stepped inside the hotel room. Meg had walked in on him in the bathroom and seen him trying to patch himself up, twisting his large body around and trying to cover the wound with a large patch of gauze on the fleshiest part of his bottom via his reflection in the mirror. She’d scooped up the antiseptic and bandages scattered near the sink and told him they should clean it up properly outside.


      ‘Can we just do this quickly and without the chat?’ Bill said, holding firmly on to one side of his underpants, making sure he had at least one buttock covered. ‘Just put the clean dressing on, Meg. I should have done it myself.’


      ‘Dad, I saw you try in there,’ Meg said, nodding towards the hotel room. ‘You were mangling the whole thing up. You couldn’t see what you were doing. I reckon it needs a bit of fresh air on it – dry it up a bit. It’s all mushy.’


      ‘Do you now?’


      Daylight was fading out in their little courtyard, being replaced by dusk and a few mosquitoes, and Meg went back inside without a word. Bill could see her through the sliding doors turning on the light and collecting an odd assortment of bits and pieces from around the apartment. Her steps were light and quick.


      She returned and put her booty on the low table between the chairs: a towel, two bottles of Coke from the mini-fridge and some mosquito repellent. ‘This is what I think we should do. I’m leaving the antiseptic and bandages for a while, and I think you should sit on this plastic chair and get some air on it. See, it has no back in it down the bottom.’ Meg pointed at the opening in the back of the chair. ‘A perfect place to stick your bum through. I think it has been specifically designed for this purpose.’


      She was smiling, and Bill smiled back. His hand went up to ruffle her hair, but he took it back just before he made contact.


      ‘Okay,’ Bill said. His right cheek was throbbing and mushy but life would go on. ‘But we have to leave here at eight or we won’t make it.’


      Meg threw her dad the towel. ‘Let’s just sit out here for a while.’ Meg turned and busied herself with bringing over the other chair so Bill could take off his undies and settle into his chair in the right position.


      Bill put the towel over his lap and tucked it in at the sides so he was covered. ‘This is dignified,’ he said, leaning forwards awkwardly.


      They both laughed, and Meg kissed her dad on the forehead and handed him a Coke. They clinked the cans together and said, ‘Cheers, big ears.’ The sliding doors from the apartment next door slid open and shut but there were no voices. A few footsteps in leather-soled shoes, but no voices.


      ‘You seem to have it all sorted, Meggie,’ Bill said, taking a sip of his Coke. She had been away for a month and it may as well have been a year. Her hair had grown longer. He swore she was taller. She had been standing with all the other twelve-year-old girls waiting to be picked up for the weekend and he had burst inside when he saw the top of her head. He couldn’t see the rest of her yet, just the top of her brown hair. It was her part; he could see the part of her hair and the pure white scalp in a straight line underneath, and everything inside him leapt and then burst. She was talking to another girl. She was okay.


      ‘You sent me away to get it all sorted.’


      Bill hated when she used that phrase, ‘sent me away’. Now his chest throbbed. ‘Don’t say I sent you away, Meggie. Don’t say that.’


      ‘I know you didn’t, Dad. I didn’t mean it.’


      He thought ‘bugger it’ and stuck his big hand out and ruffled her hair. They talked a bit about school, the swimming carnival – Meg mentioned the girl whose bathers snapped mid-race – a bit about the farm and the town gossip. The town gossip was a short topic of conversation. Bill was useless at collating that sort of information.


      It was growing dark, and the light from the courtyard next door was perfect. They sat next to each other in the shadows swapping pieces from their new lives.


      Bill came right out and said it. He’d had plenty of time to think on the drive to Sydney and had kept thinking he had two days with Meg twice a term and he wasn’t going to let things go unsaid when they were together. Bill tried hard on the telephone, but it wasn’t the same. He couldn’t see her, see what she really meant. ‘Are you okay here, Meggie? I mean really okay?’


      Meg put her Coke down on the table. ‘Dad, I’m good. It’s a little weird sometimes – all those girls, they never shut up – but I’m getting used to it.’


      ‘Are you sure?’ Part of Bill wanted her to say she wasn’t, and then he would have to take her back home. Look after her.


      ‘I get it, Dad. I get why I’m here.’ She stuck her hand flat on top of the towel on his thigh. He put his big hand flat on top of hers.


      ‘Must be strange going from the man with a bite on his bum to a room full of girls, Meg.’


      Meg giggled and scooped her Coke from the table with her free hand and took a sip.


      ‘Sometimes,’ she said, dangling the can in the air. ‘Sometimes the girls are idiots, sometimes the boys are idiots.’


      ‘The boys?’


      ‘We see them every now and then at sport stuff on the weekend.’ Meg took her hand away and began to wriggle a bit in her seat. ‘The girls try to act like they couldn’t hurt a bloody fly, and the guys try to act like they could hurt anything they want to.’


      Meg went on to tell her dad about a game of cricket from last Saturday afternoon and how, when she was waiting for an iceblock in line at the small kiosk, she got into a fight with a senior boy. ‘He just turned in the line, Dad, and said to Rachel – she’s in my year – “Are you Rachel Geddes? Your brother is a dickhead.” He’s a senior, Dad. He’s a senior twice her size. He’s seventeen, maybe eighteen. What a dick.’


      Meg stopped to kick a little white pebble back where it belonged.


      ‘Meg,’ Bill said, with suitable reproach.


      ‘Sorry. She was right in front of me, and it gets worse. He said to her, “I think being a dickhead may run in the family,” and Rachel just looked at him and he started laughing, and the guy next to him started laughing. And they had their stupid senior blazers on and were laughing.’


      ‘They sound like fools, Meg, to pick on a Year Seven girl, laugh at her. That’s not on.’


      ‘So I asked him why he wasn’t playing cricket out there and was it because he couldn’t catch a ball.’


      ‘Meg.’ Bill took in her skinny arms. Her bony shoulders. Her eyes looking right at him.


      A rush of information began, and as Meg spoke Bill realised she was trying to get her version of events out quickly. For insurance.


      ‘And he asked me if I had my periods yet and I pushed him and his drink spilt down his blazer.’ Meg was talking fast. ‘It was just a drink. And a teacher came over and said she saw everything and Hetherington girls don’t “manhandle” people and behave like that and she asked my name. Just in case they say anything to you about it. He was an idiot, Dad.’


      The light from the courtyard next door abruptly turned off, and they both readjusted to seeing each other’s faces in the dark. Crickets raged in the tastefully planted grass that ran the perimeter of the courtyard wall. Bill reached out his hand and grabbed Meg’s jaw. ‘What an idiot.’ He shook his head with anger and her jaw with love.


      ‘Just in case they call you or anything, the school calls you,’ she repeated. ‘They’re saying I should pay for dry-cleaning.’


      Bill let go of Meg’s face and shimmied his bare bottom back, his towel held tight, into the hole in his chair. ‘He’s nearly a man,’ Bill said, rearranging his modesty towel. Meg’s body deflated on her chair with relief. Some eighteen-year-old boy, a man, in a blazer with his achievements embroidered onto his chest had asked his daughter in front of everyone if she had her periods. He deserved more than a drink down his front. ‘It’s not on,’ was all he could manage.


      ‘Shall I get some chips?’ Meg asked.


      ‘Sure.’


      Meg raced inside and grabbed a packet of chips from the jumble of goods in the sideboard platter.


      ‘Don’t turn the outside light on, Meggie,’ Bill yelled. ‘It’s nice like this.’


      Meg returned and opened the packet of plain chips.


      ‘You know, sometimes it is best to let things go, Meg. Let people fight their own battles. That’s how they learn, get stronger. Not escalate them, anyway.’


      ‘I know.’


      ‘Knowing doesn’t mean doing.’


      ‘I know,’ Meg teased.


      ‘Still, we’re not paying to dry-clean his bloody blazer. I’ll sort that out if they call. What was he drinking?’


      ‘It was a fizzy green thing.’


      ‘Doubly deserves it, then. Who drinks fizzy green drinks?’


      Meg snorted.


      ‘Well, we should get ready soon. It’s getting on.’


      Meg turned her head on the side and peered sideways up at her dad and asked, ‘Or do you want to stay here and order a pizza?’


      ‘And eat it in the dark with my bum hanging out?’


      ‘Yeah.’


      ‘I reckon that’s a perfect plan,’ Bill said, standing. ‘I just need to cancel our booking.’ He wrapped the towel around his waist and was at the sliding door with his hand around the cold metal. He turned and walked back and sat down, wincing as he did. He wanted to sit properly to say it. ‘I need to ask you something. So I just have to ask to make sure. There’s no easy way to go about it. You know about your periods, Meg?’


      ‘Oh, god. Yes, Dad. You don’t have to give me that talk. I know all about them. I’m twelve, Dad. And I don’t have them yet, if that’s what you want to know.’


      ‘It’s not whether I want to know anything or not. I just need to tell you something. You don’t have a mum.’ It physically hurt Bill to say those words out loud. For some reason, it felt like his failure, how it had ended up being just Meg and him in the world. ‘So it’s my job as your dad. I know I’ve never had them, obviously.’ Bill paused, looking down at Meg’s bare feet. He looked up. His heart was thumping faster than his bum. ‘But they just mean you’re healthy. They are nothing to be embarrassed about. Don’t ever let anyone make you think they are dirty. They are a normal part of life for every healthy woman. Princess Diana has them.’ He didn’t know why he mentioned Princess Diana. ‘Do you have any questions, Meggie? Maybe I could answer them.’


      ‘God, no, Dad.’


      Meg didn’t look up, but he could tell she was listening to every word. Bill went to stand up. ‘I know I’m not qualified here, about this, about how it feels, but I remember sometimes your mum had a bit of pain, cramps and stuff at the beginning, and that’s normal. She used to take Panadol and she liked to use a hot-water bottle for the cramps.’


      Meg looked up at him. Her fingers were holding her fingers. ‘Okay.’ She nodded.


      ‘Just in case that comes in handy. In case no one has told you about the hot-water bottle.’


      ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘A hot-water bottle is the secret.’


      ‘Probably one of many, Meggie.’


      Bill held on to his towel with one hand as he walked to the sliding door, closing it behind him softly to minimise the volume of mosquitoes that would steal inside tonight and screech around their heads when they were trying to sleep. He found the phone number of his special restaurant in Darlinghurst in the trusty small notebook he kept in the top pocket of his shirt whenever he left the farm. It had all the important numbers, all the important events, addresses, bits and pieces he needed to remember written inside it.


      As he dialled the number, he watched his daughter through the glass putting a chip into her mouth, one leg up on a plastic chair. She was grabbing chips without thinking and scratching her knee with her other hand ferociously. As he cancelled his reservation, saying a string of polite words to a stranger, he thought he had never seen anything as beautiful in his life.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER NINE

    


    
      ‘Meghan Patterson, you will be accompanying Eve Hardy every Wednesday from next term to cello lessons,’ Johanna Waters said, walking up behind and startling a group of Year Seven boarders at dinner. As soon as the deputy principal addressed the group, as were the rules, they all had to stand up, put their hands behind their backs and face her.


      They could hardly disguise their annoyance at being disturbed from discussing their first school holidays coming up in a week, and fingers scratched arms, legs knocked into the table and feet became tangled in chairs. They had all been comparing who they were going to catch up with and what they were going to do and how their mums were going to cook their favourite meals when they went home on Friday. Except Eve. She had just been listening at the end and chewing her meal until it disappeared into vapour on her tongue. She wasn’t in a group, but she was near one.


      ‘You will walk her to and from her music lessons at Ms Dovkic’s home. The walk is approximately fifteen minutes. You will start this week, as a practice run.’ Ms Waters’ vowels were rounded and big, hitting the back wall where the beef stroganoff and trifle sat sweating in the bain-marie, as though she was on her way to audition for the London stage production of The Importance of Being Earnest. Ms Waters was much nicer when she was by herself, Eve thought.


      Eve’s mother had organised for her only daughter to continue her cello lessons in Sydney with a teacher who lived within walking distance of the school. No buses or trains were involved, which was a paperwork bonus. It had taken nearly all term for Hillary to find the right teacher. That is, a good one who lived close by. They weren’t giving it up now after all that hard work, Hillary said to Eve over the phone. Eve wondered whether her mother thought she was the one who practised the cello every day.


      Eve was genetically blessed for the cello. It wasn’t just her natural ear for music; she also had great, solid finger pads for plucking the strings and strong thighs for gripping the side of the instrument, keeping it still while freeing her mind to concentrate on playing whatever she was asked to. Her talent was backed up by a peculiar ability to stick at things. Eve was one of those determined people you never saw coming. She didn’t slam doors, she didn’t raise her voice at the dinner table, she would set about getting what she wanted quietly and methodically, with no fuss. And Eve wanted to be good at the cello.


      When Eve was four, nearly five, Hillary told her she would have to stop sucking her thumb. ‘You start school in six weeks, Eve. You can’t suck your thumb there.’


      The next day, Hillary brought a white paper bag into the country-style kitchen and stuck it on the bench near the stovetop. She had raided the shelves at the chemist and brought home a special nail polish that would taste bitter if Eve sucked it, she said to anyone in the small house who would listen. She also had sporting tape to wrap around Eve’s fingers and thumbs to make her little hands paddles. When the town dentist was last in, to pick up some painkillers for his bad back, she had asked for his advice, and he said it was the latest technique: make the thumb unavailable, strap it into the hand for a couple of days. Eve was an ambidextrous thumb-sucker, and strapping both of her thumbs to her hands did feel cruel to Hillary. But, desperate times. She also had mittens that you pulled in around the wrist.


      The package stayed up next to the stovetop all through dinner, past cleaning-up, and was still there when Eve went to bed. It could have been a severed human head up there, Eve thought as she looked at it and then wished all through a repeat of The Flintstones that she hadn’t.


      Eve went to bed that night telling her mother, before she wriggled under the sheets and organised a book beside her, that she would give up there and then.


      ‘We’ll start next week. I have to do something, Eve. You can’t be wandering around school with your thumb in your mouth. I should have got on to this earlier …’ Hillary said, walking out of Eve’s room, down the hallway and back into the kitchen.


      That night at about 9.30 pm, two hours after Eve had gone to bed, just as Hillary and Jim were turning out the lights and checking that the back door was locked, they heard a quiet cry. Eve was lying on her side, curled up in the foetal position but with both arms stretched out in front of her. Tears fell from her eyes and onto her pillow. She looked up at her parents as they entered the room. She hadn’t been to sleep.


      ‘Oh, Eve,’ Hillary said, sliding onto the side of the bed and brushing her daughter’s dark hair from her fine, pale face.


      ‘I miss them,’ Eve said shakily. ‘I miss my thumbs.’


      ‘How about you just stop during the day. You can suck them at night. No one at school will know.’


      Hillary looked at this steely, soft girl lying like an old dead person and wondered why it mattered if five-year-olds sucked their thumbs.


      ‘No,’ said Eve. ‘I’m not doing the stuff in the bag.’


      For three nights, Eve went to bed, stuck her thumbs as far away from her as possible and cried, cried from the grief and hardship of losing her thumbs, her comfort. Hillary and Jim would hear their four-year-old sobbing hours after she went to bed. Each night, the same things were said, the same hair was stroked.


      On the fourth night, Eve fell asleep without crying, and she never sucked her thumbs again.


      ‘I don’t want any girl from this school walking the streets by themselves. The lessons are an hour, Meg. Take something to read or some homework. Okay, it’s a date,’ Ms Waters said to the girls to finish off, feeling a tad amusing before walking over to the servery.


      The chaperone system was not complex: Meg was the only other boarder in Year Seven who had nothing scheduled for Wednesday afternoons.


      Eve was lucky – everyone said so. She had scored the bunk bed near the end wall. Her privacy level was a fraction higher than the other girls, and everyone was envious. She would have swapped with anyone, preferably for a bunk bed right in the middle of the room. Hillary kept telling her, ‘It will take a while to settle in, Eve, but before you know it …’


      It was nearly the end of term and Eve was walking to a different beat, despite her best efforts at keeping perfect time. If the Year Sevens were doing a dance, Eve would be in the back row a step behind wearing callipers. The more behind she got, the more reason for the other girls to roll their eyes, feel relieved it wasn’t them and make sure she stayed there. Someone had to.


      Eve had the feeling again. It had attached itself to her permanently this first term, sometimes rising out of nowhere to wash all over her, sometimes just puddling at her feet. Running inside Eve at this minute was such deep shame for being Eve, mixed with a self-consciousness that had seen her change the way she placed the peas on her fork in week four to just like Elizabeth Barron did and imitate Dianne Peatling’s inside-cheek biting. When Dianne was thinking in class, she would suck in the left side of her cheek and bite it like a gorgeous, neurotic French movie star. Dianne was beautiful, and the way she bit the inside of her cheek when thinking was beautiful.


      Eve stared intently at something brown lying defeated in a green-tinged sauce on the plate in front of her, wondering whether she should look up at Meg and do some head movement that said sorry about that, can’t believe she’s made you walk with me. But, by the time she decided she should do something, Meg had gone to get dessert.


      On the day of the trial run, Meg arranged to meet Eve at the side gate at 3.40 pm. Meg said it would give them plenty of time to walk the six or so streets they had to so they could be there by 4 pm. Eve agreed and was waiting.


      ‘Jesus,’ Meg said as she approached. ‘I forgot about that. You have to lug that thing the whole way. It’s huge.’


      ‘I’m used to it, been doing it for years.’


      Meg shrugged and continued out the gate. She didn’t seem to mind that she had been chosen as Eve’s walking companion.


      They walked to the end of the street and turned left. Eve had been given a map the night before and had to put her cello and music down on the footpath to look at it.


      ‘Do you want me to take the directions?’ Meg asked pragmatically.


      ‘Oh, yeah, thanks. Thanks for this. I mean walking me to lessons. I don’t know why they won’t let me do it by myself. It’s not that far.’


      ‘It gets me out of there for a little while,’ Meg said, picking up Eve’s music and throwing her head back in the direction of the traffic. ‘Take a right up here.’


      The two girls, in school uniforms and felt hats, continued walking. They turned into a side street and there was silence, except for the odd car driving past and some schoolkids in ones and twos walking up driveways and preparing to make themselves a Milo, watch some TV, get on the phone to friends. Eve wondered if she should strike up a conversation with Meg. Maybe talk about how short Casey Evans was wearing her skirt or Alice Forest’s detention for not doing homework. As the cello started to weigh her down and her right arm started to throb, she kept walking and almost came out with, ‘What’s the story with long division when everyone has a calculator these days?’ But, just as she started, she stopped. What a stupid, pointless thing to say, she thought. What did it mean? ‘You know …’ came out of her mouth for some reason, and Eve couldn’t think of anything to say next. Meg was busy looking at the map and didn’t even seem to notice.


      ‘Number fifty-six, it’s here,’ Meg said, pointing to a cottage with some scattered trikes, colourful chalk scribbles on the front path, a soccer ball sitting on top of the side shrubs and a wide-open front door.


      ‘It doesn’t look very musical,’ Eve said, stopping at the front gate.


      ‘What does musical look like?’


      Eve looked at Meg and smiled. ‘Okay, I’m an idiot.’


      ‘You’re an idiot for playing the cello. Why didn’t you go for the flute or clarinet or even the piano? You wouldn’t have to carry a piano around,’ Meg said, standing at the front door with the offensive, bulbous cello leaning under the doorbell.


      ‘Again, idiot.’


      They giggled as heavy footsteps came towards them.


      Eleanor Dovkic was forty-two and had travelled the world with the Australian Chamber Orchestra. There was something wild and guttural about her playing that would spellbind people. She would sweat and was so unselfconscious of her movements that the more conservative members of the audience found her embarrassing to watch. But that was five years ago, before she had Charlie and Grace and a husband who worked fifty hours a week in the city.


      ‘Hello, girls,’ a voice called from the shadows inside. Then the attached body appeared. Eleanor was wearing what appeared to be a home-made rainbow turban on top of her head. Most of her hair was tucked into it, but she had missed chunks of chestnut here and there around the right ear. Her orange seersucker dress clung to a low mountain range of bosom and eventually fell to her ankle, skimming three leather anklets on her left foot. Her bare feet had purple painted toenails that bled onto her flesh. Her face was severe, her body relaxed, and the overall effect was hippy praying mantis, with bosoms.


      ‘Aren’t you girls sweet? Come in, come in.’ The girls looked at each other. Their world was navy and white and brown leather shoes. There were regulations for length of skirts, where the tie knot should sit on the blouse, how to wear hair.


      ‘You like?’ Eleanor said, pointing her purple toes and twisting her feet in half-circles like a model. ‘Charlie did it. I think he has a future in beauté.’


      After a quick introduction to the children – Charlie, four, and Grace, three – and a green cordial, Eleanor asked Eve to show her what she was made of.


      Eve put her cello on the floor between a train puzzle and a pair of tiny underpants with a fairy on them and unzipped the black case. She leant it against the low chair and pulled out the bow, tightening it in one quick motion. Meg left them to it and walked outside through the kitchen to sit on the back steps. She pulled out her book, Mansfield Park – they were studying it in English – placed it on her lap and looked at Charlie and Grace running through the sprinkler in the nude.


      Each time they ran under the waterfall, they would scream. When the older one ran right into the centre and opened his mouth to drink the arc of silver, his little sister ran in and did the same. When he turned around and stuck his bottom into the water, his sister did the same. When he twirled around in circles, arms outstretched, head towards the blue sky, his circles getting crazier and crazier, faster and faster, his sister did the same. Then they crashed into each other and fell on the grass laughing.


      Meg wished she had more family than just her dad. It’s risky. She knew that he knew that. A mournful feeling swept through her body, and then she heard it and realised she had been hearing it for some time: the deep, sad howl from the cello. She walked up to the back door and looked into the lounge. There was Eve, her dark fringe pulled back with a clip, her body wrapped around those curves, one arm floating backwards and forwards as gracefully as a ballerina, then as short and sharp as a boxer, sometimes fast, sometimes slow, the other arm holding the neck, fingers moving nimbly up, down and across the strings, thighs spread wide and clutching. Her face looked in pain. It was all screwed up. Her eyes were closed. Her upper body kept moving, swaying, begging.


      The sound poured over Meg’s body like warm treacle, solid and sensual, drowning sight, taste, touch and smell. As it rose in the humblest of ways, it entered Meg and sat in her chest, cradling her heart, making it a soft nest. Meg looked back at the yard; the western sun was coming in low across the clothesline and through the sprinkler. Her vision became hazy and confused from the slivers of yellow sun bouncing off the water towards her. Maybe from the music. Meg leant against the doorframe for support. She dropped her book on the kitchen floor. Mansfield Park may as well have hit Eve across the face; she was released from her trance. She turned to the noise and dropped her bow.


      Charlie and Grace ran into the lounge room wet and dotted all over with blades of grass and some small twigs.


      ‘Grab a towel and dry yourselves outside,’ yelled Eleanor. Then she turned to Eve, who was looking at Charlie and Grace marching angrily back outside. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘you’re a bit better than I expected.’


      On the walk home, this time it was Meg who didn’t know what to say. She wanted to know more about the cello, how long Eve had been playing it, what she was playing back at Eleanor’s, but nothing came out. Eve was talking about how gorgeous Charlie and Grace were and how nice it was to have some raisin toast that came out of a toaster that only toasted four slices and was still hot when you ate it.


      ‘Wasn’t it lovely to be in a home?’ Eve said, not yet wise enough to shield herself from letting a girl she hardly knew in on what made her happy.


      ‘Yes. I loved the raisin toast.’ It was the only thing Meg said until they reached the school gate, where they stopped. ‘What was that you were playing?’ Meg continued carefully. ‘At the start?’


      ‘Oh, at the start? Bach,’ Eve replied, putting her hand on the top of the gate.


      They opened the gate. Eleanor’s home – the music, the children, her turban – wasn’t a secret really. But for some reason they both knew it was their secret.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TEN

    


    
      Decisions made at 2 am in a cheap hotel room fuelled by grief and guilt and six tequila shots apiece saw Sarah depart Tallow at 11 am Wednesday morning, two hours after scheduled, leaving a message for Eve not to forget dinner next week in Sydney at her place, and Eve giving Sam a lift back to Merriwa, west of Scone, where she was headed to see her parents.


      There was a timid knock on Eve’s door followed by a small, ‘Eve? Eve?’


      ‘I’m here,’ she managed.


      Then silence. Eve stared at the ceiling. She foraged on the side table like a crane and picked up her watch: it was 11.30 am. Eve and Sam had a five-hour drive in front of them.


      ‘Umm, Eve.’ A polite clearing of the throat through the door. ‘Thanks for this. Are we still on?’


      ‘Yes, yes.’ Eve gingerly pulled a sheet up over her naked torso and shivered – its touch on her skin was unbearable. Then she vomited into the wastepaper bin beside the bed.


      ‘I just need twenty minutes. Twenty minutes. Can you let yourself in? I think I need a bit of help, and I’m assuming you are fine with body fluids.’


      Sam walked into the room. Without fuss, he cleaned out the wastepaper bin in the bathroom and put it back beside the bed. Before him, Eve was lying across the double bed like a man who has just been shot in a New York cop show. Her head tilted awkwardly to the side, her toes sticking out the end of the sheet. Sam noticed they had that dark red, almost black, nail polish on that so many women seemed to wear.


      ‘Twenty minutes and we’re on,’ Eve said, her tone the complete opposite of her optimistic words.


      ‘I can call my brother and get him to come and get me. None of this would have happened if he looked after his bloody car. He’s such a bloody idiot.’


      ‘It’s a ten-hour round trip,’ Eve said flatly. ‘I’m heading in that direction anyway. Honestly, it’s not a big deal. I’ll get you home, Sam.’ Eve half-smiled and lifted her hand up from her chest to give him a limp thumbs-up signal. ‘Maybe you should drive. I just need to lie here for a while. Not too long.’


      Sam looked around the room. Eve had packed the night before, frenzy-like; the zip of her suitcase was only half-closed, and he could see the handle of a brush and one silver shoe and blue shirt sticking out the side. He sat in the chair by the side desk. He pretended not to look at the sickly creature being swallowed and protected by a twisted white sheet. For half an hour, they stayed like that. Sam opened the French doors to let some fresh air in and picked up the hotel guide, in its familiar black vinyl cover. He opened it up and thought about the night before, about how they had convinced the publican to sell them takeaway alcohol. How they had all sat on the floor of Sarah’s hotel room and he’d told them he was angry. Angry at the driver, angry at Meg, angry at anyone who believed in a god.


      Eve broke the silence. ‘I think I can move now. Grab my keys and my bag.’ She then corrected herself. ‘Please. And I’ll meet you downstairs.’


      ‘We can stay for longer. Till you feel better,’ Sam said, standing up and walking towards Eve. He placed his hand on her forehead without knowing why. It wasn’t going to help one bit. As he removed his hand, he brushed the dark hair falling across her right eye, then stood at the end of the bed.


      ‘I’m not staying in this shithole any longer. Let’s go.’


      Somehow, ten minutes later, Eve made it to the car. She had no shoes on, and her hair had a small bird’s nest growing out of it at the back. She fell into the passenger seat, wound down the window and stuck her head out like a dog.


      The car drove past Tallow’s bottom pub, The Centennial, past the general store, the post office and the showground, which had a single maroon car parked in the middle of the car park.


      ‘This town makes me puke,’ Eve yelled, her head sideways in the hot wind, as they drove out of town, past no one, towards the long road to Scone.


      Eve’s bravado lasted two hours, fifteen minutes and three vomit stops.


      ‘Eve, let’s just stop at the next town,’ Sam said, holding her hair away from her face as she bent over and vomited on the side of the highway. ‘It’s 2.30 and you are still vomiting. We still have three more hours till we get to Scone. You have alcohol poisoning.’


      ‘I am just really, really hungover.’


      ‘Well,’ Sam said, ‘that would be the medical definition of alcohol poisoning.’


      Eve sat by the highway staring at the wheels of the car, at Sam’s feet, at the tiny pebbles that bunched around the black rubber of the tyres. She wiped her mouth and looked out across the bitumen highway at the sunbaked landscape spread out in front of her. ‘The sky is further away here,’ she said, squinting at Sam. ‘In London, I swear one day I’m going to go for a walk outside, be minding my own business and it’s going to fall on my head. It’s so close.’


      ‘Like Henny Penny,’ Sam said.


      ‘Like Henny Penny, but I’ll actually be right.’


      Eve stood up and leant against the bonnet of the car. Sam opened the passenger door for her. ‘Okay,’ she said, hopping back in. ‘You are in charge.’


      At the next town, Gilgandra, Sam and Eve checked into a roadside motel. Conveniently for Eve, they could park right in front of their room. She scrambled around in her handbag as though it contained the contents of Harrods and finally thrust Sam her credit card. ‘Please use this.’


      The payment argument began.


      ‘I’m not arguing,’ Eve finished. ‘It’s my fault we are here. If it wasn’t for you, I would still be back there.’ Eve flicked her head back over her shoulder. ‘I’ll pay for this and you pay for dinner.’


      ‘Dinner and breakfast,’ Sam replied.


      ‘Done.’


      They shared a room. Twin beds surrounded by rough brick walls. A round table and two chairs in the corner. Sam flung the key on the laminate side table and Eve curled up on her single bed and fell straight to sleep.


      Sam’s legs were restless and the room was small and hot, but he figured it would be irresponsible to leave Eve on her own like this. He opened the window at the rear for some fresh air then scrunched two pillows behind his head and made himself as comfortable as possible on his bed. Every now and then, he would put his book down on his lap and survey the room for nothing: the old TV, the bathroom door, the squat bar fridge, Eve with her mouth open, occasionally trying, without success, to brush the hair off her face.


      At 4.30 pm, just as the room was moving from stuffy to unbearable, Eve woke. Sam kept reading, but he could hear Eve trying hard to swallow a few times next to him.


      ‘You look like this kind of thing happens all the time.’ She was on her side, her face wedged into the pillow.


      Sam put his book on his lap. ‘You feeling better?’


      ‘Hang on, let me sit up and see.’


      Eve moved cautiously into the sitting position. She had a big red crease running down one cheek and her face was red, layered on top with an unnatural glisten.


      ‘A bit better … a bit better, I think. It’s hot.’


      ‘It is,’ he said.


      ‘What’s the book?’ Eve nodded towards Sam’s lap.


      Sam talked about the plot and the subplots, the conspiracy and the rough-diamond cop with the heart of gold.


      ‘Listen,’ Eve interrupted in the middle of a plot twist. ‘I am really sorry about today, about the … you know … vomiting … and … about my general juvenile disgustingness. Strange times. Sorry.’


      ‘It’s okay.’


      ‘It’s not. I need a glass of water.’


      In the bathroom, Eve couldn’t see the glass on the ledge above the sink and drank straight from the tap. She splashed her face with water and came back into the room and sat on the bed. ‘Look, I know I’m not doing this right,’ she said. ‘And I just want you to know, I wish I was doing it right.’


      Eve rubbed at her forehead with both hands so her face disappeared and all Sam could see were fingers and the bones of her knuckles. She let her hands slip down to her neck. The glistening had been washed away, and there was her pale bare face in front of Sam being held up by her hands.


      ‘I don’t know …’ Eve shook her head. ‘It’s like when my brother ran outside in his bathers for the sprinkler when he was about ten. He ran straight through the sliding glass door. Mum was screaming, so was Dad. They had this tea towel on his forehead, and it was soaked with blood. I started laughing. My brother was screaming, and I stood behind the curtain laughing. Then they started screaming at me. And I still couldn’t stop laughing.’


      Sam could see the little girl with bare feet behind the curtain, laughing. The curtain being ripped back, Dad yelling. Mum screaming and panicked. A bloody tea towel. ‘I don’t know what “doing it right” is,’ he said.


      ‘Yes, you do.’


      A car pulled into a spot out the front. Doors slammed. There was the sound of a heavy bag hitting the ground and then thongs slapping bitumen.


      ‘I’ve wondered about you,’ Sam said. ‘Meg talked about you.’


      ‘I obviously exceed expectations.’ Eve plumped the pillows from her bed and put them behind her back. ‘What did she say?’


      ‘Just stories when we lived together. Stories about school, about boys, about how she used to still come with you to cello lessons even when the school said you were fine to go on your own. About both of you lying on the floor of the dorm to do up the zippers of your skintight jeans, about dyeing your hair in the dorm room and it turning into the colour of pepperoni pizza. Lots of little stories.’


      ‘God, did she tell you how smart she was? I remember her getting bored in chemistry – I think a lot of things ended up boring Meg – and while we were all earnestly measuring strange liquids and powders in beakers and test tubes, she made herself some powder eyeshadow. It was this residue, and she mixed it with, I don’t know, something else and made it blue and then she put it on her eyes. The rest of us didn’t notice until the teacher started freaking out and yelling at her for being irresponsible and plain stupid and how did she know it wasn’t going to burn her eyes. Meg looked like a nightclub singer and just looked at Mrs Evans and said calmly, “I thought women were meant to suffer for beauty.” She was so …’


      Two silhouettes outside their window stopped to have a cigarette. They could hear parts of the conversation from behind the glass and the sheer curtain that was being annihilated by the afternoon sun: the silhouettes were discussing how much cigarettes cost. One of them leant against the window, his big palm flat against the glass.


      ‘It’s like we’re in our own secret world of ugly brick in here,’ Eve said. ‘No one knows we exist.’


      ‘They haven’t got a clue,’ Sam said. He started blinking rapidly. ‘I need to open another window or something. It’s stuffy in here.’


      Eve went to the window and pressed her palm on the sheer curtain right on top of the big, flat palm from outside. The silhouette outside didn’t move. She turned to Sam. ‘I spend a lot of my life waiting: waiting to go on stage, waiting at the airport, for Richard to come home, and I’ve thought about it a lot. Girls, at that age, at school, the intensity, the jealousy, the insecurity; it’s like your first love affair. Some girls go from group to group, and some girls stick, Sam. We stuck. We were connected. It doesn’t sound earth-shattering, does it? That we just worked best together. We were really good together. It’s only been in the last few years, when we say goodbye on the phone, that we would say it. We would end the conversation with “Love you” and then the other would say “Love you”, and then we would hang up. It was never a big deal, just a “Love you”. Maybe it’s not love when it’s so easy, so simple?’


      Eve didn’t let Sam answer; she turned to the two silhouettes outside and kept talking. ‘I used to think we were so special.’ She slid open the window and the silhouettes jumped in unison.


      Sam opened his mouth to say something, just as a tinny rendition of Beethoven’s adagio from Sonata in C pierced the room.


      ‘Sorry,’ Eve said, turning her back and fumbling for her mobile phone. ‘Obviously we have coverage here.’


      ‘Richard, hi. Yes, yes. Oh, god, I’m sorry. I should have called, but I am alive – on my way back to Mum and Dad’s now.’


      Eve stood up and gave Sam the ‘I’m going outside’ signal. Sam nodded. He could hear the slap of thongs from the silhouettes as they moved somewhere else to finish their cigarettes.


      ‘Just thought I would break up the drive. We’re staying in Gilgandra. Sarah’s sad. We’re both sad. It’s …’


      Eve’s voice trailed off as she shut the motel door and started walking towards a low stone wall at the end of the car park.


      Sam was tired of reading his book but didn’t want to walk outside and follow Eve when she was on the phone to her boyfriend. She had spoken about him the night before, just before she couldn’t speak about anything. Sam stood up and stretched near the window, letting the smallest of breezes stroke his face, watching Eve in the car park on the phone to Richard.


      They had been together for two years. He was divine and they were in love.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER ELEVEN

    


    
      Before Richard, weddings were Eve’s bit on the side. They provided the extra pounds in her purse to buy those new wedge-heeled black suede boots she had been coveting or shrink the overdue balance on her credit card. One time, with the extra money from a wedding between Lord No Lips and his young bride, whose name everyone during the speeches kept prefacing with ‘surgeon’s daughter’, she spoilt herself with a whole day at London’s most exclusive health and holistic spa. She sipped piously, trying not to use her sense of smell on the loose-leaf chai tea in handmade taupe-coloured ceramic mugs, and saw Gwyneth Paltrow walking past with greasy hair in a white bathrobe.


      It was easy money. A handful of times each year, she would form a string quartet with a few talented friends and play Pachelbel’s Canon, too many times, and Vivaldi and Handel at the kind of weddings that made it into the social pages of Tatler or Vogue magazine. The bride and groom could boast that some of the musicians sitting in the corner of grand reception rooms or castle dungeons or on rooftops or under white marquees the size of a small town were from the orchestra at the Royal London Opera. Eve had carried her cello, Percy, through six-hundred-year-old hedge mazes, up and down winding, dangerous servants’ stairs and across spongy green lawns that ate her ankles. Percy had travelled with her to exclusive London clubs where she was only told two hours before the event where to go and needed to give the doorman a password for entry.


      They would pump out Bach’s Brandenburg Concerto No. 3 or Schubert’s Ave Maria or Shostakovich’s ‘Romance’ from The Gadfly. Clusters would walk by in their Christian Louboutin heels and Zegna loafers talking about the dress, the flowers, whether Matt was gay or if they kept on feeding Annabelle Kerr Pimm’s would she go down on them in the toilets later. Occasionally, they would notice the quartet and say, waving their hands in their direction as they walked past as if Eve and her crew were a Freud painting on the wall, ‘Aren’t they divine?’ That would be it, and they would go back to their French champagne, crab sandwiches and oysters, and their impeccable manners when being watched.


      Eve loved being anonymous with Percy in front of her on guard, watching the bride and groom, their families and friends like a spider on the wall. These were the people the happy couple chose to come to the most important day of their lives. The guests were walking, talking, eating representations of the characters of the newly-weds. There could be a few odd ones out, but usually just after entrée Eve had a pretty good idea about the internal lives of the bride and groom.


      One mother of the bride, immaculate in an ice-blue creation, pearl-drop earrings and a French roll, wept and sobbed, clearly not with joy, through the seven speeches, her shoulders shaking in spasms. Everyone pretended she wasn’t there. At the end of the speeches, the mother of the bride, eyes bloodshot, dress still immaculate, stood up for the toast with the wedding party and raised her glass with a shaky hand and smiled with red lipstick smeared across her teeth as though she was the happiest woman on earth.


      At another wedding, on a Surrey estate, Eve walked into a service room by accident and found the groom’s father giving a blowjob to one of the waiters. He didn’t jump up and run away. He continued to kneel and suck and just looked at her out of the corner of his eye – his knees saved from further discomfort on the cold tiled floor by his £5000 dinner jacket.


      At a wedding where they gave every guest a red satin heart-shaped pillow with the newly-weds’ initials embroidered on it, the speeches were so passive-aggressive that Eve googled the family when she got home, making their web of lives, lawsuits, rumoured affairs, bankruptcies and corruption allegations a research project for weeks.


      About the most exciting thing to happen at Eve’s wedding – that is, if she ever had one – would be if her dad got out his guitar and played Elton John’s ‘Rocket Man’. That would mean her dad, wild and crazy Jim, had had one too many and no one would wonder that he made a living as a pharmacist.


      Eve wasn’t short of money, but this was London and a good wedding was live theatre you were paid to watch with a lovely dinner on the side and a cheque in your pocket at completion. She was single and sharing a cosy, two-bedroom apartment in Notting Hill with a viola player. One pizza cost the same as a meal for four in Sydney, soap was expensive, rent despicable. The occasional weddings came in handy, and the money was so good it was hard to refuse.


      In November, just after Eve’s thirty-second birthday, when she had a small gathering of six friends for dinner at a South Indian restaurant in Brick Lane, she lugged Percy in the back seat of her old Ford Focus and set off up the M1 to play at a wedding at an estate near Sherwood Forest, Nottinghamshire. She loved that Sherwood Forest existed and imagined Robin Hood and Maid Marian jumping out from the canopy of trees and stealing her new mobile phone and Dime bar from the dash. She drove up from London with Elise, one of the quartet’s violinists. It was a beautiful wedding. The bride wore a simple bias-cut off-white wedding dress and carried a loose bunch of cream tulips. The groom eschewed black tie and wore a fitted suit and left the top button of his shirt undone. The air of tightness and formality and impending doom was missing from this wedding; there were even women wearing dresses that Eve had seen in the windows of some high-street shops. She spotted at least two.


      During a break after the speeches and before the distribution of cupcakes, Eve hurried back from the bathroom. Her long, plump, black taffeta skirt scraped along the stone floor. A small window carved into the side of the stone wall captured a thread of sunlight and then played with it, conjuring a fan of washed-out colour across Eve’s feet. She stopped to look down at the particles of dust playing in the shallow pool of violet and blue and crimson she was standing in. A totally disparate thought then entered her head: she needed to reapply some lipstick. She moved closer to the window; the light was now floating around her chest, and she looked in her clutch for her lipstick. As she clawed and scrambled, and tried hard to not look like a woman clawing and scrambling, her bracelet became caught on the leather bag, flicked off her wrist and flew across the hall.


      A wedding guest was coming towards her, absorbed in his own world of straightening out his cuffs, when his foot came down hard on her white-gold and emerald strand, a recent gift from her parents to mark, after years of study in London and Europe and freelancing for a handful of orchestras in England, her selection to play on staff in the orchestra at the Royal Opera. Hillary and Jim had driven to Sydney, walked into a jeweller’s they had read about in a magazine and spent more money on this one item, other than their car or house or the children’s education, than they had on anything else.


      Eve was not an emerald kind of girl, but that wasn’t the point. It was an unusually sentimental gift from her parents. When she had graduated from the Australian Conservatorium of Music, her present had been a Tontine pillow.


      As the man’s shoe flattened the delicate bracelet, Eve let out a gasp, inhaling the stream of sunlight and floating dust. She dropped her handbag, its contents spreading across the floor.


      ‘Oh, god, I’m sorry,’ the man said, jumping off Eve’s broken bracelet. He bent down and placed the twisted wreck between his fingers. ‘Shit, look what I’ve done.’


      ‘It’s not your fault,’ Eve replied, crouching down in the middle of the walkway, desperately trying to gather the contents of her handbag. Her full skirt circled around her like black quicksand, her lithe body shooting out from it at an odd diagonal angle, strands of her hair missed in the up-do entangled in the bow of her halter-neck top. Purse, mobile, some receipts that should have been thrown away two years ago, a pen, sample bottle of perfume, three tampons, the lipstick. ‘It kind of flew over there,’ Eve said, willing the other guests to walk straight past.


      ‘Well, it must be valuable if it can fly.’ The handsome gentleman in black tie was now standing above her. He offered Eve his right hand and pulled her up off the floor. Her black skirt dropped below her, making one quick, stern sound, and, despite herself, Eve felt giddy.


      ‘I’m Richard Baker,’ the man said.


      ‘Eve Hardy.’


      ‘You play wonderfully, Eve.’


      ‘Thank you. It’s a lovely wedding.’


      ‘Yes, it is.’ People kept walking by, and Richard nodded hello at various bodies coming towards them. ‘Do you do a lot of these?’ he asked.


      ‘Every now and then, not that many, just a few a year … It’s a lovely wedding,’ Eve said again, needing to go. ‘Nice to meet you.’ She turned around and walked up the hall, lifting and taking her taffeta skirt with her.


      When she arrived back at the quartet, Eve realised she had walked away from the man without her bracelet. She spotted him on a table in the middle of the room as the happy couple cut their pyramid of pink and blue iced cupcakes, but by the time she was able to finish up and go and ask him for the remnants of her bracelet he was gone. She called the bride the next morning and left a message on her voicemail asking her for the contact details of a man called Richard. Eve explained her missing bracelet, in as few words as possible so as not to ramble, just in case the bride thought she was being forward and the ‘help’ was trying to ask a handsome guest on a date. On Monday afternoon, when there was no reply from the bride, Eve asked Elise what she should do.


      ‘She’s probably on her honeymoon. She’ll call. Did he give you any clues where he worked?’


      ‘No, we hardly spoke. He looked successful, though.’


      ‘They all look successful in black tie.’


      ‘I meant he’s not a muso. He does something.’


      Eve always remembered that moment when they met. Sometimes at night, she went over it in her head just before she fell to sleep. She replayed it like a film, word for word, image by image, and drifted off with the feeling of being pulled to her feet by a man in a cobblestone manor hall.


      The next day, Eve stopped worrying about her bracelet. After a long and quite frankly fractious rehearsal for Rigoletto, Eve received a package at work with Richard’s business card. Richard had fixed her emerald bracelet. It looked like new. Richard Baker, CEO, Hades Technology Investment, 314 Berwick Street, Soho, W1F 8ST.


      Eve called Mr Baker on her mobile straight away. ‘Thank you. Most unnecessary, but very much appreciated. Can I please pay you for it?’ Eve asked formally. It seemed overly generous of him. Eve didn’t know what to think. Was it a thoughtful gesture from someone who didn’t have to worry about money, or was it too much?


      ‘Yes, you can. You can let me take you to dinner.’


      ‘I should be the one taking you to dinner,’ Eve replied.


      ‘I’ve already booked, so you’re my guest. I would love to go out to dinner with you, Eve Hardy.’


      Eve was taken back. He had played a completely open hand. She could have thwarted his plans, rejected his suggestion, found his confidence in already booking off-putting, but she didn’t. Richard took her address, gave her a time and date, politely informed her of the venue and said he looked forward to seeing her next Friday.


      Standing in the staff cafeteria at work, looking at various huddles in the midst of their break – some coming back from having a cigarette, some pushing around hot chips on their plates – one or two checking messages, somehow, it was done. She was going to dinner with Richard Baker.


      Eve had never heard of Succo in Knightsbridge. She asked around about what she should wear.


      ‘Eve, that’s serious,’ said Elise. ‘That’s the place to go. Didn’t you see Prince Harry coming out of there in the papers the other week?’


      Eve wasn’t like those women at the weddings. She never expected to be. When Eve was fourteen or fifteen and crying over her looks – she was different, odd, taller, more angular, her nose was not small enough, her eyes not big enough, her skin not clear enough – her mother told her she would never be pretty.


      ‘You don’t want to be pretty, Evie. Pretty doesn’t last. But you are beautiful, and when you get older and all the pretty girls’ looks have faded, you will be growing more beautiful. Your kind of beauty takes time to grow into. It will come.’


      All Eve heard was that she wasn’t pretty. All she wanted to be was pretty like Rebecca Thornton.


      Now, spending too much time working out what to wear to Succo, Eve wondered why Richard had asked her. She studied her face in the mirror. Some women give up early on their dream of beauty. Some women clutch it to their sagging breast along with caviar creams, quarterly Botox jabs, weightless potions and a fuchsia pink lipstick they should have binned twenty years ago. Eve was a woman in the middle, who kept the dream close but convinced herself she was the one who controlled it. That is, until she caught her reflection in the window at the supermarket or saw the flicker in a stranger’s gaze, which moved from her face to the pretty twenty-two-year-old woman sitting beside her talking about how she’d heard the bacteria in these complimentary bowls of nuts could give you gastro.


      Maybe, she thought boldly, moving closer to the mirror, she was getting better with age. Or were other things becoming important, such as her talent? Was her talent making her beautiful? She felt beautiful when she played. She felt strong wrapping her arms around her cello, making it talk, making those sounds, sounds that no one could make but her. When she sat on the chair sometimes, with her legs apart, fiercely gripping the sides of her cello, she could feel the deep throb of the music enter her. It would move between the parted lips of her vagina and she would get wet and continue to play, sometimes with the whole orchestra pushing down on her. If she was home, she would check the blinds on the windows were pulled tight before she sat on her chair, and she would play whatever piece gripped her bones that day. She would take off her underpants and place them on the dining-room table. She would push up her skirt, unwind the metal stand, dig it into the carpet and clutch her cello between her thighs on her practice chair. She would play and play, head swaying, lips getting wet, thighs tightening, eyes searching for the music until the bow would drop from her hands. As the last bar played in her head, she would stick two fingers into her vagina and let her body fold around the cello, left hand tight around its neck, head bowed. And then she would come all over her practice chair. She was careful never to call her cello Percy after she shut the blinds.


      Eve had dated a handful of musicians and theatre workers, one lawyer and a very nice boy back in Australia who ran his own coffee business. In the days before Succo, she replayed Richard walking down that hallway, handsome and lean, straightening his cuffs, bending before her in black tie. She bought a new Chloé dress; she took her time in the bathroom poking and prodding her hair and face, probably applying too much eyeliner. She thought about her shoes, her handbag, her earrings. She looked at herself in the mirror. She wished she had a different nose and different chin.


      Richard commented on her hard work as soon as she opened her door.


      ‘You look stunning.’ There was no false coolness, no doubt, just surety. Eve wasn’t used to his certainty. It was a relief.


      He gave a quick peck on the cheek, admired her apartment, laughed at the quirky painting of a dog called Noreen wearing a multicoloured muu-muu, puffing on a long-stemmed cigarette, and they left.


      [image: image]


      It didn’t take Richard long to introduce Eve as his girlfriend. Week six, at a cocktail party on a cold winter’s evening where Eve was being assessed by women who had an innate ability to concentrate on the small things: that she was wearing too much lip gloss, that the fabric on her dress didn’t cut on the bias well because there was five per cent too much synthetic in it, that she picked up her canapé and bit into it instead of swallowing the tiny morsel in one delicate go.


      ‘And this is my girlfriend, Eve Hardy.’


      Eve tried to make her smile turn into a ‘nice to meet you’ smile. He said girlfriend. She was the girlfriend of a man who knew what he wanted. A man who never settled for good enough.


      Two months later, in March, when her mum and dad and little brother came to visit Eve in London, she had to admit she was hoping for a chemist emergency and her parents would have to delay their trip – just to give her some more time to be with Richard. They were beginning to amass a handful of couple routines: breakfast at the same cafe on Sunday morning, walks early Monday to start off the week, calling each other after lunch every day to see what they were doing. She came first in Richard’s world, he made that very clear, and Eve still felt his eyes on her in a room, still blushed when he told her how beautiful she was as they locked the door behind them on the way to the movies, still felt her heart quicken when she saw his number come up on her phone.


      Her life as one half of a couple went on hold when her parents and brother arrived for their two-week holiday. They all crammed into her flat. Eve hadn’t stayed in it much for the past three months, and she had forgotten how many things didn’t work, didn’t fit, were cracking and peeling, and how she had to issue her guests with special instructions for taking showers, using the microwave, turning on the TV.


      ‘If you open the cupboard under the sink, you have to jiggle the handle to make it lock again. Otherwise, the door flaps open and the next person in the bathroom will bang their knees on it.’


      ‘When you turn on the hot water, it takes ages, but when it comes it will burn if you don’t mix it with the cold.’


      ‘Don’t use the back-left hotplate. It doesn’t work.’


      Eve’s flatmate was very understanding about the Australian family taking over the small two-bedroom apartment with their bags piled in corners and toothbrushes on the bathroom vanity and wet shirts strewn across radiators to dry.


      The holiday plan was simple. After a few days in London, where the schedule allowed Eve’s family to see her perform at work and meet Richard for dinner, Eve would take two weeks off to travel with them. She had spent the month beforehand organising a driving holiday through England around the Cotswolds and Lake District, to Oxford and Scotland, finishing off with a few nights in Paris. Nothing was far away here.


      Despite never having been thought of as the organised one in the family, Eve had a schedule, a list of attractions and good restaurants, and interesting facts on hand for the holiday. She thought she might have to fight her father to be the one in charge, but he was happy to be led. Everyone was happy to be led.


      By day four on the road, after she chose where they would stop for lunch again, the three of them irritated her. Whatever town they were in, restaurant, area, they just kept smiling wanly at her. All they did was follow her, wait for her, listen intently to her instructions in hotel lobbies with their luggage handles safely wrapped around ankles just in case they were jumped on and robbed by a marauding band of gypsies. She wanted to tell them to come up with one idea themselves, to stop talking so loudly, so nasally, when they were out in public. Instead, she would get up in the morning and recite the day’s itinerary to her family over milky tea and toast. She was the leader, and her family trailed behind her, walking into rooms behind her, standing in lines behind her, picking up an apple from a stand after she picked one up, copying her every move. The entitlement of followers was shameless.


      ‘Eve, you should have said something if it worried you so much,’ Richard said, scrolling down his emails on the dining-room table in his apartment the Sunday morning after they left.


      Eve was kicking herself for leaving half her make-up at her place. Again. She would have to make do with the dregs of make-up she had in her handbag. ‘You don’t get it. You just met them for dinner and went on with your life.’


      ‘It was a family holiday,’ Richard said, clicking on something. ‘They don’t want to hang out with the new boyfriend on a family holiday. Time for some family bonding. They had a good time, didn’t they? That was what it was all about. Having a good time.’


      ‘I’ve told you, they were very impressed, thought you were Mr Bloody Perfect, couldn’t wait to get home and tell their friends they had been in a three-star Michelin restaurant in London.’ Eve paused and looked over Richard’s shoulder before adding, ‘Maybe your own family gets on your nerves too easily. I’m too hard on them. I suppose everyone’s too hard on their own family.’


      ‘Eve, some people don’t know what they want and they don’t know how to ask for it. That’s their issue. You can’t hold everyone up to the same standards as you have.’


      ‘It’s not about standards, it’s just about family getting on your nerves. That’s all.’


      Did Richard like her mum and dad? She assumed he did. She liked his parents. Well, she was always on her best behaviour around them. She had met them twice. They definitely had standards. When his father, Edward, showed her his large art collection, she pretended she had some kind of understanding of painting. People assumed if she could play a musical instrument so well, she could appraise art. Eve oohed and aahed and used a few words she had read somewhere in a Sunday magazine in relation to art. She didn’t have a clue what she was looking at, but Eve kept walking through the house saying admiring words to the walls as Edward nodded with his hands behind his back.


      The night Richard went out to dinner with her family, everyone chatted merrily, her dad told too many twenty-year-old stories about near-fatal mix-ups caused by doctors’ illegible handwriting on prescriptions, but otherwise all went well.


      ‘I’m just saying, why should I be responsible for them? Why couldn’t they organise themselves? Why did they have to look to me all the time? It was exhausting.’


      ‘Oh, Eve. What do you want me to say? That’s what happens when you grow up. You realise some people are just like that.’


      Eve sat at the other end of the dining table spooning the last of her muesli into her mouth, proud that she smothered the instinct to flinch. She truly thought Richard would defend her family. She would defend his family if he ever said anything about them. If he ever complained that his mum wore too much foundation or his dad had a habit of cutting people off mid-sentence, she would let it go. It was just harmless family stuff. Her mum and dad thought they had climbed Mount Everest because they bought a second chemist shop in Muswellbrook. Rubbing her fingers across the thick lacquer of the dining table, Eve looked at Richard and remembered how it was she, as a girl, who had boasted to friends about the second chemist shop. She didn’t have a clue.


      ‘What are you wearing tonight, to the Fletchers’?’


      ‘I thought my black pants, that pale blue blouse and heels.’


      ‘Why not wear a dress?’ Richard asked, before shutting his laptop. It clicked neatly. ‘Show off your legs.’


      ‘But it’s Sunday night. I thought a dress might be too much.’


      Richard pushed his laptop away and moved up the table towards Eve. He bent over her, pulled the hair away from her ear and whispered, ‘Wear that dress I bought you last week. Don’t wear anything underneath.’


      ‘Yeah, Richard, that’s a nice look at a fortieth in Kensington. The tart from Australia.’


      ‘It’s your choice, Eve,’ Richard said, letting Eve’s hair fall out of his hands and turning towards the bedroom. Eve was doing it again, confusing slut with anything that wasn’t the missionary position.


      ‘I know. I know,’ Eve said, grabbing his hand and pulling him towards her, then putting his hand down her cloud pyjama top onto her breast.


      ‘I’ll be the only one who knows. No one else,’ Richard said, looking straight down at Eve before picking her up under the arms and sitting her on the edge of the table. It made Eve shiver how he picked her up and put her where he wanted her.


      Eve opened her legs, and Richard stood between them kissing and biting her neck, his left hand squeezing her breast. At first, his hand cupped and squeezed her entire breast, then his fingers moved to her nipple and began pinching the pink stiffness before sweet relief was felt as he traced around it delicately with the tips of his fingers. Eve groaned and pulled Richard in closer. They kissed as Eve lay back on the table in a fluid motion spoiled only by knocking her bowl of muesli over across the rich maple wood. Richard pulled down Eve’s pyjama bottoms and began expertly rubbing her clitoris with his fingers. Eve’s hips started pushing back and forth on the table until Richard pulled her towards him and entered her as he stood with his grey flannel pants not daring to fall off his thighs. As Richard came, he collapsed into Eve’s shoulder, still, eyes closed, for one moment at her mercy. Eve rubbed his hair and the back of his neck, taking in Richard on her, around her, in her. Then Richard kissed her on the mouth.


      ‘I love watching men watch you, Eve.’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWELVE

    


    
      Berwick Street, Soho, was long and littered with cigarette butts, used white napkins, the occasional broken bottle and, every now and then, a shoe. The shops lining the street were a mixed bag: there were dusty Christian charity shops and plumbing-supplies stores, sex shops and sari sellers; there were vinyl record stores, organic tea houses, pastel-coloured delis and slick cafes with crooked tables on the footpath. The decay attracted some of the cleanest and most hard-working inhabitants of London. They could sip their wheatgrass shots on the way to their desks while sidestepping old men selling fruit and veg at the market or pretending they were unfazed by the neon signs for adult live sex shows when they went out to get takeaway salads for lunch.


      Emerging from Tottenham Court Tube, Eve wound her way through a handful of backstreets and pubs, through the always unexpected aroma of ancient piss emanating from somewhere under the ground, towards Richard’s office.


      This was Eve’s favourite time of year, the two months before June. April and May even sounded beautiful, so much nicer than July and October. It was the time of year before the mass of tourists arrived, before too much white skin and then sunburnt pink flesh filled the streets. Some days were still crisp and chilly, and that was perfect.


      There was a man leaning against the doorway of a jewellery store eating a banana, with a motorbike helmet under one arm and a bundle of sheet music from the fifties under the other. Eve wondered was he coming or was he going. She tried to read the song names upside down as she walked past. She could only make out ‘I’m Walkin” by Fats Domino.


      A weak sun tapped on her back. She took off her long green cardigan and threw it over her arm. She noticed a mark on the sleeve of the cardigan from when she dropped some tomato sauce on it after pulling in to a glossy, red fast-food joint on the side of the road while on holidays with her parents. Everyone had been starving, and they’d believed, at the time, it was near impossible to mess up hot chips. It was a family bonding moment when they had discovered they were wrong. Six weeks and she still hadn’t cleaned the stain off. Her parents had already sent her photos of the holiday arranged in chronological order in a little flip book. She turned the cardigan the other way and tucked in the arms to hide the stain. She pushed her hair back with her sunglasses and gave it a quick fluff at the back for volume, then licked her teeth to make sure they were free of lipstick.


      ‘Hi, excuse me,’ someone said in a heavy American accent close by.


      Eve turned, and a couple – close to her parents’ age, she thought, their legs like stubby tree trunks in sensible matching chinos – thrust a folded map in her direction.


      ‘We’re looking for Kingly Street,’ the man said.


      Eve turned the map around so it was facing the way she was facing. ‘You’re close. You just have to go up here and take the second left and it’s …’ Eve counted on the map. ‘The third left.’


      ‘Your town can sure get confusing with these tiny laneways everywhere,’ he said.


      ‘I know.’ Eve handed the map back and spent a moment watching the sensible couple head off in the right direction.


      Eve couldn’t help but notice the lurch she had in her chest when he said ‘your town’. He hadn’t picked up on her accent. She had lived in London for close to a decade now and shed much of her Australian accent. She was glad. She had also shed many of her Australian friends and replaced them with locals or Germans, Italians, Croatians, who believed they were more local than her. At first, the Australians stuck together: groups of people she knew through a friend of a friend, or an aunt’s school friend, or someone who once knew her brother. The rough and chewed tentacles didn’t matter. What mattered was where they came from. There were people who slept on her living-room floor for three weeks because she had spoken to them once, for five minutes, when she was nineteen, about Blade Runner at a Tuesday night cheap pasta dinner in East Sydney.


      At first, they stuck together. A few of them slept with each other, some made it more permanent, most went back to Australia after the obligatory three years. There were the regular pubs, cricket matches in Reading, picnics in the summer in Hyde Park, rolling eyes at women rubbing cooking oil into their pale skin. With each passing year, though, either the numbers began fading away or Eve began fading away – she didn’t know which. She stopped returning calls that started with, ‘Hey, Eve, I have a friend coming to London next month.’ She stopped meeting people in pubs and ordering a burger and discussing for half an hour how bad the food was in London or how you couldn’t find a decent apple. None of them would talk about walking around every corner and standing on history, looking at history, touching history; they would order another beer and talk endlessly about how nothing was fresh, the short days in winter, their latest delay on the Tube.


      Eve’s circle came from everywhere now. She had chosen these people, and she liked being in a room and listening to all the different accents, their harmony, and feeling so much a part of the strange sounds they all made together. She knew, from her first day in London, it meant something if you made it here. That’s why anyone who was anyone left Australia.


      Eve turned left past two girls with plastic shopping bags and was standing outside Richard’s office, one floor above an Indian restaurant, getting ready to collect him on this Friday afternoon for their first weekend away together as a couple. It had taken Eve weeks to wrangle a weekend off work.


      Eve hesitated at the door and reached into her bag to double-check the address. A worn set of steps stopped at a floor-to-ceiling frosted-glass door. Eve walked up the steps through the mingled scents of rogan josh and her Marc Jacobs perfume and stopped to read: hades technology investment, all in lower case, all in stainless steel. She did one last check of her navy shirt dress, undid the top button, opened the door and walked onto the moon.


      Richard’s office was white, and dotted across the expanse were pods of grey desks grouped in fours. A handful of people clutching folders crossed the office and disappeared behind a red door. Glass windows from floor to ceiling framed the rooftops behind. Eve could see lots of roof tiles and lots of people behind lots of computers, a blue-tinged glow across their faces.


      A young woman in black wide-leg pants and ripped singlet top with a yellow and gold Hermès scarf in an Ascot around her neck greeted Eve at reception. ‘Hello. May I help you?’


      ‘I’m here to see Richard. Richard Baker.’


      ‘Who may I say …?’ she began.


      ‘It’s Eve. Eve Hardy.’


      Eve took a seat on a white moulded-plastic sofa and flicked through a magazine she’d never heard of before that she’d plucked from the glass coffee table. She kept an eye out for Richard but couldn’t see him among the pods of people with their heads down, behind computer screens. Maybe they were sales and marketing; maybe they were creatives or techs. She didn’t have a clue. She just remembered the words Richard used. She stared at an ad for a revolutionary new face cream and realised she didn’t have a clue what the word Viatrozene meant either. A voice fell from above.


      ‘Eve. Hello, beautiful.’


      Richard grabbed Eve’s hand, pulled her to a standing position and kissed her on the mouth. Eve kissed back, aware the girl at reception was twirling her pen on her fingertips, watching.


      ‘Come on.’


      Richard guided Eve through the maze of desks. She followed him until they came to the rear of the office and a yellow long stairwell with painted yellow walls. She could feel all eyes on her as she entered and nearly tripped up the stairs. It was like walking into a canary’s bum.


      ‘This is amazing, Richard, amazing,’ she said, halfway up the yellow enclosure.


      They turned down a corridor and stopped at an electric-blue door.


      ‘This is me.’


      In a corner of Richard’s office – a cave where black had replaced white – sat their two weekend bags. On Tuesday, Eve had dashed out to buy a brown leather weekend bag. She had never owned a decent one. Whenever she travelled, she just made do with a backpack.


      ‘So you get an office and everyone else can’t get away from each other.’


      ‘It’s so they can say what an arsehole I am without feeling the need to whisper,’ Richard said, perching on the arm of his sofa. ‘I have to make phone calls, fuck my secretary on my couch, that sort of thing.’


      ‘I can see why an office with a door comes in handy then,’ Eve said, ignoring her goosebumps from the way he said ‘fuck’. ‘It’s so much more sanitary than the bathroom.’


      Richard patted his thigh. ‘Will you be my secretary?’


      As soon as Eve moved into range, he pulled her towards him and kissed her hard. Eve felt like she was at school, not thirty-two. All this kissing. Looking forward to the kissing. A red mark circling her lips from the force of the kissing. Nearly five months they had been dating, and they still loved to kiss.


      ‘I’m looking forward to this,’ Richard said. ‘Long lunches, sleep-ins, riding. They’re a great couple. You’ll love them, Eve. I’ve known William since school and Annie is … intriguing. She surprises me every time I see her.’


      Eve moved to Richard’s desk and leant against the black. ‘You sound bewitched.’ Eve felt a twinge of jealousy, knowing she would never be described by anyone as intriguing. Nice? Yes. Intriguing? No.


      ‘Yes, yes I am. I like liking my friends’ partners. Sometimes, it doesn’t work out that way, and then it becomes this vicious cycle where you end up spending less time with your friend because you always have to see both of them when you catch up and she irritates you and you think he can do better. You know what I mean.’


      ‘I do.’ Eve thought about Elise’s last boyfriend and how he could never shut up. He knew everything and, for some reason, whenever they went out as a group, she was ushered into the seat next to him and had to listen to his in-depth discussions about plumbing in London, conspiracies in Iraq, how to fold a five-pound note so it wouldn’t be rejected by the automatic ticket machine at the Tube station.


      ‘They are going to love you, Eve. How could they not?’


      Eve circled with her index finger the rim of a cup on Richard’s desk holding three pens. She still struggled with accepting compliments and began a discussion about the ups and downs of Richard’s day.


      ‘Before we get going, I just wanted to pick something up from around the corner.’


      ‘We can’t pick it up on the way?’ Eve asked. ‘Let’s just get going.’


      ‘C’mon.’


      Outside, the crisp blue sky had turned a dirty metallic colour, and Eve’s cardigan went back on. She slipped her hand into Richard’s, and they turned a corner past small groups of workmates heading out for Friday-night drinks. She heard someone laugh like a horse, and then Richard opened a black door and they were inside a lingerie store that was so cool there was no name on the door, no window display at the front. Eve had read about it. Tasteful yet risqué bras and teddies and see-through nighties for women who weren’t afraid of their sexuality. Celebrities shopped here all the time.


      ‘I thought you might need some pyjamas to replace that old T-shirt with the horns from Norway.’


      ‘I like that T-shirt,’ Eve replied with mock indignation. ‘I happen to think I am from Viking stock – somewhere down the line, sometime long ago, somebody made people quiver in my family. Makes me feel powerful.’


      ‘Did you get it at the airport shop going into Norway or coming out?’ Richard asked dryly.


      A woman with bright-red lips, fifties ponytail and milky breasts heaving out of a corset dress asked if they needed any assistance. For a second, Eve couldn’t decide whether it was her fake eyelashes or her breasts speaking.


      ‘Just looking, thanks.’


      ‘We’re after a nightie,’ Richard countered.


      ‘Fabulous,’ said the eyelashes or the breasts. ‘We have these.’ A hand drifted over long silk pyjamas and another darted towards a black see-through teddy. The assistant pulled the teddy away from its see-through friends and held it in the air, letting it fall against her breasts.


      ‘You can also use our slips,’ the assistant said, registering Eve’s hesitation. ‘They feel like you’re wearing nothing.’


      ‘I’m fine. Really I am.’


      ‘C’mon, Eve. I want to buy you something nice. You need pyjamas, a nightie.’


      Eve’s eyes swept across the rows of bras and underpants that progressed from colourful and playful to animal print to adult sex shop to Richard standing next to a pair of long black leather gloves and a riding crop.


      ‘Okay, but I’m not wearing a see-through teddy.’


      ‘Well, let’s get a slip then.’


      The woman showed them a variety of slips, pulled out the right sizes and laid them on a dark wooden table where fresh polish mingled with the scent from a vanilla candle. Eve glanced down and said no to the ‘Tarantula’ slip and yes to a long ‘Marilyn’ slip in baby blue. As the woman wrapped the purchase over a glass cabinet displaying thousand-pound vibrators and made small talk with Richard regarding bestsellers and expansion plans, Eve’s hand brushed a black corset and lingered on the harsh, boned waist. So delicate, so potent.


      ‘Thank you, Richard, it’s beautiful,’ Eve said on the walk back to his office. By now, corner pubs were full, torsos were spilling over open windows and Friday-night drinkers were ordering nachos and hot chips to keep them going. ‘And now we have a whole weekend together away from London.’


      ‘Before we go, I want to ask you one thing,’ Richard said, just as someone walked past, pushing him in the back by accident.


      ‘Yes, I promise to throw out my Viking T-shirt. I will bin it tonight, at the house in Wiltshire.’ Eve said this with a fake English flourish. ‘If I can find a bin there. A Viking beaten by an Englishman. What a sad day.’ Eve was beginning to ramble, and Richard cut her off.


      ‘Eve, I want to know if you want to move in with me. You hardly stay at your flat any more. I can only imagine it’s getting annoying waking up and realising you’ve left your shoes or whatever it is you want at home and carting things to my place all the time. There’s plenty of room for you and Percy.’


      Another person bumped into Richard’s back. ‘Sorry,’ the stranger said and kept on walking. Eve rolled her eyes at Richard in a sign of solidarity and moved to the side of the footpath near a costume jeweller’s window. The two of them leant against the window. Eve put her finger in the shopping bag and touched the silk. It felt magical. ‘Percy and I would love to accept your offer.’


      ‘Brilliant. It will be brilliant, Eve. You are going to love living with me.’


      Richard kissed her. A woman stopped in her tracks to take a better look at the couple by the window and then moved on.


      Her first slip and saying yes to moving in with a boyfriend. Eve felt something close to maturity. ‘I’ll have to ring my parents on Sunday night and tell them. Warn them I am going to live in sin.’


      ‘You’re thirty-two, Eve. They’re not going to have an issue with it, are they?’


      ‘It’s the first time I have ever lived with someone. Actually, I think they will be relieved. A man with a job, his own business, his own home, who doesn’t get so drunk he sleeps all day and forgets to call me? A man they have met and liked? They will suspect something is amiss and could come over again – maybe I should say nothing.’


      Eve caught a jagged reflection of herself and Richard in the store window. He had his hand on the back of her neck, just under her hairline, resting it there.


      ‘I can’t believe it,’ she said. ‘The biggest decision of my life made on a street corner next to a string of oversized fake pearls.’


      Richard grabbed Eve’s hand and pulled her inside the store. A grumpy old man sipping a Coke and flipping through a boating magazine tried to ignore them.


      ‘Excuse me,’ Richard said, his hips against the glass counter, his hand holding Eve’s. ‘Can I have that, thank you?’


      The man turned over his magazine and placed it on the counter so he didn’t lose his place before picking up the string of fake pearls and wrapping them quickly. He placed in Richard’s palm change from twenty pounds. Richard and Eve left the store, and the old man never said a word.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER THIRTEEN

    


    
      Eve was looking through Georgian windows. Not mock-Georgian or Georgian-inspired. Real Georgian. Past the landscaped terraced garden with a murky water feature and across dipping lime-green fields to tiny black specks against the blue sky. A nervy handful of blackbirds changed directions, confused as to whether they should go north, south, east or west. Through those square panels of glass, the view was so unreal, contrived, that Eve wanted to open the window and put her hand out to see if she felt the fabric from a painted backdrop.


      She pushed herself off the deep couch and moved to the window, where she put her right hand up to a square pane of glass in the chequerboard, because that was close enough. Maybe that would tell her something. The curtains were pulled tight and away, either side of the window. They reached as high as the walls did in the beach shack in Kiama that Eve stayed in for two weeks every Christmas when she was a girl on the annual family holiday.


      ‘What beauty in idleness,’ William said, raising his glass of 4.30 pm gin. ‘I think the best thing is to sit here and do nothing until dinner. Just look at Eve by the window – and maybe have another gin and talk about the Morrisseys and Natasha and Nick, of course.’


      ‘William, you’re making us sound like twats,’ Annie said, placing her olive pit down gently on the china plate designated for olive pits.


      The room was cavernous and filled with oversized furniture, but the scale didn’t matter as the two couples only occupied a small corner. Eve absent-mindedly did some bends by the window; her thighs ached. ‘I didn’t know I had muscles there.’


      ‘You’re good,’ William said. ‘A bit of a surprise package. And there I was helping you on Distance when you fled from me. Left me for dead with bloody Richard and his in-depth dissection of online businesses. Yawn. You made that horse work.’


      ‘I haven’t done that for ages. I’m surprised I still can.’


      ‘I didn’t know you could ride like that,’ Richard said, watching Annie as she busied herself pouring everyone another drink.


      ‘A bit of pony school on the weekends, and a friend had a farm where I spent a couple of holidays riding. There were a few years where we were a bit obsessed. You think I was good, she was amazing. Sometimes, we would help move the sheep. We weren’t really needed, but it was a bit of fun being teenage girls up there with men on their motorbikes.’


      ‘All those sinewy Australian men on bikes shouting at each other, lean and hungry from a hard day’s work, two teenage girls. That must have been fun,’ Annie teased.


      ‘Oh, they were usually really lovely guys. You know, kept to themselves.’ Eve imagined the sheep gorging on the fat blades of grass outside the window until they rolled over on their backs like drunkards and stuck their hoofs up in the air and fell asleep in ecstasy.


      ‘Never been into it myself,’ Annie said. ‘Much to William’s disappointment. What time are the Morrisseys and Lizzie and Arthur coming for dinner?’


      ‘Seven,’ William said, walking to the window to join Eve. ‘I wonder if the Morrisseys can manage to be on time? I love them dearly, but they are shit when it comes to timing. It’s amazing how many times their babysitter is late, especially one who lives downstairs.’


      ‘I’ll give you a tip, Eve: don’t take sides,’ Richard said. ‘I’m guessing that straight after dessert they’ll get into an argument about the dominant flavour in the torte, or nursery schools for Gemma, or who agreed to drive home and should have stopped drinking two hours ago. If you get involved, the show will just go on for longer. That’s when it’s time to excuse yourself.’


      ‘Whereas,’ Annie continued, swirling her glass, ‘Lizzie and Arthur will be super-punctual, only it’s a pity Lizzie will spend the whole time pretending to eat. It’s amazing how well she can move that knife and fork around her plate and cut up food and squash it into little piles and all the while look as though she is eating something.’


      William and Richard laughed in the way men do when they pretend to be above the conversation at hand but are wallowing in it like fattened pigs.


      ‘Shall we go upstairs?’ Annie asked.


      Following Richard’s lead, Eve turned and was about to deposit her glass on the coffee table, for it to then be miraculously picked up and cleared away by one of the very quiet people who could pass for shadows in the hallways and stairwells, when William leant towards her and asked, ‘What’s out there, Eve?’


      ‘Eve?’ Richard called, holding the banister. ‘Coming?’


      The foursome walked up the stairs to the tinkle of china and glassware being efficiently cleared below, Annie and William in front, with Annie’s fingers down the back of William’s jeans.


      ‘I still can’t get over this suite,’ Eve said. The green silk hand-painted wallpaper boasted a curious oriental scene that, miraculously, had an English-country backdrop: there were crimson cherry blossoms and pink flamingos, pale-brown knotted twigs and yellow roses dotted across green parklands, and English country houses with shingle roofs. The black fireplace in the corner of the room had gold feet with claws and gold eagles in flight embedded in the frame. The amber wood on the desk curled and glistened. The linen on the bed was crisp and trimmed with ornate lace. Lampshades, already switched on by a shadow, were as intricate as the vascular system. The decoration had decoration.


      ‘What are we doing?’ Eve asked, as Richard shut their bedroom door.


      ‘We need to get ready for dinner.’


      ‘Oh, shit, Richard. I thought I was ready for dinner.’ After the horse ride, Eve had showered, blow-dried her hair and dressed for the evening.


      ‘You look great, but trousers and a knit, even though they are lovely trousers and a lovely knit, are probably not the right thing for dinner.’


      ‘You English and your bloody unspoken rules. If you just told me them, I would have a chance at knowing what to wear.’ Eve looked at her feet for inspiration. ‘Maybe I could wear the dress I drove up in yesterday.’


      ‘I love your spirit, Eve,’ Richard said, grabbing her shoulders and giving them a shake.


      Eve went to her new weekend bag, pulled out a crumpled dress and began smoothing it frantically with her hands. She pulled and smoothed, smoothed and pulled. ‘I could just hang this up in the bathroom and put the shower on to steam it up. The wrinkles will come out in no time. I’ll put my hair up, and I don’t need heels – I’ll still be taller than everyone except you.’


      ‘I doubt it. Natasha’s a former model and Nick’s a giant. You’re not always destined to be looking down on people in a room, Eve.’


      ‘My height is all I have,’ Eve said, flopping on the bed. ‘When Derek gave me a lecture about my commitment to the quartet last week, I knew he found it disconcerting having to look up at me. It’s all I’ve got.’


      ‘Rubbish, look at you. I bought something just in case.’


      Richard unzipped his suit bag and pulled out a dark suit and a matching ironed dark shirt.


      ‘Richard, you don’t even wear a suit to work. Why didn’t you tell me that I was expected to bring a goddamn opera gown in my weekend bag?’


      Eve put her cheap and cheerful dress on a hanger and started running the shower, all the while repeating the word ‘shit’.


      ‘Eve, Eve, we’ve got time to get dressed properly and have a rest. You don’t have to be so frantic.’


      Eve sat on the side of the bathtub, hot spray hitting her back. While she was there, she thought she might as well rearrange the organic shampoo and conditioner bottles standing on the rim tallest to shortest. When she spoke, she spoke to the grout in the tiles. ‘Everyone’s going to be dressed up, and I am going to be wearing this bit of cheap, dirty shit. I wish you had told me. I could have bought something in London. Now I’m going to look like –’


      ‘Eve.’ Richard was standing at the door to the bathroom. She didn’t know he was there. He was holding a wooden hanger, and on it was a very short, deep-red off-the-shoulder dress.


      The potency of the colour made Eve momentarily lose her balance on the tub.


      ‘It’s Valentino. I asked around, and this is apparently the look this season. I thought with your pale skin and dark hair …’


      ‘Oh, Richard, it’s so beautiful. I’ve never worn anything like this in my life.’


      Eve reached out and touched the stretch crêpe of the mini-dress. The colour was so overwhelming that she never would have picked it out herself.


      ‘And there are some shoes on the bed.’


      Eve ran outside the bathroom and saw a pair of gold and purple stilettos lying in an open shoebox. The colour combination was so cheap she knew instantly they were ridiculously expensive. No boyfriend had ever bought her anything like this. No boyfriend had ever gone to so much trouble. Been so thoughtful.


      ‘I’ll pay you back when we get back to London.’ She didn’t have the money for Valentino, but she had to say it. She could pay him bit by bit. He wouldn’t mind.


      ‘Eve, it’s a gift. I’m giving it to you. Boyfriends are allowed to do that.’


      ‘It’s a very generous gift, and I don’t expect you to have to …’


      ‘And I’m a grown man who can choose whether I want to give a generous gift or not. We’re about to live with each other – it changes the rules. You can spoil this or you can thank me gracefully.’


      Eve paused and thought about protesting again, about making it clear where she stood with overly generous gifts. ‘God, Richard, thank you.’


      ‘Graceful enough. I want you to look amazing.’


      ‘You shouldn’t have. You really shouldn’t have.’ Eve saw Richard’s expression on the precipice of change. ‘But thank you. And you made me think I had to … how did you know my size?’


      ‘It’s not hard to read the labels on your clothes, Eve,’ Richard said, turning off the shower. ‘Can I ask you a favour?’


      ‘Anything.’


      ‘Can you put your slip on and come over here and sit on my lap?’


      ‘Okay,’ Eve said slowly. She still laughed to herself sometimes when they had sex, right in the middle of it, when she was looking up and caught burgeoning grey flecks near Richard’s temples or spied some nose hair and thought how they would look to a stranger at the doorway, thrusting and huffing and squelching. Richard didn’t find sex embarrassing at all. He never laughed at squelching noises or bad timing; sex was a place to go further. Nothing was mediocre in Richard’s world.


      Eve pulled out her slip from her bag, and her feet felt the cool of the bathroom tiles. She took off her clothes, the wrong clothes, folded them and put them on the vanity. She shoved her bra and undies under her shirt. When she lifted her arms up in the air and let the slip fall, the silk landing all over her skin, all at once, made her think about diving into the ocean.


      She walked over to Richard, who was leaning back on the upholstered chair by the desk, and sat on his lap, on one thigh so both her legs dangled between his, her toes pointed and touching the floor. Richard put his hand right around her back until he was able to grab her firmly by the far leg and kissed her on the neck, moving up to her ear, which he circled with his tongue. He squeezed her thigh hard. He rubbed a web of fine scars at the very top of both her thighs.


      ‘My little tomboy – always so accident-prone.’


      ‘Richard?’


      ‘Shh.’


      He began stroking the front of Eve’s slip, across her breasts, her stomach, her collarbones, her breasts again. He circled them over the blue silk with his fingertips. He kissed her on the lips. Eve kissed him back and slid her hand up his shirt and stroked the hair on his chest. Richard pulled her hand out and placed it by her side.


      ‘Don’t move,’ he whispered into her ear. ‘Don’t move.’


      Eve did as she was told, and Richard kept on stroking her slip, licking her neck, rubbing her leg. Wherever he connected, the spot underneath Eve’s flesh would quiver and burn. Richard pinched her nipple and then pulled a breast out through the neckline and put his lips around it, sucking and biting. Eve instinctively arched her back and went to grab his crotch with her hand.


      ‘I said don’t move.’


      He picked Eve up and dropped her on the desk, pushing her legs apart and her slip up to her waist. Eve had to stop herself thinking about how ridiculous she looked with one escaped breast dangling. With one hand, Richard undid his belt and pulled down his jeans. He pulled her hips to him and began to thrust, shaking the desk, his hands spread flat against the wall, not needing to hold Eve tight – she was pushing herself into him. Richard shuddered and they both came, their foreheads touching. Eve kissed Richard and then slipped her breast back into her slip.


      ‘I’m going to have a shower,’ he said, kicking his underpants and jeans to the floor.


      ‘Thank you,’ Eve said, sliding off the desk.


      ‘My pleasure,’ Richard replied on his way to the bathroom.


      Eve took her shoes out of the box on the bed and put them on her feet. She looked down her legs at the gold and purple. She hoped she didn’t look like a dessert.


      ‘Oh, Eve?’ Richard yelled from the bathroom. ‘When someone compliments you, it’s best to take it with good grace and not show off.’


      ‘What?’ Eve yelled back through the steam at the doorway and over the noise of the shower. She made her way to the bathroom door.


      ‘I was just saying that when William complimented you on your horse riding, you carried on about moving sheep and riding with those men.’


      ‘I wasn’t showing off,’ Eve said defensively. ‘I was just telling him what I used to do when I rode, after he had asked me. It’s called conversation, Richard.’


      ‘It didn’t sound like that at all. You and your friend and the workmen and the whole Lady Chatterley set up – it’s a bit try-hard. A bit cheap. Best to say thank you to a compliment and leave it. It’s manners.’


      Eve put both shoes under her red dress, which was now hanging up so it resembled the incredible shrinking woman. She raised her eyebrows, wondering if she had heard him correctly.


      ‘Shit. Can you grab my shampoo?’


      Eve handed Richard his shampoo and conditioner through the shower curtain. His soapy hand grabbed her wrist. ‘You should have a bath. Take your time to get ready, and I’ll meet you down there. It will give me a chance to talk to William. Annie is always late, but it’s always worth it.’


      The noise of the shower suddenly stopped. Richard grabbed a towel and stepped over the bathtub. Nearing forty, Richard looked after himself and was taut and lean. Somewhere in the late 1500s, an English ancestor had done the dirty with someone very cute and very lost from the Spanish Armada, Eve thought, as his skin was almost olive and very soft. She placed a hand on his bicep, steam beginning to disappear, just to make sure he was there.


      She was moving in with this man.


      ‘Just make sure you’re downstairs by 7.30 pm. Or we’ll all start talking about you.’


      Richard dressed and left the room, shutting the door loudly behind him. Eve ran the bath, testing the water every few minutes to make sure it was hot enough. She hated arriving at anything by herself. Toes emerging from the bubbles at the tap end, Eve said everyone’s name three times so she wouldn’t forget when she landed downstairs. She went over their occupations, history, interests. She pulled the plug with two notes to herself going through her head: compliment Annie on her outfit, whatever it may be (find something special – fabric, cut, colour), and don’t wear too much eyeliner – you don’t want to look cheap.


      Eve was careful with her make-up and hair. She sat for a moment, looking at her new dress. She slipped it on, then put on her heels, and was at the door when she remembered her earrings. She looked at herself in the mirror in her new Valentino dress and skyscraper heels and didn’t recognise the woman who dressed up in a tiny outfit for people she had been with all day. She started down the sweeping staircase in shoes that were pinching her long toes, saying a silent prayer that when she opened the door downstairs she wouldn’t be wearing a red, off-the-shoulder mini-dress in an empty room. She prayed that, in all her colourful standout glory, she would fit right in.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FOURTEEN

    


    
      Sarah was so tired from Meg’s funeral, the drinking after the wake and the hours travelling in the afternoon heat to get home in time for dinner that she couldn’t fall asleep. Three hours ago, she couldn’t keep her eyes open, checking the time on the microwave every two minutes, slow blinking at the dinner table, spoon-feeding Ben while pretending to listen to Sebastian; now, she couldn’t get her eyes to shut.


      Overstimulation, they called it in the baby manuals. She remembered Eve was coming over next week. Lying on her side, with the curve of her back a hand-width away from Andrew, she tried to think what to cook but could only think about her life continuing, moving; tonight, she had moved on to roast chicken and self-saucing chocolate puddings. It lacked gravity – her goodbye to Meg being administered between Saturday-morning karate lessons and a grocery list. If only Meg had more family. A family would dispense gravity. Even a family that didn’t deserve to call itself a family would dispense gravity.


      Sarah pulled the sheet gently away from her body and placed it softly back behind her, tapping it twice around Andrew’s rump before padding into the study to flick on the computer. Its bright light bounced off the walls, its start-up jingle metallic and comforting.


      She did another check of the boys asleep in their room as she waited for the kettle to boil and stood at the doorway, admiring their mouths, their slightly parted lips. Every night, she became transfixed with a different body part: eyelashes, toes, sweaty heads, knees, the curves of ears, the creases on their knuckles, their chests rising and falling, rising and falling, making energy for another day.


      It was 10 pm on Wednesday, and the house had shut down. She could hear the refrigerator making high-pitched whistling sounds and the dishwasher finishing its cycle. She scrawled on a Post-it note to check her Visa statement for the rental-car bill from Dubbo airport earlier in the day. Not thinking straight after the first real wake in her life, and her biggest hangover since having Sebastian four years ago, she had thrown the keys in the letterbox for another car-rental agency and only realised on the plane on her way back to Sydney.


      She surfed the internet for a while, her clicks and keystrokes echoing, and checked in on her favourite community sites, stopping to read about why men cheat. Lots of anger here, she thought, taking a sip of peppermint tea as she read about Megan getting back with her ex for the children’s sake and Guest wondering why?. ‘Oh, Guest, relationships are not two 30-cm rulers,’ Sarah said, pleased with her analogy. ‘Relationships are never equal.’ Sarah nimbly navigated pages on stillborn births, a forum about what age is the right age to let your daughter get her ears pierced and a slanging match on childcare. Working mums versus stay-at-home. Nothing new there.


      She flicked through some pictures of celebrities at play, and her heartbeat began to race. She checked down the hallway, being careful not to step on the squeaky floorboard near the bookshelf, and closed the door, turning the handle slowly so it didn’t snap when shut. All she could hear was water being pumped into the dishwasher from pipes hidden in the wall. She’d forgotten to put it on the economy cycle and shook her head at herself. All the little things add up, she had read time and time again. The little things over time can have big consequences.


      When Sarah sat at her desk, she took great care to move two bills and a drawing of what was supposedly a rocket into her desk drawer. She didn’t like any reminders.


      Sarah went to favourites and clicked on a forum on overweight children. That was how it started, anyway – the latest scientific facts and health implications about overweight and obese children in Australia – but the forum soon moved on to fat kids and irresponsible, lazy parents. Here, she went by the name of Ocean. She liked that it immediately sounded relaxed and easy-going. Everyone liked the ocean. Some people listened to ocean sounds to get to sleep at night.


      She scrolled down until she found a post and sign-off from someone called Scrummymummy, trying her hardest to explain herself and her family. There were lots of fires in the comments, but she was drawn to the exchange between Scrummymummy and Butterflyeffect. Scrummymummy sounded so resigned to her weaknesses, so powerless, and Butterflyeffect had no time for her excuses.


      
        Scrummymummy: People judge me and it’s not right. I make my kids eat right and exercise but we are a big family, all of us carry weight. We fight it every day. I can see the looks other people give us. If they only knew that we tried.

      


      Suddenly, Sarah slammed down the lid of her laptop. She thought she could hear something. She stopped still and tilted her ear towards the door. She heard it again. A thump. Another thump. It was coming from inside the study. She turned in her chair to the high rectangular window behind her and saw the grey twisted outline of a branch. Its fingers were tapping at her every time the night wind grew strong. She breathed in and pulled up her screen. The glow washed over her face.


      
        Butterflyeffect: I’m so over people saying they are naturally fat. You are kidding yourself and making your children sick. Wake up. Do something. Eat less. Exercise more. It’s not going to happen lying around watching TV. Do you know how much money you and your family are going to cost the health system? For your choices.

      


      Butterflyeffect and Scrummymummy continued to exchange excuses and accusations. Sarah turned her mug this way and that in her hand and let Ocean out.


      
        Ocean: Scrummymummy, I know we are all doing our best for our children. Keep on trying. Ignore people who want to bring you down and concentrate on bringing your kids up. Let’s make the thread supportive. Peace everyone.

      


      Butterflyeffect tried to return fire, but every time she did Ocean was there, ready, her virtual body thrust in front of Scrummymummy. Ocean kept at the adroit defence until Butterflyeffect could stand it no longer. Scrummymummy thanked Ocean for her kindness, and Sarah left the site. Why would she call herself Scrummymummy if she is obviously fat, Sarah wondered as she trawled around this world. That’s just making yourself a bigger target.


      On a high from her victory, Sarah, as Sarebear, finished off a message of support to Tara on a parenting site from the United Kingdom. Tara had just been diagnosed with breast cancer at thirty-eight with twin boys. She sounded like a nice woman, Sarah thought.


      Some bright spark suggested that Tara think positive thoughts, perhaps remind herself with positive affirmations on Post-it notes around the house and make herself a chicken soup. She could cheat; there were some good ones in the supermarket these days, the black type said.


      Sarah shuddered. She thought of boiling the chicken carcass and adding the bouquet garni, some carrots and celery, the salt and pepper and watching the steam swirl above the pot. She thought of blowing on the spoon until it cooled and then tasting exactly what it needed. When she had her catering business, before she had the boys, she felt an intoxicating sense of confidence in the kitchen. The way she moved around it was light and fluid and assured, reaching and bending and adding and combining with purpose and skill. She had a touch, people kept telling her. She had started to cater for big events – two society weddings and the odd society bar mitzvah– and then she started vomiting into anything with an indent one week before she found out she was pregnant with Sebastian.


      She pushed her chair back from the desk and looked out the dark window lit up by a steady stream of car headlights, their bursts of radiance testimony to the fact she practically lived on a freeway. It had been Andrew’s idea: if they wanted to live in a good area, they would have to buy a house on a main road. Sarah thought she would be used to the constant mechanical buzz and whirr by now. She thought she would have stopped pressing too hard on the accelerator every time she exited the driveway. She thought she would have stopped praying silently that the cars behind would understand she was slowing to turn into her drive and not run into the back of her every time she put the indicator on when she was coming home. She shut her eyes and could smell chicken soup.


      She decided to make a batch tomorrow afternoon. Chicken soup and carrot cake. The carrot cake was for Peggy. Poor Peggy. On Friday, Peggy arrived at the childcare centre bearing a tray of tiny cupcakes for her son’s birthday, neatly lined up in pastel iced rows under thick clear plastic with cursive handwriting on a sticker pressed on top reading ‘Twee Bees Cupcakes’. Peggy ran past a group of mothers out the front. She was late for work, and her grey suit had a thread hanging off the shoulder that needed to be cut off. Just as she ran past Sarah, her heel caught in a crack between the pavers that six fathers and one mother had laid two years ago and the cupcakes nearly went flying. Sarah managed to catch them, but Peggy landed on the ground.


      ‘Peggy, are you okay?’ Sarah asked, moving away from a group of women who had been discussing the new teacher. She helped Peggy up with her one free hand. ‘The cupcakes are fine, anyway. Lucky I never let food go to waste,’ she added, trying to make light of the situation. ‘They’re beautiful. They do such beautiful cupcakes – these chocolate ones with the vanilla icing are my favourite.’


      Peggy dusted herself off and thanked Sarah in a staccato, ‘not quite sure what the hell I am doing on the pavement running late for work with a tray of cupcakes at a childcare centre’ kind of way. ‘God. Thanks, Sarah. I didn’t bring Jack anything for his birthday last year, and everyone bloody does it,’ she said, trying to explain herself. ‘I was the only mother all year who forgot. That would have been a great start to the day, running late and losing the cupcakes. Failed again.’


      Sarah didn’t understand why Peggy found it a chore. She loved the tradition of bringing in cupcakes or doughnuts or treats for your child’s birthday to share with the class. She was so good at icing.


      Peggy collected herself and the cupcakes from Sarah and headed for the door just as Marina whispered too loudly to the two women next to her, ‘Oh, so that’s how you show love these days? With store-bought cupcakes.’


      Sarah froze. She saw Peggy pause with her hand on the doorknob, her other hand balancing her store-bought cupcakes, and then she opened the door with that thread still on her right shoulder. The thread seemed to have grown. It was as though her grey suit was unravelling, beginning at the loose thread, and by the time she entered the primary-coloured room with tin-foil stars hanging from string she had left a puddle of grey thread behind her and was naked bar a tray of cupcakes.


      Sarah would drop the carrot cake over to Peggy in the afternoon. It was Peggy’s day off work, and often they caught up with the boys on a Thursday. She would probably love something home-made.


      She opened her Facebook page and found more photo updates of friends having the time of their lives out at restaurants and themed picnics and ski trips overseas. She felt hot and undid the top button of her pyjamas, thinking maybe she should have taken some pictures at Meg’s funeral and updated her photo albums. Show everyone how much fun she was having. Then she finished by pulling up Marina’s page and complimenting her on her new profile picture.


      She had just pressed ‘Share’ when Andrew appeared at the doorway. She jumped in fright and clutched her heart like a thirties film actress. ‘You scared me.’


      ‘Who else was it going to be?’


      ‘I didn’t hear you open the door. Did you sneak in?’


      ‘No.’ Andrew breathed heavily out of his nose as an exclamation mark. ‘I walked in, like a normal person, and you didn’t notice.’


      Sarah adeptly flicked off the internet and brought up a Word document without taking her eyes off Andrew.


      ‘Sarah, you’ve been in here for two hours. It’s 12.30 am.’


      ‘No, it’s not.’ Sarah glanced quickly at the time in the corner of her computer. He was right, and she hid her surprise.


      ‘12.30 is not late, Andrew. Some people are only just going out at 12.30.’


      ‘What’s that got to do … they’re not up at 5.30 am.’


      As if on cue, the neighbours’ car pulled into the driveway, and they could hear the garage door clunk open, doors slamming and footsteps fading.


      ‘You’ve had a big day, a big couple of days. You coming to bed soon?’ he ended with a yawn.


      ‘In a minute.’


      ‘You okay?’


      ‘Yeah.’ Sarah turned to fully face him. ‘I don’t want to do that again in a hurry. Poor Meg. There was hardly anyone at her funeral. I mean hardly anyone, Andrew. She only had her dad, really, and when he died, I suppose …’


      ‘She’s been alone for a long time, Sarah. He must have died five years ago.’


      ‘Nine. We’re starting to sound like our parents. He died nine years ago – 23 November – nine years ago. I can still see Meg at the funeral. It was a nightmare, remember? I found her in the toilets, and she’d worn a dress for Bill, and she couldn’t take down her stockings. Her hands were shaking so much that she couldn’t take them down. I had to pull them down for her so she could go to the toilet. It was the only time Eve and Meg weren’t together at the funeral or the wake – Eve was paying the caterers or something– and when she came into the toilets and saw Meg and me in the cubicle together and the bloody stockings, with Meg so helpless, Eve started slamming one of the toilet doors so much it came off the hinges. It must have been an old door. It fell on the floor and on Eve’s foot. Remember? She broke one of her toes. Meg and Eve just started laughing when they realised what had happened. It was crazy.’


      ‘That’s right. Jesus. I can’t believe it was nine years ago.’


      ‘It was just after she graduated. That was the last time Bill came to the city – after she graduated. We all went out to dinner. Italian. I had home-made gnocchi. Meg and me and Eve and Bill. Eve was back from London, and the dinner was, was … we knew Bill as girls and we were all adults. It was different. He was a lovely man. Always lovely. He used to be such a big man. The restaurant didn’t have any peppermint tea and Eve ran down the street and found some because Bill liked peppermint tea. He didn’t want to be a burden, and by then he liked his own company.’


      ‘Sounds like Meg,’ Andrew said.


      ‘Mmm. She would dip in and out of people. She moved around a lot. My address book has more than a dozen listings for Meg.’


      There were the fingers of that tree again, behind Sarah. Scraping on the glass. A whistle of wind and then a scratch. Sarah turned.


      ‘We really should cut that tree back soon. Next thing it will go straight through the window.’


      ‘I’ll organise it on the weekend.’


      ‘Thanks.’


      ‘It’s getting windy out there,’ Andrew said. ‘I like hearing the wind at night.’


      ‘I hope I don’t end up having a funeral like that,’ Sarah said, not hearing him and looking again at the tree.


      ‘That’s not going to happen to you.’ Andrew realised the ridiculousness of his statement and corrected himself. ‘Well, not like that, and not for a long time, anyway. Come to bed. Get some sleep. Please.’


      Neither of them was skilled at talking about death or funerals. They were preoccupied by the other end of the life cycle.


      ‘I should have made more of an effort to see her,’ Sarah said, moving on to the comfort of what should have been. ‘I didn’t try.’


      ‘In a perfect world, Sarah. We’ve had the busiest four years of our lives with the boys. It’s not like you deliberately went out of your way not to see her. These things just happen.’


      Sarah wasn’t after logic. Logic had a habit of taking things away from women.


      ‘That’s when it goes wrong. When things just happen.’


      ‘You’ve lost me.’


      Sarah rubbed her forehead, then looked up at Andrew. ‘I’m exhausted. I don’t know what I mean either.’


      Andrew looked squarely at the benign-looking silver machine in front of Sarah’s head. His wife of six years pretended not to notice. It was her computer. Sarah suddenly sat up, her lethargy replaced by vigour. She grabbed a pen from her green coffee mug filled with three pens, a rubber and two data sticks. She held the pen and looked at Andrew, the perfect boss waiting for the not-so-perfect employee to come into her office for a 10 am meeting.


      ‘C’mon, Sarah. Please.’


      With the pen still in one hand, Sarah began typing with the other.


      Andrew had begun to go soft around the middle, and patches of errant hair were sprouting on his chest, making a move for his neck. His second ‘please’ irritated her. It was so needy.


      ‘I’ll be in soon. I just need to finish something I’m working on. I won’t be long.’ About three months ago, Sarah had a bright idea to compile her favourite recipes and maybe self-publish a cookbook. She had collected seven, but at least it gave her a rubbery occupation to present to those who asked what she did at barbecues or Andrew’s work functions. She couldn’t say she had her own catering business – that went when the boys came along. It was logical to let the business ‘go’.


      She turned away from him and began typing as though he had already left the room, and before he had reached the bathroom down the hallway she quickly called out, ‘Andrew? How about we take the boys to the water park on the weekend? I’ll pack a picnic. It will be fun.’


      ‘Okay,’ she heard him say. Sarah was good at finding – or, if need be, making – bright spots. A bright spot was always a wonderful distraction from a black hole. And if you had enough of them, maybe you could cover the black hole forever.


      When Sarah Partridge was ten, after a long Sunday lunch of roast lamb and packet gravy, her uncle asked her if she believed in heaven and hell.


      ‘I believe in heaven, but I don’t believe in hell,’ Sarah replied, her red hair flowing around her face, always in a dramatic exclamation point despite her best efforts.


      ‘If you believe in heaven, you have to believe in hell,’ Uncle Steve chided. He was one of those bachelor uncles with no children who wore an expression of ‘Children aren’t hard, what’s all the fuss about?’. He had a simple formula to gauge his success. He would tease his niece and nephew, maybe over their haircut, choice of music, the way they held their fork, then he would get a reaction. Reaction, interaction: the uncle with the two-door car outside didn’t know the difference.


      ‘You can’t just choose one and not the other. It doesn’t work like that. It’s a belief system,’ Uncle Steve said patronisingly. ‘A package sold by Christian faith. You can’t choose which parts to believe in. It’s all or nothing.’


      ‘Why not? I don’t have to believe in hell. I’m choosing – I believe in heaven,’ Sarah said, proud of her clear stance. Then she turned on her bare feet to go into the laundry to get a tropical Zooper Dooper iceblock out of the deep freezer.


      She knew not to go in the kitchen. She could hear her mum whispering the words ‘1950s housewife … packet gravy … you make it from fucking scratch … headache’. The whispering turned to silence. Amanda had gone to her bedroom for an afternoon rest.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FIFTEEN

    


    
      Sam peered out the sheer curtain of the motel and felt like he was fifteen again. After a day of vomiting and dry-retching, Eve was desperate for a headache tablet and had gone to reception to try to beg, borrow or steal one. He watched her pacing beside a faded red four-wheel drive in the car park, and when she turned towards his window he quickly released the dust-impacted curtain from his grip and ducked to the ground; he didn’t want Eve to know he was looking. It was juvenile, but it made his pulse quicken, which was better than lying on a single bed in an old motel room counting the number of bricks running up the wall and wondering what he was doing here and who Eve reminded him of.


      She was different to the Eve he had constructed in his head from the stories Meg told as they lay on the couch exhausted from their fourteen-hour shifts, barely managing to fork instant noodles into the sides of their mouths. Once, he remembered watching Meg hold her noodles in the air above her mouth, letting them dangle there for too long, as she conjured up images of her and Eve lying on the floor of the boarding house doing up their skinny jeans with coathangers or how, when they travelled to India during university, it was Eve who had the iron stomach and Meg who was a glass guts. Meg was so ill she couldn’t eat. She was vomiting and had diarrhoea, and at one stage she could hardly walk. It was Eve who took them to the airport and told the Qantas staff about a dying mother and got them home on a plane early.


      And here was this Eve he had heard so much about in the car park in front of him. It didn’t seem to tally with Meg’s picture the way, last night at the pub, her no-man’s-land English accent became more pronounced when she spoke to the girl serving behind the bar, the way she leant so far sideways, nearly toppling off her stool, when the old man with hands like rocks stopped on his way to the cigarette machine and began a dissertation on the joys of youth. Squatting behind a blind in a motel room a day after Meg’s funeral on this hot afternoon in Gilgandra, Sam realised that perhaps now wasn’t the ideal time to get his red pen out and mark a personal report card. Meg and Eve had a history, and history made people believe in mirages. Boarding school, Sam imagined, didn’t help.


      Sam had his own version of boarding and hated it. When he was sixteen, after the bus was cancelled from Merriwa to Muswellbrook– a town an hour and a half away, which held the nearest high school – his parents sent him to a boarding house, a small, pale-blue weatherboard with three rooms for board on the New England Highway. Every morning, he would make his bed carefully with the thin sheets and do some chores for Mr and Mrs Bourke before heading out the door with the wonky dragon knocker and walking for forty-five minutes to school. In the evening, it was the same but reversed. He didn’t mind the long walk on the way home. On the weekends, his mum or dad would come and take him home.


      They never said as much, but he knew boarding at the Bourkes’ was costing his parents a fortune. He was eating an awful lot of rabbit on the weekends when he went home. When at the Bourkes’, Sam spent most of his time in his room studying or cleaning for them, or avoiding Warren Mendhelson, the drunk fifty-eight-year-old boarder in the next room. After nine months of boarding – when Sam told his dad that Warren kept walking in on him in the shower and, one morning, after a breakfast of cornflakes with milk that the Bourkes didn’t want to go to waste but was half an hour off being sour, Warren walked into the shower and simply touched Sam’s penis as though it was a photo frame that needed to be moved a little to the right – Sam was told he didn’t have to board any more. Sam’s mother borrowed a car and drove the three-hour round trip to school every morning and picked him up from the Muswellbrook library every night. Sam heard later that his father, who had never hurt anyone in his life, had never caused a fuss, walked up to Warren outside the pale-blue weatherboard house on the highway, trucks and cars whirring past, and punched him in the face. The next year, a new teacher starting at the school moved half an hour away from Sam’s place on a small but well-formed farm, and he caught a lift to school with her.


      Sam tilted his head like a dog hearing something peculiar and looked again at the woman pacing in the car park. The glare from the sun on the bitumen made him grab his sunglasses, and he watched as Eve took shelter from it in the shade of the manager’s carport. He tried to remember in more detail Meg’s long, winding stories. He could only grab their obvious edges; he had lost their fine delicacy.


      He did remember clearly that when he last saw Meg, a few months before he left for New Guinea, at an inner-city bar in Sydney, she told him about her latest job and her frustration at the lack of resources and volume of paperwork.


      ‘We need doctors and nurses, human beings with time, not a new glossy pamphlet on ten ways to know he’s really beating the crap out of you.’


      She told him she liked locum work: dropping in to small towns, filling in for the doctor while he or she went on holiday to Bali or Norfolk Island or an extended sabbatical after years of seven-day weeks, or overseas to study for six months. They were easy placements to get – not many doctors wanted to work out in the bush.


      ‘Don’t you get tired of setting up, getting to know the practice and the people and then leaving?’ he asked. They liked discussing work. This was one of those rare times when the work became the personal.


      ‘No, Sam.’ Her voice was split with disappointment. ‘I like getting out there and working. It’s good for everyone. Some of the guys I’m replacing are wonderful, and some are so stuck in their ways it’s frightening. Do you know I had one old guy in Densen who refused to give out prescriptions for the pill unless the girl was over eighteen? Did the town have a higher than usual population of teenage mothers? Bloody hell, it did.


      ‘It’s good for these towns to have someone come through who does things differently, who’s new. I don’t know … someone who hasn’t known them for a million years and doesn’t care about their history, the town gossip. It’s important.’


      It was a Sunday afternoon, and the bar began filling up with small groups pretending they were going to have a quick drink – maybe two – and then go home. Sam and Meg started feeling the bodies behind them, stacking up in twos and threes. Some larger packs took long tables. Six men sat at a table to the right, all drinking Japanese beer, with four wearing the most interesting eyeglasses. Sam was conscious of their confidence, their loud voices, their surety when they ordered from the bar, the obvious sophistication that sat on the bridges of their noses. It made him like Meg more.


      ‘You must want to stay sometimes,’ he said. ‘It must get tiring moving.’


      ‘I love what I do. You know that more than anyone.’ Meg stopped stirring her drink with her straw and stared so hard at Sam it would have been rude if he looked away. A large burst of laughter crashed over them from behind. Sam turned. Meg didn’t. ‘It’s honest out there,’ Meg said to the back of Sam’s head. He turned around. ‘It’s hard sometimes, but it’s honest. It is what it is, Sam. You know that.’


      He nodded. A woman pushed past to order a bottle of wine and kept turning around to her friends and yelling how many glasses did they need, holding up her fingers as she did so. Every time she turned, she bumped Meg’s head with her elbow, seemingly oblivious to the connection.


      Meg hopped off her stool, ignoring the woman with elbows she didn’t know she had, and moved closer to Sam. She leant in. ‘Why is it so hard for people to believe that I don’t want to settle down on the …’ – Meg paused while she searched for the words and balanced a straw across her glass – ‘bloody North Shore or something and spend my days dealing with people who need sleeping pills for their flight to Paris?’


      ‘As if I would be saying that to you.’ Sam kept his eyes right on Meg as he spoke. He was not going to let her get away with saying that to him, of all people. ‘You know what you’re doing. I just thought it might get …’ He debated whether to say it, moved his small, square, white napkin-cum-coaster to the right and said it. ‘Lonely.’


      ‘You know what? I don’t reckon all of us were born to be around people all the time. They can make you do strange things.’


      Then she leant over her stool to grab her handbag and ordered another drink for them both. She was drinking lime and sodas, and Sam deliberately made no mention of the alcohol-free beverage when he knew she wasn’t working that night. He waited for Meg to continue her thoughts, but she kept her eyes fixed on the rudimentary movements of the man pouring and mixing behind the bar.


      ‘Anyway,’ he said, giving up. ‘What’s next for you?’


      ‘I’m off to the Territory for a while and then don’t know. We’ll see, I guess. We’ll just have to see.’


      It sounded like a riddle, but Sam knew not to push. When she wanted him to know more, she would tell him; it was simple. That was how she did it, out of the blue. You would ask if there were any spare batteries in the house and she would answer it was her father’s birthday today.


      ‘He would have been fifty-eight.’


      And Sam stopped poking at the back of his transistor radio, and he sat on the arm of the couch and looked at Meg.


      And she said, ‘God. What would he think of me now?’


      That week, Meg was hiding from some guy who kept knocking on the door in the morning, in the middle of the night, at lunch, demanding his skull-engraved Zippo lighter back from Meg. He was obsessed with his lighter; it had sentimental value, the man opined from outside the front door. Sam could never work out how someone as smart as Meg could be so stupid. When they first lived with each other, they were flatmates. For two years, they lived side by side, and then one day they were friends. It was clear that Meg chose her friends carefully; her boyfriends she didn’t choose at all. At work, no one would have a clue of how chaotic her life became sometimes.


      ‘I don’t have his bloody lighter. I’ll give him money to get another one,’ Meg said.


      ‘I don’t think that’s the point.’


      ‘Dad wouldn’t know whether to laugh or cry at me.’


      Sam had never met Bill. Bill had died before Meg let him in. He saw the framed pictures in Meg’s room and heard how Bill liked to call her Meggie, and how he used to eat her lamb chops and say they were perfect even when they were burnt, and he never missed visiting her during term when she was boarding. Not once.


      After a fourteen-hour shift at the hospital, when Sam opened a cupboard door and three glasses fell out and smashed all over the kitchen floor, Meg wandered out of the lounge room and helped him to clean it up. She told him, as they walked down the narrow side path of the house in the middle of the night to the rubbish bin, adjusting their eyes to the dark, that her dad got sick and he wouldn’t admit it, and by the time she discovered how bad it was, it was too late. Next to the bin with the yellow lid for recycling, a few stars above, the neighbour’s kitchen light was on.


      ‘You make decisions, the next day comes and you can’t change them. And they change everything.’


      Meg still had the dustpan and brush in her hands. Sam took them from her, emptied the contents into the bin and she let him. She didn’t move. The wind blew her hair in front of her face.


      ‘Everyone makes bad decisions,’ Sam said, not moving either. ‘He probably didn’t know how to tell you. No one’s perfect.’


      That was glib, and he wanted to take it back immediately. He may as well have started tap-dancing and used the dustpan as a jaunty hat.


      ‘He shouldn’t have had to tell me,’ she said. And she walked back up the side path in the dark to the kitchen door.


      [image: image]


      ‘Sorry about that,’ Eve said, throwing a row of tablets in a blister packet on the bed.


      She headed into the bathroom to fill a glass with water. ‘I hate drinking water from the bathroom tap,’ she called back to Sam. ‘Does it come from the same pipes? I bet they’re different pipes. Not drinking pipes.’


      Eve appeared from the bathroom, popped the tablets from the blister pack into the palm of her hand and threw them down her mouth. She drank the water quickly.


      ‘In twenty minutes, it should be gone,’ she said, leaning back against the wall and closing her eyes for a second.


      ‘You okay?’ Sam asked. He could not imagine one friend from school coming to his funeral. Most of his class were ditch-diggers now, except for Brian, who was a bouncer at the Cross in Sydney, and Allan, who became a colour consultant.


      ‘I’m fine.’ Eve moved to her bag and began unzipping. ‘Are you hungry? I’m starving.’


      ‘Yeah, I haven’t eaten since breakfast.’


      ‘Oh, god, that’s my fault. The woman with alcohol poisoning. I’m sorry. Is it too much to ask to have a shower before we go in search of dinner? I smell.’


      ‘Of course.’


      Eve pulled out some jeans, a short-sleeve white T-shirt, her cleanser and moisturiser and put them on the bed beside her, quickly shoving her underpants under her folded shirt. A veteran of public ablutions, she kept the conversation rolling on about what to eat and where to eat until she closed the bathroom door behind her. They agreed it had to be a walk away because they weren’t getting back in the car unless they had to flee the town. They also agreed not to cause any incidents in which they would be required to flee the town. Hungover and jetlagged, both funeral fresh, they felt it wouldn’t be a hard promise to keep.


      When Eve stepped out of the bathroom, she was all dressed from the waist up, just like a newsreader. A towel tied like a sarong was on her lower half.


      ‘Left my jeans on the bed,’ she said, crossing the room, not knowing whether to take them back to the bathroom or slip them on, without an obvious thought, in front of Sam.


      She slipped them on under her towel, unable to muster the expertise of a surfer straight from work changing into swimmers beside his car. Before Sam looked intently out the window at the car park that hadn’t changed, Eve’s towel opened briefly at the front as she turned to face away from him, and Sam caught a glimpse of fine marks across the top of her thighs.


      ‘Fell out of a tree when I was ten,’ Eve said, unable to miss his reactive inhale. She stuck her bottom out in a vain attempt at anchoring her towel around her waist and pulling up her jeans in one motion.


      ‘Must have been a bad accident.’


      ‘I was trying to keep up with my big brother. Misjudged a tree. Came off second best. Lucky I didn’t break an arm. Usual story.’


      Eve neatly folded and packed away her clothes before blow-drying her wet hair. As always, it didn’t take long. The smell of lavender filled the room and so did Sam’s voice, filling in Eve about the fact lawyers were meant to call and send documents in the next few days. Eve was on a plane back to London in ten days. She was spending a few days with her parents, catching up with some old friends in Sydney, then it was home and back to normal life. Sam seemed like a very capable man who could handle the details. She’d never been any good at details – she was always being told that.


      When Sam moved the conversation on to Georgia Thomas and how she was keen for him to start as soon as possible in what was passing as a part-time medical practice in Tallow, Eve was mentally pulled back into the motel room. She swallowed hard. ‘She’s full-on,’ she said. ‘She took over all of the arrangements, and Meg had only been in town for a few days. I think she loved the drama of it. Acting as though Meg meant something to her. People like that drive me nuts.’


      ‘I suppose someone had to do it, but she’s a strange one,’ Sam agreed. ‘She called me and told me about Meg, and only when I had hung up the phone did I realise that I had agreed to help her out with the medical practice until they sorted something out. Maybe I was still on Papua New Guinea time. I spent more time on arrangements for the job than I did talking about Meg. I missed Meg’s funeral and Georgia met me as I came to the wake, and she was straight on about arrangements again, and it gave me the shits, actually. She’s called five times this afternoon, but I just can’t deal with her at the moment.’


      It was good to have someone alive to be angry at.


      By the time Eve and Sam shut the door of their motel room, it was just after 7 pm, and the sun had lost its vicious streak. The air was fresh, and everything was standing still: the houses, the trees, the worn row of shops on the main road.


      ‘Chinese? What do you think?’ Eve said.


      ‘I’ll eat anything.’


      ‘Do you ever eat in restaurants by yourself, Sam?’ Eve asked as they took their seats in an empty Chinese restaurant that boasted a menu that included Chinese food, Thai food and steak and chips.


      ‘Yeah, when I travel I do. I take a book or just look at people. I suppose you would do it all the time when you are on tour.’


      ‘No, I don’t. I was just thinking that. I always organise to eat with someone, even if I have nothing to say to her, even if she is Sienna the flute-playing cow who always makes me feel like I should be teaching five-year-olds the recorder rather than having a seat on tour. If I can’t find someone, I’ll get room service and eat by myself.’ Eve was surprised but not silenced by her honesty. ‘I can’t believe it. I’m thirty-four and I ate in a restaurant by myself for the first time two nights ago at the pub in Tallow. First time. I never have a drink in a bar by myself either, unless I am waiting for someone to arrive at any minute, and then, I don’t know, I make it clear I am waiting. When Meg …’


      Eve took a good look at Sam and stopped herself mid-sentence to complain about the smell of the carpet. ‘It smells wet or like dog or something,’ she said, sniffing.


      By now, the waiter was hovering. She was sixteen and not yet aware of those five minutes where she should give customers another five minutes. Eve was glad of her inexperience or inertia, whatever it was that made her stand next to the table and look down at them so they had to stop talking. They ordered two glasses of lemonade and the safe option of fried rice with no prawns, and Eve changed the topic to the much more benign waters of returning to Australia after living overseas, their work, their families. Sam had gone to school at Muswellbrook High; Eve’s dad had a chemist at Muswellbrook. There could have been some old family friend, some young friend, they had in common who needed a lot of cough medicine.


      ‘I left Scone when I was eleven, really, to go to school,’ Eve said after drawing a blank on a list of names. ‘Never to return.’


      ‘To play cello in London,’ Sam added. ‘That’s pretty impressive.’


      ‘There are other things in life,’ Eve said, putting the white salt and pepper together so their sides touched before picking up the laminated menu to look at desserts. She waved it backwards and forwards like a see-saw between them.


      ‘Like what?’ Sam asked.


      ‘Like life.’


      ‘We’ve just been to Meg’s funeral,’ Sam said. ‘Everything seems insignificant.’


      Eve continued to wave the menu backwards and forwards, backwards and forwards and then the prawnless fried rice arrived. They ate, asked the waitress about herself and the town and left a decent tip. Eve suggested a long walk.


      When Sam rattled the keys in the motel door an hour later, Eve couldn’t help but think how quaint it was that they were using a key, not an electronic card. Without explanation, she went to the car to get a bag of shoes from the boot. She tucked her hair behind her ears, straightened the bottom of her shirt and bent inside the shadow of the boot, knowing exactly what she was after. She was after fresh shoes, shoes that weren’t covered in dirt and sweat stains or had twigs and shit stuck to their soles. She hadn’t realised until she hit the fresh air on the walk to dinner how much better she felt for having a shower, washing the hangover out of her hair. She looked at Sam in his T-shirt and tired eyes rifling around his backpack, flinging disparate items of clothing on his bed. Eve put her clean, shiny, yellow patent ballet flats at the foot of her bed for tomorrow morning. She was beginning to pull herself together from the feet up.


      Sam repacked his backpack after he found an older T-shirt than the one he was wearing, right down the bottom, that would do as pyjamas and turned the clock radio on to fill the air.


      Eve pulled out her phone to check for messages and went through her purse, sighing at something. She wondered whether she should set the alarm to get going in the morning. An ad for the Real Deal Ugg Boots Warehouse came on, and Eve slipped off her old shoes and fell backwards onto the bed.


      


      ‘Eve, Eve, wake up, wake up. EVE!’


      Sam was shaking her. It was late or early morning. She was groggy, and her eyes took their time to adjust to Sam’s face in the dimness of the room, illuminated only by a yellow lamp turned on behind him and the glow of a laptop screen.


      ‘Uhh. What?’ Eve said, her mind not yet in the right gear to be alarmed that Sam was waking her up in the dark with such urgency.


      She sat up and looked at him. His eyes were red. He was wearing a T-shirt and white Y-fronts. His eyes were not just red, they were wet and red. ‘Sam, what’s happened?’


      Sam started to give out bits of information that were adding up to little more than bits of information. ‘I checked my emails before I went to bed. You were asleep. I couldn’t sleep. Didn’t want to wake you with TV. I checked my phone messages. I checked my emails.’


      ‘You’ve said that, Sam,’ Eve said in an exaggeratedly calm voice because inside she was starting to panic. ‘What’s going on?’


      ‘No one knew. Not Meg’s great-aunt, not Georgia. No one. No one knew. I didn’t know.’


      Sam was not making sense, and there was not much room to pace in the room, so he had started to move his head side to side as though he was having a conversation with himself.


      ‘Sam,’ Eve said, sitting up and turning on the light next to her, taking note of the clock blinking 1.08 am, in preparation for something. ‘No one knew what?’


      ‘Meg has a baby. Her name is Kat, Katherine. She’s five months old.’


      The air left the room. Eve was sure a gust of wind had tried to suck the blinds out the window and failed, leaving a hollow flapping noise coming from the corner. A set of headlights swept the ceiling, illuminating patches of peeling paint and mould.


      Sam thrust his laptop on Eve’s chest. He pointed at the screen, directing Eve’s gaze to five emails in a row from Georgia. Eve sat up and moved the screen so she could read it. If Georgia said so, it must be true.


      After taking a moment to focus, she read the first email in the list, which was actually the last that Georgia had sent. It was all very businesslike and explained that the lawyers had called for the reading of Meg’s will this Friday in Tallow while the ‘relevant people’ were still near. Then there was a list of relevant people, which included her and Sam and Sarah and Penny and someone called Ben Heeley. The next email that Eve read, Georgia’s first, was hysterical. There were dashes and exclamation marks and words highlighted in bold. Georgia had written, ‘I feel betrayed!!!! This is wrong and sick. HOW COULD ANYONE KEEP A SECRET LIKE THIS?? It’s a baby!! Quite frankly, I’m in shock and I feel deceived.’


      ‘She’s bolded words,’ Eve said, not knowing whether to read on from the top or the bottom.


      ‘What’s that got to do with anything?’


      ‘I just think, in this instance, they are unnecessary.’


      ‘Jesus, Eve. What the fuck goes through your head?’


      Sam went to grab his laptop back. Eve was too quick for him and pulled it away, looking straight at him as she spoke.


      ‘Okay, sorry.’ She blocked Sam with her shoulder. ‘Let me finish. Please.’


      ‘Fuck.’ Sam turned in a circle, stepping on Eve’s pair of bright-yellow ballet flats at the end of her bed. ‘Fuck.’


      Georgia’s second-last email detailed the visit by police that morning. The nanny was in complete distress, it said, with three childish exclamation marks. When Meg didn’t come back on Sunday night as planned to pick them both up and take them back to Tallow the next day, the nanny knew something was wrong. It was not like Meg. She had been hesitant to leave Kat in the first place. It was meant to be three days away, the nanny said. Three days. So she could start unpacking, set up the house a bit. She couldn’t get Meg on her mobile; there was no connection in Tallow. But Meg had called the nanny from the one public phone box near the sports oval on Thursday and Friday night. The nanny figured she’d missed the call on Saturday night as her mobile had run out of batteries and was dead.


      ‘Hopeless mobile coverage hasn’t helped anything. That’s the thing,’ Georgia wrote, going off on a tangent. ‘They talk about a national broadband scheme. How about decent mobile coverage in rural Australia? Of course, we don’t need coverage out here, because we only need to talk to sheep or something.’


      Georgia then went into a rant about country people being treated as second-class citizens by Telstra and the government before returning to the nanny. Julie was her name. On Monday, Julie called the nearest police station, in Nyngan, and they took down Meg’s last name as Julie’s last name and said they would call if they heard anything. The nanny said she tried everything. She kept calling, and on Tuesday evening they finally took her seriously and said they would go to Tallow in the morning. At lunchtime on Wednesday, they arrived, asked some questions in the main street, discovered Georgia was the one to talk to and knocked on her door as she was sitting down to a toasted ham sandwich.


      ‘It’s been stuff-up after stuff-up. And the police acted like this kind of thing happens every day!!!! I made them lunch.’


      In different circumstances, Eve would have found the last sentence so off the point as to be amusing, but Sam was standing in front of her, waiting.


      ‘Are you okay?’ she asked, because he obviously wasn’t.


      ‘This is not happening.’


      Eve put the laptop on the bed and felt a strange, inappropriate rush. Georgia’s bolded ‘HOW COULD ANYONE KEEP A SECRET LIKE THIS??’ still flashed in her head. Despite all her ‘Meg this’ and ‘Meg that’ at the bar on Tuesday night, Georgia didn’t have a clue about Meg. Of course Meg could keep a secret. Even when she didn’t want to.


      There were three moles that made a perfect triangle on Sam’s upper thigh, and Eve kept her eyes focused on them as Sam went over details from the emails and phone messages as if getting them in some kind of order in his head might explain why he didn’t know about Meg’s baby.


      ‘No one knew. Not Penny. Not that bloody great-aunt. Not us. The funeral happened so quickly. There wasn’t enough time. They should have waited.’


      ‘They didn’t know. They were trying to do the right thing.’


      ‘She should have told us,’ Sam said.


      Eve knew he wanted more, and she couldn’t give it to him. She had no right. It was Meg’s decision.


      ‘She’s been in the middle of nowhere. By herself. Maybe she’s forgotten what’s expected from her. Maybe she just wanted to shock Georgia, because Georgia is … Georgia.’


      Eve imagined the job interview Meg had with Georgia. She imagined Georgia talking across the table about her vision for Tallow, pushing a slice of buttered bun towards Meg with those fingernails and Meg deciding she liked the job but Georgia could wait a while to know more about her personal life.


      ‘Georgia was meant to find out on Monday, with Meg and her baby and her nanny in town. Meg can choose something and that’s it. She won’t turn around once she has committed.’


      Sam said nothing.


      ‘We haven’t seen her in a long time, Sam. This is about distance and time and life. Not us. She was always going to tell us, you know that. We weren’t here. Don’t be angry with her.’


      ‘She must have been in her first trimester when we had a drink in Sydney before I left for Papua New Guinea. She was drinking lime and sodas. Lime and sodas. She didn’t tell me.’


      ‘Don’t be angry with her,’ Eve repeated. ‘Please. She didn’t know all this was going to happen.’


      Then Eve let go and ran to the bathroom to throw up. The carpet was dirty, and Eve could feel crumbs and grit on the bottom of her feet. A sticker from an apple stuck to her heel. She hadn’t eaten an apple in weeks. She sat on the bathroom floor and picked it off and stuck it on the side of the cistern. Six minutes ago, she didn’t know that Kat was in the world.


      Sam didn’t ask, or pop his head around the doorway to check on her. He sat on his bed, hitting keys on his laptop. He reread text messages on his phone with the other hand. ‘Tallow was going to be permanent. She spent years moving from town to town. She was going to settle. Finally stay in one place. Walk up the main street on Monday with Kat on her hip. There was a reason she was going to settle, had rented a house of her own. It all makes sense, if you think about it. I should have known something was going on.’


      Eve appeared at the bathroom doorway. Her fingers flicked off the fluorescent light. It went dark for a second and then the light from the bedside and laptop screen slowly reclaimed their territory.


      ‘You know they used to joke about Meg?’ Sam said, his face mottled with blue light.


      ‘Who’s they?’ Eve stayed by the doorway.


      ‘Other doctors. They used to call her the Yesmad doctor.’


      Eve was confused.


      ‘As in nomad. They would emphasise the “mad” part. Always moving, taking the jobs reserved for Indian doctors, they would say. Ms Yesmad.’


      ‘Did she know?’


      ‘Yes. Doctors can’t wait to let it be known they’ve cracked a joke. Especially if they are ordinarily humourless. I think for a second it might have knocked the wind out of her, and then she just started to go to fewer and fewer social events. Conferences, yes. Birthday parties, reunions, no.’


      Eve knew Meg was on her own a lot, but not fitting in? Being ridiculed? She imagined those doctors thinking they were so smart and that Meg was Ms Yesmad.


      They sat on the twin beds, one on each. The red numerals on the clock read 1.23 am.


      ‘Nothing we can do now. We’ll go tomorrow,’ Sam said. ‘First thing.’


      They turned out the lights, rearranged their pillows and slid beneath their sheets.


      ‘It will be interesting meeting that Ben Heeley,’ Eve said, remembering the name on the list. She was hardly going to forget the name of Kat’s father. She started to worry for Kat.


      ‘It will,’ Sam said, his voice deep and slow.


      Ten minutes later, Eve lifted the sheet away from her legs quietly and walked over to Sam’s bed and sat near his knees. She put her hand on his shoulder, and he turned to her face in the dark.


      ‘Please, can we go now?’ she asked.


      ‘Yes.’


      They pulled on jeans, shoved everything into bags and were packed and ready in minutes. When they walked out of their room into the sweetness of early-morning dark, Eve bowed her head behind Sam’s shoulders and mouthed, ‘Meg and Kat.’


      Sam reached behind and grabbed Eve’s hand and held it in his until he had to open the car door.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER SIXTEEN

    


    
      The hedging was perfect. Perfect, luscious green, tight viburnum hedges ran the length of the back garden and up the eastern side fence to meet glass sliding doors and a rumpus room. Trimmed like a sailor’s head, they gave privacy to the fifteen-metre pool, the rectangle of freshly mowed grass beside it and the oriental-themed cabana. Servants to 35 Baker Street, Pymble, Sydney, the tight viburnums barely moved or made a fuss when a wind swept through. Two of them, though, looked unkempt and slightly drunk, a few of their low branches hanging at odd angles after the trestle tables for Sarah’s thirteenth-birthday party clipped them as they were being carried to the backyard.


      Themes clashed at Sarah’s home. There was a French provincial feel to the oversized furniture in the formal dining and living room, which was adorned with tasteful muted colours, a touch of designer bric-a-brac in corners and on side tables, and a barely used antique oak dining table at the centre. The kitchen was redolent of the Romans: too much marble was never enough; ornate taps splashed streams of flowing water over tiles embossed with grapes. The bathrooms were from Bali: all white stones and bamboo. The rumpus room – the domain of the two children, a zone Amanda and Paul Partridge entered only after the cleaners had finished, to make sure behind the TV was vacuumed – was a mishmash of beanbags, TV, video player and two couches from three redecorations ago. It was all very Amanda: big on drama, thin when it came to connection.


      Trestle tables covered with neat navy-and white-striped tablecloths had been dotted around the pool, and a speaker system hung on the side wall. Amanda was busying herself with last-minute preparations before the young, inevitably teased-hair guests arrived in half an hour. She stacked a pile of magazines on the coffee table in the child-free formal areas at the front of the house, removed the catering from the fridge so the sandwiches and cakes could warm to room temperature, and made sure there was enough toilet paper in the downstairs bathroom for eighteen girls aged twelve and thirteen.


      Grey clouds had started to roll over the late-afternoon sky. Amanda said a silent prayer about the weather holding off; she didn’t want all those girls trekking through the house with grass and mud on their feet. That’s why you bother paying to have a pool and a decent backyard, so kids don’t need to come into the house.


      Sarah deserved a big party for her thirteenth, Amanda thought. She was officially a teenager, it was the beginning of her second year at high school, and she had settled in so well to school last year, coming home and talking endlessly about what she and Eve and Meg had been doing and who the strict teachers were and who let them take their shoes off in class. Her grades were solid – a marked improvement from primary school – and her contentment had made it easy for Amanda to decide that Sarah would continue as a boarder at Hetherington until work calmed down. She wouldn’t be in this job forever – next stop would be publisher, and she would have more regular hours in that seat. She wouldn’t have to prove herself week after week when circulation results came in. It was relentless editing a weekly magazine. She knew she was lucky that Sarah was Sarah.


      ‘Darling,’ Amanda called, head tilted skywards up the stairwell. ‘Darling, you need to be ready soon.’


      ‘Okay, okay.’


      Amanda had bought Sarah a new dress for the occasion. She’d had to. Sarah, with budding breasts and inflating hips, was outgrowing everything, and it was beginning to look as though she was deliberately wearing clothes two sizes too small for her as some kind of fashion statement.


      ‘I told you, didn’t I, that Jan is coming over with Rebecca?’ Amanda said, their conversation continuing through the void in a stairwell that the architect had promised would create drama.


      ‘Yeah.’ It was a long yeah, a yeah that asked why in the middle. Sarah was getting ready for the party upstairs with Eve and Meg. They rolled their eyes at Sarah, who was shouting out her bedroom door. ‘I don’t hang around Rebecca at school, though. She’s a day girl, with day-girl friends. I don’t know why she should want to come to my party.’


      ‘Because you’re lovely. I thought you were friends with Rebecca.’ Amanda had heard Sarah mention Rebecca once or twice before and never in a bad way. She was certain of this because, whenever Sarah mentioned Rebecca – Rebecca who lived in the same suburb and attended Hetherington as a day girl not a boarder – she felt a pang of guilt. But Sarah was happier at boarding school than being in the house watching reruns of Happy Days with a nanny and her little brother, Amanda reminded herself.


      Janice Thornton was an old friend and always supported Amanda in her decision to send Sarah to boarding school. Janice didn’t work, and Amanda thought that wasn’t ideal either; it just bred a daughter who adored you when she was a little girl and grew to pity you when she became a bigger one. Janice said all the right things, but she didn’t get it. How could she when she had time to lunch with friends on a Thursday and take Rebecca to extra French classes at 7.30 am every Tuesday? From what Amanda could gather, Rebecca was as smart as a whip at school. She and Janice both had made their decisions and both had lovely teenage girls – as far as teenage girls could be lovely. Janice was a sweet woman and, since Paul was interstate on business and not due back until the morning, Amanda needed the company of another adult to survive the next few hours. She and Janice could open a bottle of wine and dig into some nice cheese while the girls talked, listened to music, played Marco Polo in the pool and mentally filed who the fattest girl in a bikini was.


      Eve and Meg had pooled their money and bought Sarah a cream silk blouse with the best shoulder pads. It had been on her wish list for weeks, and not only were the shoulder pads nice and square, but they also attached with Velcro, so they could be taken out when the blouse needed to be washed and wouldn’t lose their shape. Also laid out on Sarah’s bed were a new beach towel, the game Pictionary, a straw bag for the beach and some black Ray-Ban Wayfarer sunglasses her mum had given her that morning. Her dad was back from a work trip tomorrow and said he would do something special with her then. Sarah didn’t mind her dad being away for the party; she knew he didn’t mean it but his voice was stern sometimes and he had a habit of scaring her friends.


      Sarah took in the loot flung across her bed just as the bell went, signalling more loot at the front door and for the girls to run down the stairs to welcome guests. Halfway there, Sarah saw a thick crack of lightning. It was February and, as always, ‘uncharacteristically’ humid for Sydney. A late-afternoon summer storm was building up a few kilometres away, making its way to Pymble. Sarah paused halfway down the stairs, looked out the window on the stairwell ledge and saw another fork of lightning whip across a grey and blue sky. That’s right, light travels faster than sound; that’s why you see a storm breaking before you hear it. Meg the science genius had told her that.


      Guests handed Sarah her presents at the door and were told to enjoy themselves by the pool. Rebecca arrived with Janice and whispered to Sarah to open her present now, as their mothers began chatting about the weather. It was Anaïs Anaïs perfume – extravagant, and her first scent. Sarah spritzed some on her wrists, rubbed them together and ran outside to join everyone in the pool. She was enjoying the fuss. She looked up and saw her mum and Mrs Thornton on the verandah upstairs, leaning on the railing, deep in conversation.


      Half the girls were already in the pool, jumping up and down on the spot, talking, swimming underwater. Two were on big blow-up bananas, having a race, their bodies leaning forwards over the yellow curves, their arms paddling frantically.


      A shadow moved across the pool in an instant, making it seem like someone had pushed the fast-forward button on the weather, and there was a crack and another crack and another. Hard, bullet-sized rain pelted the girls and the pool, causing the water to jump back at the sky and the girls on dry land, in bikinis, clutching wet sausage rolls and ham sandwiches, to scream. The girls in the pool screamed too. The two on the big bananas rolled off into the water as if they had been shot through the head.


      ‘Girls, girls, get out of the pool while there’s lightning,’ Amanda yelled over the upstairs balcony, her hands making a ‘move to the right’ motion. ‘Quickly, girls. OUT!’ They could get fat and diabetic at her party, Amanda thought, but she drew the line at electrocuted.


      The girls complied with the request and, after a flurry of overly dramatic activity, where some tried to save their towels from soaking beside the pool as though they were saving a toddler from drowning, eighteen girls in various states of dampness stood under the cabana roof. Some were readjusting bikini bottoms, some very uncasually crossing arms over stomachs, some sitting with their knees up to their chins on the decking floor, trying to look natural.


      Eyes darted around, taking in physical inventory. Meg and Eve sat on a wooden bench seat with Maria, who had a large, bright-red birthmark on the top of her thigh, discussing whether the rain would stop or they would be stuck like this until the taxis came to take them back to the boarding house. A few girls put their hands out the side of the cabana to feel the bullets. Some screamed and jumped up and down on the spot every time thunder arrived. The lightning and thunder was a great party game.


      A voice pushed through the damp limbs in the crowded cabana. ‘How can you have such a flat stomach?’ Somehow, Rebecca Thornton had skipped the awkward physical stages of early adolescence and had a body that was two parts lanky, slim, eleven-year-old boy and three parts pole-dancing woman. Her breasts were already full and round like perfect peaches. She had a tiny waist that curved into neat hips. Her legs stood firm, shapely and lean beneath high-cut pastel-pink, green-and purple-striped bikini bottoms. There was no excess flesh, no lumpy bits looking for a home. There were angles and there was softness in all the right places. There was no doubting that Rebecca had won the genetic lottery. Even her feet were perfect.


      ‘No, I don’t,’ Rebecca replied with essential superficial modesty to the five or six girls standing in her circle. Rebecca brushed strands of her own blonde hair away from her eyes. ‘I wish I had your hair, Sophie.’


      All the girls in the group turned to admire Sophie’s hair and nodded as though it was the most obvious need in the cabana: appreciating Sophie’s hair. It was curly and unique. No other girl in the year had hair like that.


      ‘I wish I didn’t have my hair,’ Sophie countered, and the girls laughed.


      ‘Thanks for the perfume, Rebecca. I love it,’ Sarah said in a quick voice. She had a towel around her bottom half but felt the need to suck in her stomach as she spoke.


      ‘I have it too. Isn’t it beautiful?’


      As Sarah was debating whether Rebecca expected an answer, Trish Mercs made a break for it and ran onto the lawn in the thick rain over to the trestle tables to grab two bowls of soaking plain potato chips. Hands dived into the bowls on Trish’s return, and the tangle of girls laughed and ate the soggy scraps as if it was their last meal. Sarah went to grab a soggy chip and ended up with some wet salt on the ends of her fingertips.


      ‘Don’t you love this rain?’ Rebecca asked no one. Everyone looked out at the pool, at the little splashes making circles in the blue.


      Sarah had never thought about rain before in the sense of loving it or hating it. It was just there. She thought an adult might love rain; she’d heard her parents talk about how much they loved the sound of the ocean. It just sounded like a huge long swoosh to Sarah. ‘Yeah, it’s beautiful,’ Sarah said, and then she remembered something her mother said once on holidays. ‘I love hearing it on the roof when I go to sleep at night. It’s so comforting.’


      Under the cabana, Meg leant her goosebumps into Eve’s. Just enough pressure on the upper arm for Eve to not look at Meg but turn her attention to Sarah’s conversation instead.


      ‘And the thunder,’ Rebecca said. ‘I like being inside and knowing you’re safe and hearing thunder outside and wondering if somewhere, out there,’ – Rebecca’s eyes flicked past the cabana to the dangers of leafy Pymble – ‘the lightning is going to hit anything, anyone. It’s so random. That’s what’s scary. You never know where it’s going to hit.’


      ‘I know,’ Sarah said, making the ‘w’ on the word ‘know’ last for a disproportionately long time.


      Eve raised her eyebrows at Meg. Meg raised them back, and then, in the distance, past the pool and pavers, they could see Mrs Partridge waving her arms from the verandah with more gusto than an airport worker.


      ‘Girls! Girls!’ she yelled. Everyone in the cabana turned to face the voice. ‘Come inside and get dressed. We better get a move on, get you girls back to the boarding house.’


      Janice Thornton disappeared inside, and a handful of girls grabbed their towels and ran across the grass in the rain into the grey of the rumpus room.


      There was another huge crack. It seemed to be coming from under the earth this time, right below their bare, grass-flecked feet, and the tremor was travelling up their wet legs into their chests.


      ‘Shit, did you feel that?’ someone asked. ‘I’m getting out of here.’


      ‘If one of us gets electrocuted, all of us should get electrocuted,’ Rebecca yelled.


      She stuck out her hand, and Sarah grabbed it, and then Natalie grabbed Sarah’s hand and Alison grabbed Natalie’s hand.


      ‘C’mon,’ Sarah said to the remaining two. ‘C’mon, Meg, Eve, it’s us against the lightning.’


      Eve grabbed Alison’s hand and Meg, the last in line, grabbed Eve’s hand.


      The six girls ran hand in hand in a straight line across the lawn towards the house, their heads tilted to the sky, their mouths open wide, their wet bodies pelted by hard rain, all screaming so hard and so high that Amanda ran back out onto the verandah, sure someone had been maimed on her watch. She looked down on the line of girls screaming and smiling in the rain, took a deep breath and walked back into the house, closing the sliding glass door with a thud. Back inside, she sighed to Jan, ‘You forget they’re still just little girls.’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

    


    
      There were a hundred different silences in the boarding house. There were communal ones that filled up a room after a mistress warned there would be no weekends out if girls continued to leave their dorm rooms like little four-year-old boys. ‘For goodness’ sake, take pride in yourselves and your belongings, girls,’ Mrs Dean was fond of yelling, shaking her head briskly to emphasise their slovenly failures. ‘We have standards … you are not a rugby team on tour.’ Another silence, cold and desperate, clung to the back of the new girl walking down the long hall to the bathroom, cursing her mother for buying her pink underpants. An angry one stood defiantly behind the eyes of the seventeen-year-old told she was being stripped of her head-boarder status because she exhibited un-Hetherington-like behaviour by partaking in a water fight with five boys after a cricket game. For six years, she had been a good girl every day, every single day, and in one moment everything got taken away.


      In her second year at Hetherington, Eve had become a skilled reader of silence. It was a gift as important as being a natural at maths or talented in English, and it served her best when it came to the most common type of silence in the boarding house: girl-fight. She just had to take one moment at the doorway, scan, breathe in, close her eyes and the silence would speak and tell her who was in, who was out, who had just finished crying, who was pretending everything was fine, who was the girl with the most cake.


      Boarding-house mistresses could never pick it. It would be right in front of their faces and they would march straight past and tuck in the corner of a bed sheet with a flourish reserved for silent movies. They would be talking, talking, talking to all the girls about not dawdling between the bells, skirt lengths and respecting property, as though they were surrounded by a room of human beings as content and uncomplicated as sea urchins in a rock pool. And the girls who were being crushed by the silence would be right next to them and they couldn’t see they were getting smaller, being swallowed by the silence.


      Eve wound her way past the ends of beds, some discarded shoes and open school bags towards her bunk to sort through the textbooks she had to read in the evening for homework and shot Sophie, the target, a look. Sophie was sitting up on her bed reading, her pose straight from an ad for literature week, trying to act as if everything was normal, that she wasn’t noticing every step and laugh and whisper in the room. Something had happened at Sarah’s party – Eve knew that much. She reviewed the events of the party: pool, thunder, the chocolate game that Meg won, eating pizza for dinner, Amanda telling the girls to make sure they all had their wet towels and own clothes when they left. She tried to focus in on Sophie. What did Sophie do? Eve came up with a big blank for probable cause.


      Meg had basketball practice after school on a Tuesday, so Eve wouldn’t be able to ask her until 6 pm. Sarah would know. Eve pictured Sarah on her way back from her last Tuesday class – geography – chatting to a few day girls before she walked into the boarding house and put her books away prior to afternoon tea. Sarah straddled the two worlds: due to the fact she lived in Sydney, she was part day girl, part boarder – always somewhere in between.


      ‘What’s going on?’ Eve asked Sarah as soon as she arrived.


      Sarah turned and did a vaguely discreet sweep of the room before answering. ‘Sophie?’ she asked, looking at Sophie and breathing in so dramatically that Eve thought for a second what would come out next could be life-changing. ‘It’s about what Natalie told me in English today. Sophie has been telling people Rebecca’s not a virgin, and Rebecca is really upset. She is a virgin and can’t believe Sophie would say that about her.’


      Eve cautioned Sarah to lower her voice. ‘Shhh. Okay, okay.’ Then she added, a little surprised, ‘God. Have you talked to Rebecca about it?’


      They moved from standing beside Eve’s chest of drawers to the bottom bunk in unison and sat down, stacking and restacking textbooks on the mattress as they exchanged information in whispers.


      ‘Yeah, she is really upset. She was crying after biology this morning. What if her mum hears about it? No one is talking to Sophie. I can’t believe I invited her to my party and then she says things about Rebecca.’


      ‘Why would she say that?’ Eve asked, thinking the furthest she had ever gone was a kiss goodbye on the lips that went a little too long with a French exchange student billeted with her parents for three months last year.


      ‘I don’t know. Maybe she is jealous.’


      Eve could understand why you would be jealous of Rebecca. She had seen her going home this afternoon. She’d stood inside the gate with her books on her hip and watched Rebecca walk to the bus stop in the afternoon sun. She knew she wasn’t the only one watching Rebecca; there was something about her that just drew you in, made you lost for a moment. ‘I didn’t even know they knew each other,’ Eve said, digesting that Sophie, with her curly hair just like an angel, would talk about Rebecca not being a virgin. Eve didn’t even know if Rebecca had a boyfriend. She didn’t know a lot about Rebecca. Then she had a thought. ‘Is Rebecca a virgin?’


      ‘Of course she is.’ Sarah put her hand on top of her pile of textbooks with a thud and leant in really close to Eve’s head to stress she was never to ask a question like that again.


      Eve hopped off the bed and turned to Sarah. She raised both hands, grabbed the edge of the top bunk, put her head between her two arms and said, ‘I got you. Okay.’


      ‘I need to see Mrs Dean,’ Sarah said, standing up next to Eve.


      ‘About this?’ Eve was shocked. She hadn’t thought Sarah would go that far. Eve had seen it first-hand: when you tell a teacher, it all just gets worse.


      ‘No, about my weekend out.’


      Sarah was having another weekend out. They were allowed a certain number each term, but Sarah always seemed to squeeze in an extra one or two. Sarah left, grabbing a quick look at Sophie before she disappeared behind some bunks.


      Sophie stayed on her bed for half an hour reading without turning a page. Eve smiled at her when she managed to catch her eye, and Sophie smiled back just before the bell rang for start of first study session. Eve debated going over to her but decided it was best to wait until Meg returned from practice. Girls began to file out of the dorm with books and pencil cases under their arms for study. It was so quiet that, in the distance, a coach could be heard yelling ‘harder, harder’, followed by the relentless thud of balls being bounced. Sophie was the last one out the door. She kept her eyes on the worn carpet at her feet, that bouncing growing louder. Eve noted that Rebecca had won this battle and wasn’t even here, in the boarding house; she was in her own kitchen, at home, probably having a honey crumpet and a Diet Coke.


      Eve may have studied Rebecca from afar, but she had only ever had one real conversation with her. A week before, after English, Rebecca had turned to Eve and started talking about how much extra homework they were being given this year compared with last year, when they were in Year Seven. When Eve looked at Rebecca, she did an inventory on herself; she always did. Eve became conscious that her eyes were not big enough, her skin too pink, that her socks were folded over too perfectly. When Eve looked at Rebecca, she wanted: wanted more; wanted better; wanted things little and big. Eve wanted to know how to get her fringe to stay high like that; she wanted to have a bigger mouth with straighter teeth; she wanted to know how to sit perfectly still when others were listening to you and not feel the need to jiggle your knee.


      ‘You’re doing it again, Eve, that weird thing with your knee,’ someone would point out. It never happened when people were looking at her while she was playing the cello.


      Clutching her books to her side and dawdling to stay with Rebecca, Eve listened as the girl with the perfectly loose ponytail and askew navy ribbon in her hair asked her about how many hours of homework they had to do in the boarding house. ‘Two a night in Year Eight. It goes up each year,’ Eve replied, pleased with herself for knowing the answer.


      ‘Does Meg do extra?’ Rebecca asked. Everyone asked Eve a version of this question. Why was Meg so bright? What was her secret? Did she study more than everyone else? That was what they all wanted to know. How did Meg, who didn’t seem to be paying attention half the time in class, who had a father with calloused hands, have such a big brain?


      ‘Meg finishes before all of us.’


      ‘Does she help you and Sarah?’


      At the time, Eve didn’t pick it up, but later, when she grabbed her lunch from the boarding-house kitchen and walked to find the girls, she unwrapped her sandwich and said out loud to ham, cheese and tomato, ‘She knows I’m friends with Meg and Sarah.’


      ‘What?’ Meg said sitting on the ground, looking up at Eve and leaning against a bench seat.


      ‘Oh, nothing.’


      ‘Whaaaat? You can’t go “oh, nothing” when you mention my name.’


      ‘I was speaking to Rebecca Thornton today and I didn’t know she even knew that you and me and Sarah are friends. She’s a day girl and hangs around …’


      ‘Yeah, I know who she is. I’m not that socially retarded.’


      The year before, the girls had teased Meg and Eve for being inseparable or dependent or lesbians. It eventually became so normal to see the two of them together that the teasing stopped. Both early risers, their habit of crawling into bed with each other and whispering about the world until everyone woke up didn’t help. They spat the toothpaste out in unison into the sink at night and confided about odd-sized nipples and what they would do if they suddenly grew huge breasts. They wondered about the appealing-sounding ‘recreational studies’ at university while pulling strands of the other’s hair out of their mouths. They were a couple, and Sarah was their friend. She was used to being not quite there. Three was not a good number for girls.


      ‘Rebecca knows everything,’ Meg said, grabbing soggy tomato from her sandwich and throwing it in the bin in one movement. ‘She’s in my maths class. She’s smart. Why are we talking about Rebecca?’


      ‘I don’t know,’ Eve said honestly.


      ‘She’s wrapped Mr West around her finger, but she seems all right.’ It was a throwaway line that hit the bell marking the end of lunch.


      They picked up their books, threw their rubbish in the bin and started on their way to afternoon class, both girls unaware that when they were far away from school shoes and regulation sports uniforms, they would replay that one sentence, the one that was nearly drowned out by the bell, in their heads until it hurt.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

    


    
      ‘Four weeks,’ Eve said, sitting on the fence with Sarah, their stockinged legs kicking the air, waiting for Meg’s dad to arrive for the scholarship dinner. The winter afternoon was unusually cold, snapping at their cheeks, and the girls folded their hands inside their blazer sleeves as small bursts of mist escaped from their mouths whenever they spoke.


      The passport had been fast-tracked. Meg’s dad had booked a trip to London at Christmas. Life had changed the moment Ms Tynan had stood up mid-beanless chilli con carne a month ago with an announcement.


      ‘Girls, girls, a bit of shush, please. I have some wonderful news,’ she said in her best public voice.


      Heads turned, cutlery hit wooden tables, a salt shaker was knocked to the ground and conversations began to fade.


      ‘Lucy Cavendish! I said shush or you can use your verbal skills to go and ask the kitchen hands if they need any help tonight.’


      Silence.


      ‘Girls, hold on to your hats.’ Ms Tynan was excited and took a dramatic deep breath, pushing her breasts heavenward. ‘We have someone in our midst, in this very boarding house, who has made it onto the shortlist for the statewide Beryl Blanche Ryan Memorial Scholarship in England. It is a very prestigious honour – a year studying at Benenden Boarding School in Kent, where Princess Anne attended – for the young lady who has shown the most exemplary academic achievement across the board, but especially in English.’


      Ninety-eight girls aged twelve to eighteen looked at each other. Ninety-five girls knew it couldn’t possibly be them.


      ‘This year, out of the thirteen Sydney private secondary girls’ schools that took part, Hetherington has three girls shortlisted out of six. What an achievement. Our best ever.’


      Having a student who was on the shortlist for an independent scholarship was a boost to the boarding house, Ms Tynan knew. In the twenty years of the scholarship, Hetherington Girls School was a clear leader against other schools in the field. It had won the scholarship ten times, but never for a boarder. The boarding house was having a long and noted academic dry run, and the school was relieved; a Beryl Blanche Ryan Memorial Scholarship shortlister boarder would go a long way in assuring parents that there was intellectual grunt among the beds upstairs.


      ‘The three girls from Hetherington shortlisted are Amelia Denton, Year Eleven, Rebecca Thornton, Year Eight, and our very own Meg Patterson, also, of course, Year Eight. There must be something in the Year Eight drinking water.’


      The Year Eights yelped and screamed and hugged Meg. Then the rest of the boarding house, even the older girls who were so conscious of every action that eating spaghetti bolognese on a Friday night had become torture, started screaming. No one told them to shush, so the noise grew and grew, and girls began jumping up and down, ponytails flying, arms punching the air, and they hugged each other, excited not so much by Meg’s nomination as by the freedom they had temporarily been granted.


      ‘Meg, it’s wonderful. Oh my god. You might get to go on a plane. Overseas,’ Eve said, squeezing Meg’s hand.


      ‘I had no idea,’ Meg said, stunned. ‘No idea.’


      Sarah just jumped up and down in front of Meg’s face, holding her hands like a four-year-old on a trampoline.


      Voices came towards Meg and Eve and Sarah. ‘Congratulations. A year away from here. You’re so lucky. Say hello to the Queen. You can borrow my skiing jacket. I bet you win it.’


      ‘I haven’t got the scholarship,’ Meg said to the faces crowding her.


      ‘Ladies, ladies. Shhh. The winner will be announced this Friday during school assembly, and there will be a dinner for all those shortlisted and their families, and, of course, for the winner, at the Opera House in the city on Friday 28 July.’


      Meg was sure that a teacher, someone, the guy who took out the bins, would have tipped her off before assembly on Friday if she had won the scholarship. So, when she sat cross-legged in the Year Eight line on the wooden floor for Friday assembly and her name was called out as this year’s winner of the Beryl Blanche Ryan Memorial Scholarship, she was shocked. She stood up, flattened out her skirt and went up to the podium to collect a piece of A4 paper with her name on it from the principal unable to form a sentence. She knew why her legs were tingly: cross-legged on a wooden floor for forty-five minutes. She didn’t know why she couldn’t think. Not one thought. Nothing. Usually, she was good with the thinking. She was also good with feelings. Usually, she had too many of both.


      ‘I’ve asked and you’re allowed to come to the dinner with Dad and me to the Opera House,’ Meg told Eve later. ‘There must be at least one advantage to not having a mother.’


      ‘Don’t joke, Meg,’ Eve said, looking sideways at her. ‘It’s so long. You’ll be gone so long. What if you don’t want to come back?’


      They were sitting on the same second-bottom step in the boarding house, both half on red carpet runner, half on polished wood. The edge of the carpet runner was digging into their bottoms.


      ‘I’ll be back. Some people are your people.’ Meg stuck her foot on Eve’s until she pulled the skin so much it began to sting. ‘You’re my people, Eve.’


      ‘Ouch,’ Eve said, and she pushed Meg against the wall.


      


      Sarah crossed her legs on the brick fence, leant back on one arm and pretended to smoke, pushing mist out between her fingers. ‘I’m freezing,’ she said, drawing long on the ‘e’ sound. ‘But I’m gorgeous and freezing.’ Sarah ashed her fingers. Eve giggled.


      ‘He’ll be here soon.’ Meg was watching the cars coming around the bend down the street and missed Sarah’s performance.


      ‘Do you know Mr Wheatley has been married before? This is his second marriage,’ Sarah said of the bearded head of science, who was newly engaged to an English teacher. ‘I heard Miss Field is going to another school after they get married.’


      ‘I wonder what they do in the staffroom? Gross,’ Eve said, jumping down from the fence and walking to the iron gate, closer to Meg.


      ‘How do you know all of this?’ Meg asked, turning her concentration away from the steady stream of cars coming around the bend. Some had their headlights on, giving the afternoon an air of deterioration.


      ‘Everyone knows it.’


      ‘I didn’t know it,’ Eve said.


      ‘I didn’t either,’ added Meg.


      Eve began to open and shut the gate mindlessly, and each time it would grate and then squeak. Grate and then squeak.


      ‘So?’ Sarah said defensively. ‘That’s not saying much.’


      ‘What do you mean?’ Meg asked. Eve stopped swinging the gate.


      ‘You two are in a world of your own half the time. I talk to other people besides you. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have a clue what’s happening in the world.’ There was a sting in Sarah’s voice, and Eve felt one-third sorry for Sarah and two-thirds glad it was she who was in the special world with Meg. Sarah never seemed to need more, ask for more. She had the ability to float when necessary, saying the right things, never being a threat.


      ‘Sarah, that’s …’ Meg started saying, but a voice crashed over the top.


      ‘Hello, girls,’ said the deputy principal Johanna Waters, carrying a large bag of papers and searching for her car keys in her handbag. The girls all turned at once to the voice hanging in the cold air. ‘Waiting for your dad, Meg?’


      ‘Yes. He should be here soon.’ Meg took another look up the street to illustrate his imminent arrival. The light was turning pink and orange, with wisps of white finger-painted clouds across the sky. Traffic was building again, the first stream of people coming home from work or picking up children from sports practice.


      ‘What an exciting evening. You deserve it, Meg.’ Ms Waters was almost off duty and almost relaxed and now jingling her car keys in her hand. ‘And I hear you’re playing in the youth orchestra later in the year, Eve.’


      ‘Yes. In October.’


      ‘What a big year for everyone,’ Johanna Waters said, because no one was talking other than her. Sarah jumped down from the fence and nearly landed on her knees, her hands steadying her just in time. She brushed the bits of grass from her palms.


      ‘Well, I should go home, walk Bonnie, mark some assignments.’ Johanna tapped her oversized bag with bits of paper sticking out in case they were in any doubt as to what she was talking about. ‘Have fun tonight.’


      They watched Ms Waters walk to her small, blue jelly-bean car and place her handbag and sack on the passenger seat and then hop in her seat, put her belt on and drive away. She waved as she left, ducking her head to see them out her window, and the girls waved back all in a row.


      ‘Bye, darling, see you later,’ Eve yelled, waving and smiling. ‘Don’t forget to walk Bonnie.’


      ‘Don’t forget to give Sarah an A,’ Sarah yelled.


      ‘Don’t forget to pick up Bonnie’s poo,’ yelled Meg. The word ‘poo’ went on forever.


      They roared with laughter. Sarah was bent over double with the thought of Ms Waters picking up dog poo.


      ‘She’s not married. I wonder if she has a boyfriend?’ Sarah asked.


      ‘No, she’s got Bonnie,’ Eve answered.


      ‘I wonder if Ms Waters has ever had a boyfriend?’ Sarah asked quickly.


      ‘Of course she has,’ Meg said. ‘She’s old. She’s probably had heaps.’


      Standing in a row, they all leant their chests against the fence where it stepped up, and they watched the traffic and trees and the road, the toes of their school shoes curled upwards on the bricks. Eve laid the side of her head on the fence and faced her friends. ‘I wouldn’t want heaps,’ she said.


      ‘Boyfriends?’ Sarah said, stunned. ‘I would. It would be boring to only have a couple of boyfriends. Boring, Eve. When I’m ready, I want to marry a black French ballet dancer and live in Paris, speaking French.’


      ‘Ooh la la,’ Meg said, continuing in a French accent. ‘Ze perfect man.’


      A car horn beeped five times, and the girls turned around. Up the road, a dusty four-wheel drive blinked its headlights at them, and a big arm emerged from the driver’s window, its hand in the cold air flat and still. The setting sun caused Sarah and Eve to squint and to shade their eyes with their hands.


      Meg opened the gate and sprinted outside to her dad. He was pulling into the kerb, and before he stopped the car he opened his door.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER NINETEEN

    


    
      It started with a note on a torn piece of foolscap paper from the back of an English exercise book that was folded and folded and folded again until it could slide, thick, with sharp edges and sharper words in bubble writing, secretly into the soft palms of Eve.


      One month after Meg left for England, a note made its way from the back of the class, zigzagging through the rows of desks until it landed in Eve’s hands at 11.45 am, Thursday 14 September. Eve waited until the teacher turned to the blackboard to write the words ‘Character Development and Narrative Structure’, double underlined, before reaching for the note and dropping it on her lap to read safely when the time came.


      
        Yawn. What’s the deal with Fozzie’s fingernails? Disgusting.


        R x

      


      Eve’s eyes sought out the long, pointed fingernails of Ms Foster. The youngest of the English faculty by fifteen years, she had a penchant for red nail polish and lipstick, too much eyeliner and nineteenth-century vampire literature. Her fingernails were naked and raw for a change today, and they were yellow. That was the issue: Ms Foster’s yellow fingernails.


      Eve hadn’t spoken to Rebecca since the scholarship party at the Opera House, where they’d drunk sparkling mineral water out of wine glasses. She had to write something back. She could feel her waiting there, three rows behind, with delicately crossed legs and a brown leather school shoe shaking with impatience.


      Sarah should have been enough while Meg was overseas, but the hole was turning inside out, becoming her life. The pain was so big she tried to not even think about Meg in between writing to her and reading her letters. She wished she was more like Sarah. Sarah who was happy to float. But Eve liked to be with one girl. And Sarah wasn’t Meg.


      Eve felt a wave of excitement wash over her as she glanced again at the note sitting on her lap. Rebecca had finished with a kiss. Should she put a kiss on her note? Should she put two? She responded carefully, hopefully wittily, and waited for the next move.


      


      ‘This is Eve Hardy, Mum,’ Rebecca said, throwing her school bag into the front seat of the Thorntons’ navy Audi station wagon and indicating for Eve to jump in the back.


      The note had led to more notes, more notes had led to sitting together at lunchtime one late September day, and lunch had led to Eve sitting in the back of the Thorntons’ second car, which smelt of leather and mint and oranges, on her way to Rebecca’s house for the weekend. Shopping and a video night with a group of Rebecca’s friends had been planned.


      ‘Which bed do you want?’ Rebecca asked Eve as they stood at the threshold of her bedroom door. Rebecca’s room was white. All white. Startling white. Bedspreads and curtains and chairs in white lace, white painted wood, white damask, white cotton pillowcases, two white beds. The lamp was white, its base white. It took a while to take it all in. The only colour came from a calendar above the white desk opened to the month of September sporting red circles and red writing across select dates.


      ‘I don’t mind.’


      ‘Pick one. It’s just the two of us, not thirteen. You mightn’t be able to sleep.’


      It felt good to be a couple again, partnered with someone resilient. Eve sat her bag on the end of the bed nearest the bed light. ‘I never have any trouble going to sleep. It’s the other end that’s the problem.’


      Rebecca sat on the edge of her desk and glanced out the window at a pesky leopard tree on her lawn that was always choking the pool filter with its leaves. ‘Is that why you and Meg sleep with each other in the mornings, or are you lesos?’


      ‘We’re not lesos. We talk,’ Eve said, startled not by the accusation but by the knowledge. ‘How did you know that we talk in the morning?’


      ‘Everyone knows, Evie. Last year, it was the talk of the school.’ Rebecca pushed in her white chair under her white desk. ‘How’s Meg going over there?’


      ‘She’s loving it,’ Eve said, relieved and flattered that Rebecca knew private things about her. ‘Says she’s working really hard, but I think she finds some of them a bit stuck-up. Some are used to having everything done for them. She says the girl she shares a room with is really into riding and sport and everything, really, and leaves her clothes in piles on the floor and she can smell them from her bed sometimes.’


      Eve regaled Rebecca with tales of Meg in boarding school in Kent. Meg with a detention for writing alternative lyrics to the school hymn. Meg who couldn’t believe they had to go to school every Saturday morning for three hours. Meg doing a spot of horse riding in jodhpurs.


      ‘To think,’ Rebecca said with a plummy English accent, ‘I came that close to being in England and sharing a room with someone who stinks of BO like Helena Epididymis.’


      The girls started laughing, and then Rebecca threw a pillow at Eve, Eve threw one back and they started throwing things around the room, shrieking and ducking and laughing. Rebecca ran to the far side and picked up a white throw rug but stopped short. Something out the window had caught her eye. She put the throw rug on her hip and spoke, completely focused on what was outside. ‘There’s old Mental Molly,’ she said, without turning.


      Eve walked over to the window and stood beside Rebecca to see what she was talking about. Rebecca kept her gaze on the neighbours’ backyard and an old lady in a sack dress stroking a tabby cat on the fence. Rebecca let the white rug drop to the floor.


      ‘The cat’s enjoying that,’ Eve said.


      ‘She’ll probably wring its neck when she gets alone with it, when she thinks no one is looking.’


      Eve took a step back and stumbled over the blanket on the floor. ‘Really?’


      ‘She’s mental. Mental Molly. Everyone thinks she’s this lovely old lady who is so sweet and makes jam and stuff, and she’s so not. I heard her once. She didn’t know I was there. I was playing with her granddaughter and I went inside to get a glass of water and she was washing the dishes, talking to her husband.’


      Eve walked around the bundle of blankets on the ground to stand next to Rebecca again and get a better view of Mental Molly. She waited for Rebecca to continue.


      ‘She didn’t know I was there,’ Rebecca repeated. ‘And then she said to her husband – he was sitting at the table doing, I don’t know, picking his nose – “I know what that girl will be like when she grows up, Terry.” I thought she was talking about Emma, her granddaughter, and I was about to ask for my water. I couldn’t get it myself – I couldn’t turn the tap on. I was about five or six, I think.’


      Rebecca turned to Eve, and Eve could see her face now. She looked hurt. She could see the old lady patting the cat, her bottom leaning on the fence while she did it. Her hand wiped her brow.


      ‘And then she said, “Did you hear me, Terry? I said I know what Rebecca is going to be like when she grows up. She’s that girl. I know it. She’s that girl.” She was talking about me.’


      ‘But that’s not bad. Maybe she thinks you’re the girl who is going to be prime minister,’ Eve offered, overly enthusiastically.


      ‘Yeah, maybe. Or the girl who comes in the middle of the night and puts a pillow over her head while she’s sleeping,’ Rebecca laughed. ‘God, who knows? I just saw the back of her big bum at the sink and didn’t like that she was talking about me. Mental Molly. I never played with her granddaughter again. They are all mental. That cat better watch itself.’


      Rebecca turned from the window and kicked the rug across the floor. Eve took another look at Mental Molly and her cat on the fence, and they both went downstairs to get some afternoon tea.


      ‘If you wake up early in the morning, you can come into my bed if you like,’ Rebecca said when they came back upstairs to change into jeans to go out to pizza with Rebecca’s family.


      ‘I don’t want to wake you.’


      ‘I don’t mind. Really, I don’t mind,’ Rebecca said, walking down the stairs, her hand lightly touching the banister. ‘I’m ordering a supreme.’


      In the morning, Eve tried not to move when she woke. It was still dark, and she went over how much fun she had the night before. They had pizza, and they sat at a different table to Rebecca’s family, and two boys came over to talk to them. She was thinking that she hadn’t said one word to Rebecca’s dad, or he hadn’t said one word to her, when the covers were lifted and a warm body slid in beside her.


      ‘What do you talk about?’ Rebecca said, her voice croaky with sleep, her hair all over her face.


      Eve didn’t move. ‘Umm, I don’t know. Stuff.’


      The body was different. It pressed up against her, against her arms, her thighs, her ribcage. Rebecca had her left foot on Eve’s right foot. Eve’s breathing changed.


      ‘You must know. You and Meg don’t just lie there and say nothing, do you?’


      Eve tried to think about what they talked about and couldn’t come up with one single topic. ‘I don’t know what we talk about.’


      Rebecca’s laugh bounced off the wall. Then she turned her face to Eve. ‘Hey, I can hardly see you. So anyway, what about those guys last night?’


      ‘Yeah,’ Eve said, moving her head back on the pillow.


      Rebecca’s body pushed further against Eve, and she let her hand fall on Eve’s stomach where her T-shirt had ridden up.


      The pillow felt too high for Eve under her neck, and she could feel Rebecca’s hair on her ear. Eve pushed and rearranged her pillow, but nothing would make it feel right under her neck.


      ‘Easy,’ Rebecca said. ‘Your elbow nearly hit me.’


      ‘Sorry.’


      ‘No one is up,’ Rebecca said in amazement. ‘They’re all probably snoring. Even Mum. No one has a clue what’s going on. The sun isn’t even up. Maybe we should go downstairs and get some biscuits and go outside and see the sun rise?’


      ‘Yeah. It’s amazing to watch,’ Eve said, beginning to get out of bed.


      ‘Nah. I can’t be bothered. Too much effort.’ Rebecca pulled the sheet back across Eve.


      Eve lay her head back down on the pillow and found something to say about the pizza toppings from the night before, and Rebecca discussed plans for the day. Slowly, light began to sneak into the room.


      ‘You come into my bed tomorrow morning,’ Rebecca said breezily, ignoring the stiffness beside her. ‘There’ll be a lot to discuss after the video night with the girls tonight.’


      


      The first time Eve heard she had been meeting William Bennett from Mitchell College down behind the train tracks after school and giving him a blowjob, she was fourteen years old and three weeks into Year Nine, licking an iceblock called The Finger during lunch.


      William with big, beige, curling hearing aids like sawn-off ram’s horns on both ears. William who shouted and rolled his words whenever he spoke so you could never understand what he was saying. William whom everyone laughed at.


      Rebecca told her not to worry, it would all blow away by the weekend, and the others nodded. Rebecca’s group had grown in the last five months: now there were six instead of four in the Year Nine group of girls that sat near the language lab every lunch. Two extras, Sarah and Eve, sat with their lunches in the hammocks of their skirts and let their knees touch the other knees in a neat unbroken circle of six, mortified that Miss Cattern didn’t care that some of her eyelashes were white. They had melded into the group at lightning speed. One weekend back in September, Eve had had her first sleepover and marvelled at all the white in Rebecca’s bedroom; the next weekend, Rebecca had called her in the boarding house six times to discuss absolutely nothing important at all, and, by November, Eve, Sarah and Rebecca had started planning where they were going to meet up during the summer holidays. They had met up in January on Rebecca’s beach holiday, both experiencing their first real sunburn, a sunburn so bad that whenever Jan Thornton asked about it or winced as they walked past they had to pretend that it didn’t hurt at all.


      Now, with February nearly over, Eve and Sarah sat in this group near the language lab every lunch. There were groups of girls everywhere in the schoolyard. Under trees, on long benches, leaning against brick walls. A group of two that lacked a force field was always going to be absorbed.


      ‘No way,’ Amelia scoffed to everyone when Eve first repeated the details at lunch. ‘William Bennett? Jesus. What does he say to you, Eve?’ Amelia broke into full flight, stripping her vowels of definition by placing spoonfuls of jelly in her mouth. ‘Where did you say I put my dick, Eve? I can’t hear you.’ The general theme of William Bennett imitations continued for the next ten minutes, entwined with the odd chuckle and disgusted body shiver.


      ‘I haven’t. I haven’t,’ protested Eve during a performance break. ‘I don’t even know him.’


      ‘Everyone knows it’s just a rumour, Eve,’ Sarah said, putting a hand on her shoulder.


      ‘It’s so unfair,’ Rebecca said, tossing her half-eaten lunch into the middle of the circle with gnawed-at sandwiches and skeletal apple cores. ‘At least he couldn’t ask you where your boobs have gone,’ she said, standing above the circle, getting ready to leave. ‘Well, you wouldn’t be able to understand him if he said it, anyway.’


      More laughter. Eve noticed that when Rebecca laughed she was impossible not to watch. Her face didn’t screw up into something ungainly and ugly, her mouth didn’t open wide, causing her to become one great big hole with eyes. Her face became fixed like a picture Eve had seen in a magazine, with white teeth, big eyes and a streak of blonde hair falling across her cheek, all arranged like it was meant to be and Rebecca was just about to take a sip from a Diet Coke. As Eve’s dad would say, Rebecca was a natural beauty.


      Eve pictured Rebecca’s smile in her head and made a note to herself not to open her mouth so wide when she laughed and to make sure her hair was tucked behind her ears. She noticed that Rebecca tucked sprouts of her hair behind her ears constantly. Eve would have to cheat on the natural stuff.


      ‘I’ve just had a terrible thought,’ Eve said, standing up and increasing her volume so Rebecca could hear. ‘Even William Bennett’s got bigger tits than me.’ Eve wasn’t a late developer; she had developed and nothing much had happened.


      William Bennett didn’t go away. The next day, a group of girls started making exaggerated sign language as soon as Eve approached, and she decided the best thing to do was to walk straight past, pretending she was busily on her way to something important. All day, girls kept repeating, ‘Pardon? I can’t hear you, Eve.’ On her return to the boarding house, she found Helen Keller’s The Story of My Life with a penis drawn on the cover sitting on her bed.


      As she picked up the book and placed it hastily on her bedside table, she could feel the eyes waiting behind her. She heard a quick set of hushed giggles released near the windows and knew there were three heads looking in from the doorway. She was tired and confused and her neck became hot and scratchy and a warm sting filled her eyes.


      Eve began to play Verdi in her head. She was having trouble with the middle bars and went over and over it. She saw Eleanor, her music teacher, pushing her to feel it, to believe she could do it. She felt a control return as she imagined where to put her second and fourth fingers on the strings, and then she straightened herself and opened her eyes.


      ‘Very funny,’ she said to no one in particular. ‘I don’t even know William bloody Bennett and I HAVE NEVER GIVEN HIM A HEADJOB.’


      ‘That’s horrible,’ Rebecca said the next morning when Eve filled her in. ‘As if you would suck his cock. He’s a retard.’


      ‘God, Meg would have gone ballistic,’ Eve continued, imagining the drama that Meg would have caused. ‘Thrown the book across the room at everyone. I don’t know, done something.’


      Rebecca pushed her fringe out of her eyes and looked up at Eve. ‘Meg would never have given a blowjob to a deaf and dumb boy in the mud.’


      Eve took a step back. ‘I didn’t. It didn’t happen. Why are you talking about it like it happened?’


      ‘I’m only joking, Eve. Don’t be so sensitive,’ Rebecca said, putting her arm around Eve’s shoulders and pulling her in, ending with a squeeze. ‘You’re so funny sometimes. Do you want to borrow my blue Sportsgirl dress for the dance tomorrow night? You’ll look great in it.’


      Rebecca wouldn’t miss the dress. Rebecca’s mum often said Rebecca had a better wardrobe than she did. It was true, Eve thought, the first time that Janice Thornton said this and then laughed at her own joke. Jan was dressed for a ‘house day’, wearing pale pink tracksuit pants and sneakers. She looked like a worn-out, sucked pink doughnut.


      Rebecca turned on her heels theatrically and pulled the vision of Mrs Thornton whistling to herself in pink tracksuit pants out of Eve’s head with a Betty Boop kiss goodbye and a call to ‘Just ignore them, Evie’.


      A week later, when the bell rang for assembly, Eve waited expectantly in line outside the Great Hall for Rebecca to push through the navy blazers and stand so close to her she would be able to tell if she was sneaking in chewing gum. They all hated assembly – singing hymns and the school song and listening to upcoming important events from a stream of people who had to change the angle of the microphone or keep referring to their notes. They would sit on the wooden floor with their legs crossed, rolling and rerolling their socks or plaiting their shoelaces or making up faces in the knots of the cypress pine, knowing that, if they spoke, the teachers lining the side of the hall would walk over to them, their shoes tapping on the wooden floor, and make them stand up. The girls – usually there were at least three – who were made to stand at assembly were given an automatic Friday-afternoon detention and had to make an appointment with the deputy principal and have a talk about respect, behaviour and standards.


      Eve knew that Rebecca would slip in beside her any minute. Instead, she arrived and stood down the queue next to Amelia, a girl who felt the winds of change and bent nimbly to catch them first. Eve waved to Rebecca and started calling her name. ‘Rebecca,’ she cried over a sea of heads and shoulders, cupping her hands at her mouth. ‘Bec.’ She never called her Bec. Rebecca hated it, and Eve had no idea why she was calling it out now. ‘Rebecca,’ Eve corrected herself.


      Rebecca grabbed Amelia’s arm and pulled her close and began to whisper. They looked at Eve in unison and pulled the face of someone smelling fresh urine in a cake shop.


      ‘Rebecca …’ she yelled from her spot in the line. She was on her tippy toes.


      Instantly, Eve replayed the morning. She came up with nothing, except that she had answered a lot of questions in biology. Then she moved to the day before, the week before, scanning her memory for any words she had used without thinking, any indiscretions around Rebecca or the girls. Did she make too big a fuss about getting picked to do a cello solo in assembly? She was so mindful of playing down anything to do with the cello when around Rebecca. Wasn’t she supportive enough when she took Amelia to sickbay with period pain? Her mind searched for a time she had mentioned Rebecca to anyone. Did she spill something on Rebecca’s dress and not notice it and return it with a stain? She should have checked it. Did she dance too much?


      She mouthed the school song, sat cross-legged and looked at her feet, hearing the occasional giggle and shush behind her. She felt she was stuck in that moment just before falling over – when you know you are either going to fall or save yourself from falling just in time.


      When she filed out of assembly on the shoulder of someone she didn’t know, Sarah suddenly appeared beside her. ‘What’s going on?’ she said urgently. ‘What did you say about Rebecca? She’s really upset about something.’


      ‘I haven’t said anything,’ Eve replied, looking straight at Sarah as though she held a clue. ‘I mean, I don’t think I have said anything … I don’t know …’


      ‘Amelia said Rebecca doesn’t want to speak to you,’ Sarah said. The high notes of drama in her voice grated on Eve.


      ‘I get it, Sarah. I get it. I don’t know. I don’t know what I’ve done.’


      Crowds of girls pushed past while they stayed still.


      ‘Move,’ someone said.


      ‘Don’t stand there,’ came another voice.


      They edged their way to the nearby brick wall, both almost standing on the ferns in the garden beds. They looked at each other, hoping the answer might lie somewhere in the space between their faces. Somewhere in the air. The answer was there; they just had to see it.


      Eve put her hand against the scratchy brick and pulled at the hem of her blouse. She was starting to panic. Clumps of girls in navy kept moving past, laughing and groaning, talking about Eliza Rivers, who had sung a solo at assembly.


      ‘What the hell was that? She was warbling.’


      ‘She sang like an eighty-year-old.’


      ‘What was she singing, anyway? Opera? Jesus.’


      ‘Eve?’ Sarah said. ‘It must be a mistake.’


      ‘Yeah. Yeah,’ Eve replied.


      ‘C’mon.’ Sarah grabbed Eve’s elbow and led her five paces back to the navy sea. They moved up steps and along footpaths, past teachers chatting briefly and girls rushing into the toilets before the next class. They moved into half-shade.


      The bell rang. Eve turned to Sarah outside the library and grabbed her arm. ‘You’re right,’ Eve said. ‘It must be a mistake. It’s a misunderstanding. I’ll talk to Rebecca at lunch.’ Her voice was high and tight. ‘This will be over soon.’


      The bell rang for a second time. A senior girl, clutching books to her chest, ran past and mouthed to them to hurry up, and the two figures in navy turned away from each other and walked to their classrooms alone.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWENTY

    


    
      It was dawn again, and Eve pulled the cotton blanket up over her head on this cooler-than-expected March morning, wriggled further into her cave and shone her torch on page 257 of Health, Illness and Disease. The previously unwanted dusty library book, with perfect contact covering, was now her best friend.


      Eve had had minimal success in the last few weeks with faux illnesses. Matron was always bringing out the thermometer and shoving it under Eve’s armpit, shaking her bored, grey head and telling Eve that unless she vomited on the floor right then or had a temperature of over thirty-eight degrees she would be putting on her uniform, getting over herself and going to school.


      ‘You again,’ Brenda Atkins had said the previous Tuesday morning, not even bothering to turn around from her desk for confirmation. ‘Do not waste my time, Ms Hardy. I have better things to do than cluck around girls who are bone lazy.’


      The fifty-seven-year-old woman slept in a single bed in the boarding house, amused herself by throwing open the shower-cubicle doors and telling naked girls covered in nothing but goosebumps they were ‘clean enough, get out’, and always walked with her neck out like an upright turtle. Eve returned to her dorm wondering what exactly those ‘better things’ were and whether there was a way to break her own leg going down the stairs without hurting herself too much.


      Health, Illness and Disease was the only book Eve had read since Rebecca stopped talking to her three weeks before. Best friends for nearly six months, and having spent a good two weeks of the Christmas holidays together sunbaking and swimming and taking money from Janice’s purse for decent ice creams not iceblocks from the shop, she was now invisible. She tried to find out what she had done.


      ‘Rebecca, what’s going on? Why won’t you talk to me? Just tell me what I have done.’ Eve had asked that two weeks earlier, when she thought she still had a chance, shuffling from side to side in front of Rebecca so she couldn’t get past.


      ‘Stop it,’ Rebecca said, pushing her out of the way and walking past. After four steps, she turned. ‘Don’t act so innocent. You are always acting, Eve, playing the victim, making people feel sorry for you. I felt sorry for you. Pathetic little Evie. Then you do that to my dad. You’re filthy.’


      Rebecca started crying, and suddenly six girls appeared and wrapped themselves around different parts of her distressed body. Eve swore someone had their hands around Rebecca’s knee.


      ‘Jesus, Eve. There’s something wrong with you.’


      ‘Fuck off, Eve.’


      ‘Happy now?’


      ‘You’re a retard.’


      Eve now vacillated between filling her mornings running her index finger down the symptoms of salmonella poisoning, Rocky Mountain spotted fever, toxic shock syndrome et al. and greeting the day by staring blankly at the ceiling, dissecting previous lunchtimes, sleepovers, the summer holidays, searching for the reason. But reasons and evidence were for photosynthesis, not Rebecca.


      Eve kicked at the tightly tucked-in sheets at the foot of her bed. She had grown tall in the past year, so tall her mother had sent her to a paediatrician concerned she was going to be the height of a basketball player with none of the skill and all of the back and posture problems. The doctor looked at Eve and let out a ‘what a silly bunch of people you are’ laugh, measured Eve in a few different spots and told her she had probably stopped growing. If she continued on her upward trajectory, she could come back, but really there was nothing he could do. The die had been cast. She was fourteen and six foot and her feet stuck out past the foot of the bed: another obvious failure.


      This morning, Eve thought she had hit on a winner: West Nile virus, carried by mosquitoes and predominantly infecting animals but also transmitted to humans. Symptoms included headache, fever and pain in the joints. She could do all those. But at 7.30 am, Ms Atkins told Eve she didn’t want to see her again even if she had cancer or was bleeding to death from her eyeballs.


      ‘I don’t like liars, Ms Hardy. The world doesn’t take kindly to liars.’


      Eve trudged, as much as a skinny six-foot girl can, down the hall past rooms where girls were fine-tuning hair, completing last-minute homework on the floor and checking they had their swimmers for PE, knowing that no one was going to stop her and ask her in, ask her anything. Everyone knew she was infected. Contagious. It was a pity that wouldn’t wash with Ms Atkins. Sarah had already left for class, her bed made and books stacked neatly on her side table. Eve tried to remember what Sarah’s first class was. It was biology, and Eve had modern history. This year, they didn’t share one class. They only crossed paths at lunch or recess at school. Eve pushed the neat stack of Sarah’s books into an un-neat stack. She knew that even Sarah thought she was infected. She pretended she didn’t, because Sarah was good at that, but she would slip away from Eve like beads of water down a cold glass.


      Eve had begged her to talk to Rebecca, and Sarah kept saying she would. When Sarah wasn’t promising or disappearing, she was studying. In the past three weeks, she had developed a love of studying. That’s what Sarah had told Eve breathlessly when Eve found her one afternoon.


      ‘Sorry, Eve. I was studying. Mum really wants me to get out of my comfort zone this year, improve my marks in everything.’ Sarah had put her hand on Eve’s shoulder and said the words as though it was all a huge pain, a big imposition.


      Eve noted that Sarah would sit with her at dinner, but she would join the conversation with Elizabeth or Fiona or Kate, always making sure it wasn’t just her and Eve. Eve also noted that Sarah was starting to eat double serves of everything, pretending she wasn’t going to eat anything at all and then eating more than anyone. She was sly about it: eating as she walked to take her plate to the pile of dirty dishes or grabbing and gulping when everyone was leaving the table. She touched food when no one was looking. It was the same thing she did with Eve. She touched her when no one was looking.


      After West Nile virus failed her, Eve waited until the bell rang to make the dash to English class. Her every movement was considered, as if she was watching herself in a full-length mirror, being careful not to make any mistakes: the way she stood outside the classroom; to lean or not to lean against the bag rack; to clutch school books in front or rest them casually on her hip; to put her fingers up to her fringe and fix it. There was constant noise in her head, yet there were just whispers and silence around her. Whispers and silence. She moved in her own separate world, sometimes being bumped in the shoulder by a girl wanting to get past to mind seats.


      Eve slid into a seat in the back row in English class and made herself busy with textbook arrangement. When Rebecca walked in with her friends, their excitement and force made all heads turn.


      Judo 4 were playing tonight at the Hordern Pavilion, they shrieked more than once. Somebody ran up and down on the spot, the energy from footsteps that went nowhere lighting up the stationary girls seated behind the desks.


      ‘Johnny Nicholas. I would die. Die.’


      ‘Can’t wait.’


      A forearm was grabbed and squeezed for emphasis. The back of a blouse pulled.


      ‘What are you wearing?’


      The teacher was late, and Amelia stood in her place at the front of the classroom and began singing, throwing her arms out so wide they almost touched the blackboard behind her. ‘You’re my bright sky, my torment. Whatever tomorrow brings, I’ll be your man. Gimme gimme your love, your love, your love.’


      Girls started banging on their desks with the palms of their hands, repeating ‘your love, your love’. The fan whirred above their heads, feet stomped on the carpet and the volume grew. Eve turned to look out the window to search for any sign of Mrs Chapman and only caught Isabel Ching running down the corridor, looking worried.


      There was a tap on Eve’s shoulder, and she turned to find Rebecca sitting on the desk in front, her legs crossed, facing her.


      ‘Eve, are you going tonight?’


      ‘Pardon?’


      Eve thought she saw Rebecca half-roll her eyes, but then Rebecca leant forwards and asked in a louder voice, ‘Are you going to the Judo 4 concert tonight?’


      Rebecca was talking to her. Eve couldn’t get the chorus out of her head. Everyone was singing. Hands were waving. Amelia was leading the whole class; she had a duster in one hand and a whiteboard eraser in the other, banging them together. Rebecca was leaning over. Eve tried not to act too relieved.


      ‘No, no. I didn’t know about it.’


      ‘Oh, Eve. You’re going to miss seeing Johnny Nicholas. He is so gorge.’ Rebecca listed Johnny’s best assets as she hopped off her desk and pulled a seat next to Eve. Eve moved her chair in a bunny-hop to the right to give Rebecca more room. ‘Don’t you just love Johnny Nicholas?’


      Eve hadn’t prepared for this and was no good at impromptu. She stuttered at first before collecting herself and remembering to slow her words down.


      ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah, he’s divine.’ Eve managed to release a few more adjectives about Johnny Nicholas, deciding that now was not the time to tell Rebecca she had never heard of Judo 4. She knew she’d been missing a lot of important things lately.


      Rebecca flicked Eve’s fringe out of her eyes. ‘You’re growing your hair long. I like it.’


      ‘Thanks.’


      Everything was returning to normal. She was like Alice in Alice in Wonderland when she wakes up under the tree and realises it was all a dream, that there is no Mad Hatter, or evil Queen of Hearts or very late bunny rabbit.


      ‘Such a pity you’re not going. I wish I’d known so I could have got you tickets. Everyone’s going.’


      ‘Bloody boarding house. They don’t let me do anything. It’s a gulag,’ Eve said, her chest expanding to breaking point. Then she lowered her voice and whispered, ‘Rebecca, what did I do? Why weren’t you talking to me?’


      ‘Oh, Eve. You get so worked up over nothing. It was a mix-up, that’s all.’


      Eve didn’t press further, as the noise had lowered to a quiet hum of girls going about their business together. The teacher, or her replacement, would presumably be coming down the concrete walkway any minute.


      ‘So you just love Judo 4 too?’


      ‘Yeah. Yeah, I do. Can’t believe I can’t go. It’s so unfair.’


      Rebecca began swaying next to Eve and singing. Other girls around the classroom began singing. Morning light fell through the window in a slanted rectangle, nearly touching the teacher’s desk.


      ‘You’re my bright sky, my torment. Whatever tomorrow brings, I’ll be your man. Gimme gimme your love, your love, your love.’


      ‘C’mon, Eve,’ Rebecca said, her shoulder touching Eve’s.


      Eve started on the chorus; it was all she had managed to pick up in the last ten minutes, and she hoped it would be enough. She made a mental note as her lips parted to say ‘Gimme gimme’ that she would make sure she found someone with a Judo 4 tape as soon as she went back to the boarding house. ‘Gimme gimme your love, your love, your love.’


      Someone said ‘Shut up’, and everyone stopped singing except for Eve. Her voice, shaky and unsure, halting at the window, hung in the room like a body from the ceiling.


      ‘Keep going, Eve,’ Rebecca said when Eve began to trail off. She stopped singing, and Rebecca repeated, ‘Keep going, Eve.’


      All heads turned as Eve started up again, her high voice scraping against the windows and down the blackboard until it faded to almost nothing. She bowed her head to finish the song. ‘You’re my bright sky, my torment. Whatever tomorrow brings, I’ll be your man. Gimme gimme your love, your love, your love.’


      Rebecca stood up, knocking her chair onto the table behind. ‘You are such a liar, Eve Hardy. There is no such thing as Judo 4 or Johnny Nicholas. We made it up and you lied to us. You can’t have ever heard that song because it doesn’t exist. You were talking about Johnny Nicholas like he was real. How sad and pathetic.’


      Rebecca shook her head and waited until every single girl in the class was craning her head in their direction. She could feel when the moment was right to speak. ‘You are a liar.’ Then she turned to address the class. ‘I told them you were a liar. No one believes anything you say, Eve. No one.’


      After the class inhaled collectively then exhaled a mix of relief that they were not the chosen one, they waited to take their cue and joined the rising laughter that reverberated across the room.


      ‘I made that up this morning, Eve. Pretty cool song, hey?’ Amelia said, pushing Eve in the back of the head.


      ‘Don’t do that, Amelia, the liar might cry. Look around, Eve.’ Rebecca paused. ‘Everyone knows what you’re really like now. I suppose you might tell us now you had lunch last week with Rob Lowe?’


      Eve said nothing. She stared down at her textbooks, her neck turned red and she felt cold prickles spread inside her body. It wasn’t good enough for Rebecca. Her hand came down and flicked Eve’s textbooks to the ground, and then her own and then Amelia’s.


      ‘Oh, sorry! Silly me,’ Rebecca said. ‘You should pick those up, Eve.’


      Eve picked up her textbooks and put them back on her desk, and then she picked up Rebecca’s textbooks and put them on Rebecca’s desk, and when she looked up different sets of dewy pink lips were mouthing ‘liar’ at her.


      ‘Oops, there’s a pile here too, Eve,’ Rebecca said, standing over fallen textbooks further down the row of desks. ‘Don’t bother getting up.’


      Eve stayed on her hands and knees to pick them up and heard the thud of more textbooks falling onto the carpet. Then another thud and another.


      ‘There’s lots to pick up, Eve,’ Rebecca said. Her voice was at the front of the classroom now.


      Eve crawled from desk to desk, picking up textbooks and putting them back on desktops, making sure she kept her eyes down so she could restrict her senses as much as possible. In that moment, her world became hands stretched out, textbooks, carpet, school shoes, table legs, laughter. Hands stretched out, textbooks, carpet, school shoes, table legs, laughter. She crawled from desk to desk underneath the pockets of scorn and pity, past knees and crisp white socks. She stopped crawling only once, to wipe a tear that had fallen from her cheek onto the back of her hand, and then she continued, knowing she needed to finish.


      When she crawled past Bethany Stephens’ desk, a strawberry-scented rubber hit her on the bottom. A few desks on, a couple of HB pencils hit her on the back, and a bright-red sharpener with its own attached waste disposal cracked the back of her head. It was all small stuff – pencils, sharpeners, rubbers, three rulers – no calculators or textbooks or protractors. The worst was when the flotsam connected with her head. She tried to be ready, but each time it was a shock. Six girls in the class of seventeen kept their pencil cases shut and kept spinning their heads towards the louvres, hoping to see their teacher coming down the steps. Then one girl yelled, ‘Here she comes! Mrs Chapman is coming!’


      Mrs Chapman swung into the room just as Eve had picked up every last textbook and ten girls had collected the contents of their pencil cases from the floor, apologising to the class for being late with a wave of her hand. As she spoke, Eve slipped into her seat and made a decision not to rub the lint and carpet from the round, red patches on her knees. She faced the teacher, unaware that two rainbow clips had somehow become dislodged and now swung near her ear on strands of hair every time she moved her head. ‘I had to finish off the paperwork for this year’s Occupational Health and Safety in the classroom.’


      The class opened their textbooks to page 54 as instructed and began reading the words of Charles Dickens. Everything stung. Eve tried to turn the pages of her novel but they were thin and she couldn’t find page 54. She went backwards and forwards, backwards and forwards as quietly as she could, licking her fingers, trying to make the pages stick, trying to get where she needed to be. She finally flattened her book on page 54 and stubbed out a tear running down the side of her nose with an already wet finger. She grabbed her right wrist under the desk, her thumb holding the back and her fingers pressing down on the front, pushing in, moving fast, up and down, up and down. Eve played ‘Air on the G String’, her fingering swift, up and down and around on her wrist, under the desk, while her class pretended not to look at her. Her wish had been granted. Rebecca wasn’t ignoring her any more.


      When Eve finally saw Sarah for the first time at 4.30 that afternoon, Sarah had her legs straight out in front of her and was lazily packing a small suitcase while talking to Penny Cross. Penny was in the midst of a forty-five-minute hair-conditioning treatment and was wearing a floral shower cap. Eve stood at the doorway for a few minutes and watched Sarah chatting to Penny, sliding underwear into the side pockets of her suitcase, a pair of court shoes, telling Penny about the restaurant she was going to that night. It was Friday, and Sarah was packing for a weekend out.


      Eve ran her fingers up and down the doorframe until someone said ‘Excuse me’ from behind. The boarding house was a muted version of school. Proximity and constancy kept most of the girls close to civil. Nothing more, though. ‘Pass the milk.’ ‘Excuse me.’ ‘Did you put your empty popper in my bin?’


      Sarah and Penny turned to the door, and Sarah jumped up and slid her suitcase under the bed. ‘Hi,’ she said to Eve.


      ‘I’ve been looking for you,’ Eve replied.


      ‘I’ve been here.’


      ‘Packing?’


      ‘Yeah.’


      They both stood in the hallway side by side with their backs against the wall. It was something every girl automatically did: you needed to be able to see who was coming when you were talking.


      ‘Where are you going?’ Eve asked. She had come to tell Sarah about Rebecca. She needed to tell her first, explain herself about Judo 4, about what happened at English today, that she wasn’t a liar, but the suitcase under the bed changed everything.


      ‘My mum organised it,’ Sarah said plaintively. ‘I didn’t know until yesterday. A weekend out at Rebecca’s. I had nothing to do with it.’


      Eve looked at Sarah and said nothing. The nothing made Sarah talk more.


      ‘Eve, I’m your friend, you know that. I’ll be back Sunday night.’ Again, the emptiness pulled at Sarah’s words. ‘I wouldn’t go if I didn’t have to. My mum is angry at you, says I can’t trust you, over what happened with Rebecca’s dad.’


      ‘What happened? What did I do? Tell me what I did, Sarah, with Rebecca’s dad. Tell me.’


      ‘Oh. I don’t …’


      ‘Tell me.’ Eve’s voice was low and pleading. Sarah kept her eyes on the wooden banister across the hall. Occasionally, little heads would bob up, step by step, followed by a whole person, and then they would disappear into a doorway.


      ‘Rebecca says you walked in on him in the shower deliberately, that you put your hand on his thigh under the table at dinner. She said you told him you wished he was your dad. She said there’s something wrong with you.’


      Eve stared at Sarah with her mouth open.


      ‘You wanted me to tell you,’ Sarah said. ‘I’m sure it’s a misunderstanding.’


      ‘God. I walked in on him when he was cleaning his teeth once. He was in his suit. I said sorry. I don’t understand why she’s saying this. I went on holidays with them. I hardly spoke to her dad. He was cleaning his teeth.’


      Eve went flat against the wall, her palms slapping the double brick, needing the heaviness of it, the solidity. In a small voice, she said, ‘I don’t understand.’


      ‘I’ll talk to Rebecca this weekend,’ Sarah said.


      ‘Will you?’


      ‘Of course.’


      ‘Can you tell them about how he was cleaning his teeth, and he was in a suit, and I said sorry?’


      ‘Sure.’


      ‘And that I never put my hand on his thigh or –’


      Sarah turned and leant her shoulder against the wall so she was facing Eve. ‘Look, it will blow over soon, and everyone will forget about it. It’s a big, fat mistake,’ she added reassuringly, and then her voice changed. She was pleading. ‘But if Rebecca sees me around you, she will tell her mum, who will tell my mum. You see, don’t you, Eve? I just have to be careful, just for a little while.’


      ‘Okay,’ Eve said. ‘Okay.’ But then she added, ‘You don’t have to go.’ She could feel a chip in the wall with her finger. It was all chalky, like a mini moon crater. ‘You could stay here. I could help you with your English assignment.’


      ‘If I go, I can talk to Rebecca.’


      ‘She hates me,’ Eve said. ‘They all hate me.’


      ‘That’s not true,’ Sarah answered, as though Eve was saying the sun comes out at night.


      Eve wondered whether they were standing in the same hallway, in the same year, on the same planet. Girls walked past clutching shampoo and brushes and books. Water was running and toilets were being flushed at the other end of the hall. Penny stuck her head with the floral bathing cap atop out the doorway to see what was happening and then stuck it back in quickly when she saw the two of them up against the wall. Eve felt hot prickles tumbling down her neck, spreading across her chest. ‘Why won’t you be my friend, Sarah? You’re not being a friend.’


      Sarah’s over-the-top stunned look spurred Eve on. And Eve saw the white room, the mad old lady next door, lying in the lounge room next to Rebecca, drinking Milo. ‘Meg said you never like to rock the boat. You’re always trying to make people like you. You’ll do anything to make people like you.’


      Sarah pushed herself off the wall. She had bare feet, and her heel knocked against the skirting board. ‘That’s nice to know,’ she said.


      ‘It’s true. Why aren’t you going to your place, Sarah? Is your mum too busy?’


      Sarah started for the dorm room and stopped. She called back to Eve without turning around, ‘I don’t care what you say, Eve, and I don’t care what Meg says.’ Her voice betrayed her with a slight quiver when she said Eve’s name. ‘Meg’s not here, in case you haven’t noticed.’


      She shouldn’t have said it. She shouldn’t have said anything about Sarah’s mum. From inside the dorm room, she heard the words ‘Judo 4’, the name ‘Eve’. She banged the back of her head against the wall. It was everywhere. Everyone knew that Rebecca hated her. Everyone knew that she was a liar who thought Judo 4 was real. Then the voices said ‘Meg’. Eve could see all the words floating through the dorm room down the hall, dangling on strings of glee and poison. She let them drop into her head and settle. This was happening because of her friendship with Meg. It was too perfect. Too easy. She had to pay. She remembered overhearing her mum last year, having a cup of Earl Grey tea with a friend in the kitchen, talking about beautiful Leila, the Year Ten teacher at the local Catholic school. She had just been diagnosed with cancer. It was because her life was too perfect, her mum said. The husband, the kids, the job, the house, her beauty: she had the whole package.


      ‘It’s like she was an accident waiting to happen,’ her mum said, passing some carrot cake. ‘You think someone has the perfect life and then boom!’


      Sarah was not Meg. She was going to Rebecca’s house in an hour, being picked up by Jan and driven away in the car that smelt of oranges and mint. Sarah had made her choice. Being with Eve was as good as being on her own, and Sarah couldn’t be on her own. Especially when the choice was Rebecca. Rebecca who was going to whisper in her ear tonight something clever and funny and was going to be all Sarah’s as they sat on the couch watching videos. Rebecca who had chosen Eve first.


      When Sarah threw her suitcase into the Thorntons’ car, Eve was throwing her music across the floor of Music Room 11. It was fanned out at her feet, waiting for her to choose who her favourite would be today. She reached down and picked Adagio for Strings, for a moment hearing nothing but the perfect combination of notes being conjured up by her fingertips.


      Returning from a long practice session, Eve stopped on the special spot on the stairwell in the boarding house – the step where everyone could see the tiles of Sarah’s house. She rose up on her tippy toes and pushed her neck out to the right to get a really good look out the high window. She had caught Sarah once or twice here doing the same thing, straining on tippy toes, tilting her body to the right, chin up, looking. Sarah had pretended she was checking the weather. Eve stood on the balls of her feet and took in the red tiles of Sarah’s roof and imagined Sarah’s mum and dad down there busy, being really busy. In the kitchen, getting changed from work, watching TV on those big stuffy couches. It’s probably what Sarah does, she thought: uses her X-ray vision to see her parents getting on with their lives without her. Then Eve heard someone coming from below and dropped down to being flat-footed on the hall carpet, comforted for a moment.


      


      ‘Make yourself comfortable,’ Ms Waters told Eve several months later, moving two red books with a swish from her chair before she sat down. She had a small office with a small desk and a small couch in the main school building next to the principal’s. There were piles of students’ papers in the corner, a few gaudy statues on a mantle celebrating educational prowess, and her desk had folders stacked on top of slipping folders. Eve had thought that Ms Johanna Waters was a lot neater than this.


      Eve sat at one end of the green couch, putting one ankle behind the other and her hands on her lap. Her brown school shoes were huge.


      ‘So, Eve, how’s it going?’


      ‘Good.’


      ‘Mmm.’ Ms Waters turned her chair from side to side. It was late afternoon, and it was quiet. The only girls walking past the window were a couple of boarders coming from the library or girls finishing sport practice. Eve heard two complaining about their netball coach.


      ‘Lovely piece you played at assembly last month, Eve. I would love to be able to play a musical instrument. Just love it. I wish my parents had made me play, I don’t know, the piano, the flute, anything.’


      Ms Waters discussed her regret as she left her chair and walked around her desk to sit opposite Eve on a soft stool that Eve thought was reserved for feet. Ms Waters’ mighty body perched on the small, soft stool looked odd. Eve didn’t think that anything she was saying was a question, so she stayed still on the couch.


      ‘Eve, well, I called you in to see how you’re going. You know?’


      Eve didn’t know and said nothing.


      Ms Waters leant in and then back on her little stool. She looked out the window. ‘I know you and Meg were very close, and it must be hard with her away.’


      ‘She’s back soon. In a few months.’


      ‘That’s great. Great.’


      Eve nodded, and Ms Waters nodded, and they both nodded for a while. Eve still kept her hands on her lap.


      ‘And Sarah? All going well?’ Ms Waters’ voice was extra cheery, as though the answer of course was going to be the shiniest, happiest thing she would ever come across.


      What could Eve tell this woman sitting opposite her with the top two buttons of her cardigan done up wrong? That Sarah and Eve spoke about nothing, about Mrs Foster putting a tissue in her bra strap or netball practice being called off, when no one was around? That the one thing Sarah didn’t pretend about any more was that she would speak to Rebecca to sort things out? That Sarah would disappear into the clump of Rebecca’s friends? That Sarah did nothing, Sarah was Sarah, here and then gone, always careful, no fire in her belly, just food and fear, and yet Sarah was still the nicest person to her at school? That Eve had decided a coward as a secret friend was better than no secret friend at all?


      ‘Yeah. I mean yes. Really well. It’s Sarah.’ Eve said the last bit with as much shiny and happy as she could muster. ‘Biscuit?’ Ms Waters passed Eve a faux Wedgwood plate with a handful of gingernuts lined up on it. ‘Thanks.’ Eve took one and nibbled the hard edge. ‘Well, I’ll get straight to the point. A few of your teachers have mentioned that your grades are slipping, that you’re not … not … on the ball like you usually are.’


      ‘I just got an A in my theory exam in music.’


      ‘Music is not the problem. Mr Walker told me you’re using those music rooms at lunch and after school and doing a terrific job. Terrific. So dedicated. He hasn’t seen a girl practise that hard for a long time, he told me. It’s the other subjects, all the other subjects, that I’m talking about.’ Ms Waters placed the plate on the glass coffee table with a ting. ‘Goodness. Any reason, Eve?’


      ‘No.’


      ‘Well, Eve, there must be a reason to suddenly slip from very solid Bs and the occasional A to very sloppy Cs. Cs that can just call themselves that.’


      ‘I don’t know.’ Eve fiddled with her fingers and ate the rest of the gingernut even though she didn’t like it, because she couldn’t put a nibbled-on biscuit back on the plate.


      ‘Are you sure, Eve?’


      ‘I’ll work harder.’


      ‘Are you okay?’


      ‘I’m good.’


      ‘Eve, you need to tell me something more than “good”. Is there anything going on you want to tell me about?’


      ‘Everything’s fine. I’ll do better.’ Ms Waters did an extraction stare at Eve, hoping something might come out. ‘I’m not worried about the grades. You need to be okay.’


      Eve uncrossed her ankles. Ms Waters had just said she wasn’t worried about her grades. Eve wanted to cry and could feel the tears coming. She couldn’t do this. She went back into the music room in her head and worked on a piece from lunch: ‘Pavane for a Dead Princess’. Tears were stopped.


      ‘If something’s going on, I can’t do anything unless you tell me what it is.’


      Eve looked at the woman on the soft stool leaning towards her. She knew Ms Waters was trying. She made a conscious decision to make her voice more chirpy. ‘I’m honestly really good.’ Then she decided she needed to give her a diversion. ‘Sometimes, I get too hard on myself about the cello – if I’ve had a bad week with it or I can’t get something. Eleanor keeps telling me I need to let it all go. I need to work on that.’


      ‘Okay. Okay then. That sounds wise. Don’t be too hard on yourself. You’re a lovely girl. We’re all way too hard on ourselves these days. We need to learn to relax a bit more.’


      Ms Waters seemed happy with that. Eleanor had said nothing along those lines. She was amazed at how far Eve had come in such a short time. Eve had never shown as much commitment to her music as she had in the five months since Rebecca turned against her, since she had become the contaminated one. She had spent hours and hours in the music room by herself, practising until her finger pads bruised and stung so much she needed to put ice on them in the boarding house. Eve could play the cello. She could play it.


      ‘I just want to get it right,’ Eve said to finish off strong. ‘But I’m going to ease up a bit from now on. Eleanor said I should too.’


      ‘Eleanor sounds wise.’ Ms Waters seemed relieved that Eve had a few adults looking over her shoulder and walked back to her desk. ‘Okay, Eve, sounds like a plan. But if you ever need to come and see me about anything …’ Johanna Waters sat down and waved her arms around her messy office. ‘Please come. I’ve got biscuits.’


      ‘I will.’ Eve knew the ‘chat’ was over and went to the door. When she stood at the doorway, she turned. ‘Thanks, Ms Waters.’


      ‘I’m always here, Eve.’


      But nobody who counts is, Ms Waters.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

    


    
      Eve needed water and toilet paper to do it properly. Lots of toilet paper. She had a system. Everything had to be in place: the razor blade and Band-Aids on the cistern, the toilet paper folded and ready, her limb-ridden body contorted on top of the seat. Then she would slice her flesh and see the skin of her thigh open up, the dark, red drops spreading in the toilet water, making tie-dye patterns. A strong Band-Aid, maybe two, would be pressed down. Then she would flush, check the tiles for blood, wipe them if necessary, listen to see if anyone else was near and tuck the razor blade into her pocket.


      As Eve left the girls’ toilets, she would catch her reflection in the long, rectangular mirror over the taps and sinks, which were always in need of a good clean, and startle herself. How long had she been in there? Then she would walk out the door with a sign above the frame that read ‘GIRLS’ bleeding and present. Pain hidden and visible. Contained to one tiny, fleshy spot on her upper thigh.


      Why, Eve, why? Why did you have to walk past them at lunch? Why didn’t you go via the language lab? You are stupid. STUPID.


      Eve now spent every day avoiding Rebecca. She had to, as Rebecca had a terrific work ethic and never took a day off.


      Eve tried her best with plans she devised morning and evening while she waited for her turn to use the sink to clean her teeth. She would arrive to the three classes they had together just before they began and slip in last and then slip out first. When they did sport on the weekends, she would stay back from the group and help the teacher out whenever she could. She had now added ‘crawler’ to her list of sins. When she saw Rebecca in the distance, she would make a facial expression that declared, ‘Oh, I forgot. Silly me. I needed to go this way.’ It was exhausting, turning into nothing.


      Everyone could smell her foul odour. Girls who had drawn suns and clown faces on her back with finger dots for eyes when the whole class sat on the floor for library lessons just a year ago now called her a Downie.


      ‘Sure you don’t have Down’s syndrome, Eve?’


      Every lunchtime, Eve now sat with two girls she played alongside in the orchestra. They were the kind of girls Rebecca didn’t waste time sticking pins into. They were so far below Rebecca, so bovine and slow, so red-faced and awkward, that they didn’t count.


      Anna had pimples and flaming-red skin, and she carried her flute case really highly when she walked. Karen hardly spoke and was unashamedly obsessed with Emily Dickinson, but she made up the numbers in the triangle on the grass. They would sit together at lunch, and, in between absent-mindedly picking then discarding blades of grass, they would discuss music, hair and who needed to do more practice. The banality was like warm sludge running through Eve’s system. Maybe it was coming out her eyes and that’s why everyone was avoiding her.


      It was the same everywhere she went now. Groups dispersed whenever she arrived, or she was met with secret looks and whispers. She was the girl no one wanted to sit next to, the girl everyone rolled their eyes at, and whenever she tried to engage anyone it just made everything worse. Eve tried to ignore the rumours, tried to pretend that girls didn’t deliberately shove her in lines, tried to not notice when they made fans out of paper and waved them furiously in front of their noses, screwing up their faces because of that smell when Eve walked past.


      Sarah never joined in. She never did anything. Eve had stopped fighting it long ago; all her energy was going into shutting herself down before she entered a classroom or bracing herself for the next. Sometimes, late at night, when they were by themselves, Sarah would offer Eve words, and Eve was so grateful for them it made her angry. Despite her hidden fury, she clung to them, knowing that she wouldn’t be with Sarah until the next night or the next. Until it was dark again. Sarah was cleverer than Eve had imagined.


      When she hopped on the bus for a joint excursion to the Art Gallery with the boys from Mitchell College and Rebecca read aloud a poem Eve had written for an English assignment – about how the music in her head was a friend – and everyone screamed with laughter and Eve went red and the teacher down the front didn’t look up once from marking papers during the forty-five-minute drive, even though everyone started yelling out ‘I’ll be your friend, Evie’, ‘What a loser’, ‘Forget the music, grow some tits, then you might get a friend’, and a multitude of other one-liners that were obviously amusing to the crowd, Eve did nothing but stare out the bus window.


      Eve was, at least, learning her lesson about limiting opportunities. She shouldn’t have asked a question about menstruation in Personal Development, for example – then she wouldn’t have put a hand in her school bag two afternoons later and pulled out a blood-soaked pad and heard Rebecca and Amelia shriek with laughter again.


      She shouldn’t have told a teacher why she was crying after biology. ‘Everyone hates me,’ Eve said between sobs.


      ‘Eve, c’mon, don’t make a mountain out of a molehill. You’re at Hetherington,’ Ms Bennet sighed. ‘We’re not producing silly girls here. We beat the boys at maths and chemistry. Do you think the boys next door would cry over a few names? Take the higher ground. Walk away, Eve.’


      Eve was always walking away. She wished she hadn’t cried, or she had at least cried and Ms Waters was the teacher on duty. Then she thought better: Ms Waters would just make everything worse. She would want to talk to Rebecca. Better still, she wished that Rebecca still hated Emma Cleary. Last year, no one liked Emma, and they would all imitate her pigeon-toed walk. It was another gift that Rebecca possessed: spotting losers who didn’t know they were losers yet.


      On a clear August morning, a month before Meg was due back at school, and about six months into Eve’s contamination, Eve was trying hard to forget that she was a slut. That she liked it up the arse. She sat, thighs flexed, over the toilet cubicle near the far wall. She wanted Meg. None of this would be happening if Meg was here. Meg had left her.


      This time, parents were called, teachers had meetings and girls were in various states of rapture in feeling sorry for Eve. Hetherington conducted an exhaustive enquiry but were unable to find the offenders. They couldn’t prove it was anyone from either school. Perhaps it was someone from outside the school who just happened to pick up a hat that said Eve Hardy on the inside brim and went to work on the toilets one weekend.


      It had been brought to the attention of the principal that the boys’ and girls’ toilets closest to the sports ovals at Mitchell College had been graffitied over the weekend. The graffiti had one subject: Eve Hardy. Scrawled across toilet doors, walls, tiled floor, the long mirror was the story of Eve Hardy the desperate slut in drawings and words. Both schools had never seen such a thing.


      There were stories of her conquests. There were pictures of her bent over like a dog being penetrated with a cricket bat from behind. There were arrows pointing at her small breasts and ‘MIA’ written close. There were cocks in her mouth and there were testimonies to her sexual prowess, agility and willingness in bubble writing. It was a modern-day Egyptian tomb dedicated to fourteen-year-old Eve Hardy and her smelly cunt.


      Eve’s mother drove down to Sydney to talk.


      ‘Eve, everyone knows it’s rubbish,’ Hillary said over hot chocolate at a cafe near the school. ‘The school assured me they would keep an eye on you. So did your brother – he’s very upset and says he doesn’t think the boys did it. They don’t know anything, he said. Or they’re saying they don’t know anything. It’s unbelievable. Unbelievable. What is happening in the world? Eve, it’s rubbish and words by some very sick and sad people. Tell me what to do. What do you want me to do, Eve?’


      Eve said nothing.


      ‘Has anything like this happened before, Eve?


      ‘No, Mum.’


      Hillary, who didn’t grasp the extent of the graffiti, as she simply did not possess the imagination or knowledge needed to in that area, was shaking as she leant forwards to grab her daughter’s arm. ‘Do you know why this happened? Do you know who did this?’


      ‘No, Mum,’ Eve said, relieved the graffiti had been painted over before her mother could see it.


      Hillary let go. ‘Oh, Eve.’ She rubbed Eve’s shoulder. Back and forth. Back and forth. ‘Eve. Does Sarah know who did this?’


      ‘No. She looked after me, Mum. She looked after me.’ It wasn’t an out-and-out lie. Sarah hugged her and asked if she was okay. She gave Eve her custard the night the tomb was discovered and whispered nothing into Eve’s ear later. She did nothing, she said nothing to the teachers, but she was the only girl in the boarding house to make contact. Eve was grateful and furious for the contact.


      ‘I’m sure I can get you into another school for next year. Do you want to go to school somewhere else?’


      ‘No, Mum.’


      ‘Eve?’


      Eve stirred the top of her hot chocolate and tuned out when her mother began talking about the fact she was just a phone call away and could be in Sydney in three hours. The drama this had caused was making everything worse. She was the centre of attention because of the tomb. Everyone had their noses in now, and it was making everything bigger. Eve wanted it all to go away.


      ‘Are you sure about staying here, Eve? It’s a couple of phone calls, and I can get you into a very good school.’


      Eve stopped stirring. Meg was coming back soon. Just a year ago, it was her and Meg, and now she was sitting in this cafe with her mum, who didn’t have a clue what to do.


      ‘Yes, Mum.’ Eve knew her mother wanted to hear something more. ‘I’m okay, Mum. It’s a big, stupid mistake. I don’t know why they picked my name to put on all that stuff. At least it’s not there any more, Mum. I’ll call you if something happens, I promise.’


      ‘Are you sure?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘When’s Meg back?’


      ‘In a month. On the seventeenth.’


      [image: image]


      Wherever Eve went now, boys from Mitchell College would whisper at her.


      ‘Bend over for me?’


      ‘How many can you handle at one time?’


      ‘Who’s taking you to the dance?’


      There was no let-up now. Eve lived waiting for the next hit. When she wasn’t thinking of how to avoid Rebecca, she was dreaming up how to make her like her again. How to sit back in the circle with knees touching and the warm sun on her back. Maybe she could even get Meg to sit with them when she returned. It wouldn’t be long now, just weeks, and they could all sit together. Rebecca liked Meg, Eve remembered. Then she stuck a razor blade into her thigh.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

    


    
      Eve rested her forehead against the passenger car window and kept her eyes on the Newell Highway below, whipping her straight back to the main street of Tallow, where she would see Georgia and the lawyers and not know what to say.


      There wasn’t much to see in the dark. In the fan of the high-beam headlights, she could make out parts of the scene outside her window through slow-motion blinks: a crisp white line flanked by pockmarked bitumen on one side and the beginnings of claimed and used earth on the other. The steadfast, unbroken white line outside her window flicked and jumped and curved, never letting up. Eve pressed her forehead further into the cool glass of the window and remembered her father telling her to watch that line if she was driving at night on bush roads. Jim Hardy had a gift for telling safety anecdotes and cooking his special date and apricot loaf.


      ‘A lot of people watch the broken line in the middle of the road when they drive at night, Evie,’ he said, nodding in the direction of the centre line when they were driving home from a cousin’s place late one evening and Eve was now old enough to sit in the front passenger seat. ‘But it will end up disorientating you in the dark. When you can’t see past your headlights, keep an eye on the side line. It will tell you when you’re about to hit a bend. It’s a mug’s game only watching what’s right in front of you when you’re driving in the dark.’


      Jim wanted to protect his daughter from the world; he just chose the wrong threat.


      The Toyota’s headlights on high beam did the best they could in the pure dark of early morning, occasionally spotting the base of stubborn eucalypts or hitting the tops of squat bushes that had proved their strength by surviving fire, oil spills, drought and drunk drivers. It was like watching an old film reel: the flicking of light, the jerky moving images, black and then grey and then a line of white, black and then grey and then a line of white. Still, Eve almost felt soothed by the sameness of it.


      Every now and then, a semitrailer would hurtle towards them on the two-lane highway and Sam would turn the high beam back to normal, clutch the wheel a bit tighter and continue moving through the darkness.


      Eve and Sam had been driving for about an hour, and they had nearly two to go before they were back in Tallow – or an hour and a half if Sam kept driving like this. If Eve was in London, as long as she didn’t get stuck in a traffic jam on the M20, she would be halfway to Calais in France by now. All this space could be terribly inefficient.


      It was another half an hour, nearly 3 am, before a word was uttered inside the car. ‘This is weird,’ Eve said, in a cadence that matched a perky woman head to toe in pink with a chihuahua called Tickles in her handbag.


      Eve couldn’t stand the silence any longer and reached forwards to turn on the radio. Static filled the car until she picked up a station and Whitney Houston’s ‘The Greatest Love of All’ came bursting out. Eve didn’t see it but she could feel Sam’s eyes roll. She flicked it off.


      Red reflector lights on knee-high posts flicked by, and the car gained momentum. The roar of another semitrailer shook the car, and Eve stole a glance at Sam’s hands on the wheel. Fingers curled and grasping, they were solid and still. Eve’s eyes moved up to his biceps, where the hair disappeared and the skin became smooth and soft, and she could see a small, defined muscle on top of another small, defined muscle, and then his skin disappeared into a green T-shirt with the words ‘Hawaii Five-O’ on it.


      Then Eve saw herself in the passenger seat. Not for the first time since coming back to Australia, she had the feeling that she was above herself. This time, maybe she was clinging to the roof of the car looking down through a peephole at herself and the scene unfolding around her. She could see Eve fidgeting. She could see her calves getting goosebumps from the air conditioning under the dashboard. She could see her wonder about Kat, about the basics that were squealed down telephone lines after the birth: her weight, her length, the labour, who she looked like. Then she could see herself getting Meg off the phone during their last proper conversation just over five months ago. She could see herself listening to one of Meg’s messages on the answering machine and deleting it before she had finished speaking three months ago. Two months ago, she mouthed to Richard that she ‘wasn’t here’ and walked out of the lounge room on tiptoes as he said something to Meg on the phone about the weather. Eve told Eve to sit still, stop moving, stop thinking, go to sleep. Eve could hear herself but didn’t listen.


      She rummaged through the console between the driver and passenger seats and found a half-eaten packet of jelly snakes. Eve pulled out a red one and offered the packet to Sam. He shook his head, eyes in front, both hands on the wheel.


      ‘Can’t talk?’ Eve said, half a snake in her mouth, half in her hand.


      ‘Do you want me to talk?’


      ‘Not if it’s going to kill you. But I’m sure the rules state we’re allowed to talk after nearly two hours of silence.’ She turned to watch his profile in the dark. ‘We’re not betraying anyone by having a conversation.’


      ‘Sometimes, I have nothing to say.’


      Eve slipped off her yellow patent ballet flats and placed her bare feet up on the glovebox. ‘How long were you in Papua New Guinea?’


      ‘About a year.’


      ‘Do you have any brothers or sisters?’


      ‘Yes. Four.’


      ‘You know, you can always expand on your answers.’ She was pushing it. Pushing him. Waiting for a reaction. Waiting for something to turn this car around.


      ‘Eve, don’t. You wanted to …’


      As Sam began to speak, a squat owl that looked like a feathered cannonball flew towards the windscreen. One second, it wasn’t there, and the next its huge eyes on a huge head were coming right for them. Eve sat bolt upright and screamed, covering her eyes and mouth with her hands.


      Sam swerved the car onto the other side of the road as the owl did a last-minute left. The tyres screamed and burnt with the sudden change in direction, forcing Eve’s feet to push up against the inside of the windscreen. Her seatbelt whipped her torso, and her hip hit the park brake, all within a second. Her body made a messy ‘S’ in the car.


      ‘What are you doing?’ Eve yelled at Sam’s shoulder. ‘Get back to our lane.’ She pointed frantically where she wanted the car to go. ‘Quickly. Now.’


      Eve was waving her hands inside the car as though the small gusts of air she was conjuring up would help push them to the other side. The beginning of two lights could be seen coming towards them.


      ‘Okay, okay,’ Sam said, steering the car – which was now half in the oncoming lane and half across the shrub-strewn hard shoulder– back to its proper place.


      ‘Oh, don’t be so bloody calm,’ Eve snapped when they were safely back on their side of the road. ‘Haven’t you ever learnt you should never swerve for any animal when you are driving? It’s more dangerous to swerve than to run them over. We could have been hit by that truck.’ A semitrailer hurtled past them that second for emphasis. ‘We could have slammed into a tree. We could have skidded off the road and rolled the car.’


      ‘We’re okay, Eve. I have never seen that in my life. Ever. It was flying into the windscreen. It was instinct.’


      ‘Losers who are sure they are going to win the Lotto this week listen to instincts. I thought you were a good old country boy. What did they teach you out here? To scull beer, drive into trees and say “mate” three thousand times a day?’


      There was a tilt of the head and the thinnest intake of breath betraying the fact that Sam was deciding whether to go down this path with Eve. Then his instincts made another decision. ‘Do you ever turn that gaze on yourself, Eve? Or do you just save it for the riff-raff who can’t afford to holiday in the French Alps? It must be annoying having your perfect life disturbed, and here you are, all the way back here, so far away from the people who really matter.’


      Bugs and particles of earth looped and twirled through the headlights, occasionally emitting sparks of light, occasionally hitting the windscreen and being crushed to death. Eve wished she was back in London, where insects were hard to find and everything was contained and smaller. Even emotions.


      She pulled her shoes back on her feet as though she was about to go to the shops for some bread and milk. Her shoes shone in the cabin.


      ‘You know –’ she said.


      ‘Shh,’ Sam ordered.


      ‘I was just going to say –’


      ‘Shh. Can you hear that?’


      When Eve stopped talking, a rhythmic crunching and thumping sound could be heard coming from the bonnet. The speedometer read 130 km/h. Eve swore she could feel the car begin to rattle. The sound did not let up, and Sam slowed down.


      ‘It doesn’t sound right. I think I should pull over.’


      Sam turned off the road, to the left of an old eucalypt that was standing tall and wistful and loyal, and drove straight through a barbed-wire fence.


      ‘Shit! I didn’t see the fence,’ Sam yelled.


      The sound of metal and wood scraping and twisting, colliding and fighting, pierced their ears. The car bounced up and down like a ride at the show.


      ‘Bugger,’ Sam said between clenched teeth as the car bunny-hopped to a stop in a paddock. The headlights shone straight out across blades of grass and small stones. About a dozen sheep caught in the spotlight looked up lazily and then went back to sleep, as though little white cars drove through the paddock at night all the time.


      Eve opened the door and jumped out, straight into a squat, wiry bush that bit her ankles.


      ‘Shit,’ she said, hopping onto firm, barren ground and grabbing the hot bonnet to steady herself. The front of the car had barbed wire clinging to it. An ironbark fence pole was uprooted and leaning near Sam’s door. ‘What is it?’ Eve asked in the dark. ‘What’s wrong?’


      Sam grabbed a torch from the boot and opened the bonnet. With the flashlight held in his teeth, he examined the engine.


      ‘What’s the noise?’ Eve leant in.


      ‘This means absolutely nothing to me,’ Sam said, staring at the engine and sounding like he had a mouth full of lollies. ‘I don’t know what I’m meant to be looking for.’


      ‘Sam, I’m sorry about before,’ she said, close to his ear in the dark. ‘Sometimes, I say things I shouldn’t. I seem to be a natural at it.’


      He turned, allowing Eve to take the torch out of his mouth.


      ‘The noise sounded like it was coming from over here,’ she said. Eve went over to the right-hand front wheel and squatted, shining the torch at the inside rim. ‘Do you think this has anything to do with it?’


      Sam peered over Eve’s shoulder, and wedged between the wheel and the inside rim was a piece of bark the size of a skateboard. It had been thumping on the metal as the wheel rotated. Sam pulled it out and threw it across the paddock. ‘It must have become lodged when we, when I, swerved off the road.’


      Sam went back to the driver’s side and removed the fence post hanging from the door, then turned the humming engine off, leaving the headlights on to confirm they were in the middle of nowhere. They stood on either side of the car. The smell of fresh earth replaced the smell of exhaust.


      They both looked up at the sky, arms crossed. There were layers of stars. Eve didn’t remember seeing that before: 3D stars. She had read somewhere that the most stars the human eye could see at night were two thousand. Whoever put that in their thesis hadn’t been here.


      Sam let some time pass before he spoke. ‘If she just didn’t get in that car with that guy. If she just told me she had a baby. We haven’t spoken much this past year, but I should have known. That’s why the job in Tallow. I could have done something. I can’t believe she didn’t tell me.’


      ‘I can. Meg can keep secrets, Sam. She’s good at it. We’re both good at it.’


      Sam looked over at Eve and opened the back door to pull out his navy cotton jumper. He passed it over the roof, and Eve slipped it on without saying a word. It was long enough for her arms. All Sam could make out were Eve’s pale skin and pink lips. Her hair and body had melted into the night sky behind. The air was chilly, and when Eve spoke tiny insects tried to leap into her mouth.


      ‘When I was, I don’t know, about thirteen or fourteen, the year Meg went overseas, I had some problems at school,’ Eve said. Sam continued leaning against the car, sensing now was not the time to look directly at her. She might stop talking. ‘Girl stuff. You know.’


      ‘I don’t know, actually.’


      ‘Right. How do you explain girl stuff? Can’t really. Can be anything, I suppose.’ Eve snorted, banging her rump against the door as an exclamation mark, indicating equal parts foolishness and exasperation. ‘I’ve never told anyone this. This girl, well, she kind of took a dislike to me, and, I don’t know, it became a school sport, an extracurricular activity, to hate me. To see who could do it the best, who had a gift for humiliating me. I didn’t have a great year. Everyone else had kind of ignored the situation, and Mum and Dad panicked when they finally worked out what was going on. Like any self-respecting fourteen-year-old, I told them everything was fine.


      ‘Sarah kind of disappeared. She wasn’t able to do anything. That’s not the kind of person she is. It would have been hard to stick with me.


      ‘When Meg came back, she knew immediately something was wrong. The very first morning I was with her, she asked me what was going on. She had been away for a year, and it was the first thing she asked. She didn’t ask about teachers, or who was sharing a room with who in the boarding house, or how the cello was going, or if everyone had their periods now. First thing. I’m not exaggerating. It was like she could see right through me. I told her what had been happening. Well, kind of. Not everything. Enough. I begged her not to do anything because I still thought we could be friends with this girl. Sad, hey?’


      ‘It’s a weird time,’ Sam said, trying to keep up with everything Eve was saying.


      ‘Anyway, I begged her to do nothing. Begged. It wasn’t as bad when she came back. I had a person – Meg, of all people – and Rebecca eased off, wasn’t as obvious. And then Meg caught me …’


      – Eve paused, pulled Sam’s jumper tight and looked up at the holes of light – ‘cutting myself.’


      Sam nodded, attempting to understand.


      ‘Stupid thing. Sometimes, I would cut myself, my thigh. I don’t know why … looking back. It’s a long time ago. I feel stupid mentioning it.’ Eve’s story was splitting into fragments; the gaps were being filled in her own head with questions of why these words were coming out of her mouth now.


      ‘Don’t. Don’t feel stupid,’ Sam said, remembering all those tiny slices on Eve’s thigh as she emerged from the shower in the motel room. He winced. ‘Fell out of a tree.’ He should have known: such fine, delicate, thoughtful scars.


      ‘Meg cried when she caught me. I’d never seen her cry. She climbed over the cubicle wall and sat on the toilet floor in front of me and made me promise I would never do it again. She told me to go and cut Rebecca if I had a problem, not myself. That’s so Meg.’ Eve laughed, shaking her head. ‘The next day, she found Rebecca and said something to her. Rebecca stopped hassling me completely and moved on to someone else, and the next year she left the school. Went to Germany with her family. Meg said, “Good riddance. Germany can have Rebecca.”


      ‘Meg was so happy to come home after her scholarship, back to Australia. She didn’t want to go anywhere ever again. For all her, her … fire, she was happy with little, bloody isolated Australia on the other side of the world. Everyone thought it was such a huge honour, such a huge adventure for a little Australian girl, but I think being that far away was torture for her.’


      Eve poked a leaf in the crack of the bonnet on the car. ‘Anyway, to this day I don’t know what Meg said. Everything went back to normal, like it never happened. I started rubbing vitamin E cream into my thighs, obviously to no effect.’ Eve raised her eyebrows to no one.


      ‘You don’t know what Meg said?’


      ‘That’s the funny thing. We told each other everything, but I never asked and she never told. And then it became something that didn’t happen. Whoosh. That year disappeared.’


      ‘It must have been awful.’


      ‘Anyway, Rebecca moved on to another girl after me. She was a day girl, not a boarder. She looked like someone had hit her in the face with a pan. You know, her face was kind of round and flat with bug eyes. They called her panface.’


      Eve slapped at her ankles, at the insects having a feast down there.


      ‘I just got punched in the head a couple of times,’ Sam said. ‘I can’t imagine never being able to get away from school, all those girls.’


      ‘That’s all I knew. Boarding with girls.’


      Eve trailed off, thinking again how odd it was to be having this conversation at 4 am in a black paddock with a man she couldn’t see. Her words were so disconnected from the world here. She left them on the ground, scattered around the car parked in the middle of nowhere.


      ‘It’s not all bad. I had a bad year. Richard and I have discussed it, the pros and cons of boarding, for our kids, I mean.’


      Sam was struck by the emphasis Eve placed on the word our, but he was more struck by the acceptance. ‘So you live in London and send the kids where?’


      ‘Don’t say it like that, Sam. The kids have a wonderful time, with lots of land and activities and sport in the country, instead of concrete and soot in London. They have routine, top teachers, friends twenty-four–seven. Kids don’t want to be around their parents at that age, they want to be with their friends. Richard boarded and loved it. He still meets up with friends from school once a year, and they holiday together.’


      ‘That’s worth it, then – a great annual holiday with a bunch of blokes with mummy issues.’


      ‘That’s unfair,’ Eve said. ‘You have no idea.’


      Sam went to walk away and then turned to the darkness where Eve was standing. ‘I don’t have to know much to know I don’t get it. I saw kids who were on the land. The rich kids went off, and most of their parents didn’t have a choice – a decent school was too far away. That I understand. What I don’t understand is when you have a choice and you send your children away.’


      ‘People have complicated lives, Sam,’ she said with affected weariness. ‘They’re not all sitting around eating steak and three veg with the kids, talking about who’s going to win Australian Idol.’


      Sam stopped and opened his mouth. He walked around the car towards Eve for no reason; he knew she could hear him perfectly well. He was about to set her straight on ‘meat and three veg’ losers like him. He leant in close, his hip banging on the car door, mist from Eve’s breath at his neck. He stopped again. Nothing he was going to say would change her mind. He made a big deal of a small noise in the bushes nearby, turning his head to search for the rustling and scratching sounds. ‘It’s probably a roo wondering what we are doing,’ he said. ‘We should get going.’


      Eve turned to open the passenger door.


      ‘Are you sure you want me to drive?’ Sam asked.


      ‘Oh. Yeah, you’re right.’ Eve grabbed the keys and swapped seats.


      ‘I’ll do anything to stop you eating those snakes,’ he said. ‘I thought we were off to the beach at one stage there.’


      ‘Pardon?’


      Sam didn’t answer. Eve turned on the engine and lights and clicked in her seat belt just like she was pulling out of a Woolworths car park. She did a U-turn in the paddock, past sleeping lambs being fattened up for slaughter, and bumped the car over rocks and uneven earth, her headlights skimming low branches. She felt an unfamiliar shudder of power course through her back as she put on her left indicator and landed with a thump back on the bitumen highway.


      Eve had forgotten the concentration needed when driving at night without rows and rows of street lights to guide your way. Ten minutes back on the road, Sam was the one who spoke. ‘Do we have a plan about Kat, about meeting her father?’


      When did ‘they’ become a ‘we’? She was already a ‘we’ with Richard. In London. She wanted to speak to him now. The earliest she could call him would be in two days. He said he would be back from a few days’ skiing on Saturday morning – her Saturday night. She thought of all that snow. All that white.


      ‘Sam, I don’t know what I am going to do.’ Eve pronounced the next three words with particular precision and clarity. ‘Richard and I can help Kat’s father with money. I’m sure with Meg’s track record the father will require some kind of assistance, probably more than I can imagine, and, of course, I’ll be there whenever the baby needs me. I want to do the right thing by Meg.’


      ‘Good to know.’


      Eve turned on the radio without consultation. She kept her eyes looking forwards and tried to ignore that she thought she could feel Meg’s elbow digging into her ribcage.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

    


    
      Tap. Tap. Tap.


      ‘Jesus.’ Sam was the first to react, and as he lurched forwards in a panic his head hit the car window on the passenger side. The impact did nothing to jolt him out of his confusion. Trying to focus on the outside of the car, on what street he was in, on where he was, Sam registered it was some time on Thursday morning, as the sweat from his armpits ran down his ribcage. Just as he took a confirmation sniff, his eyes widened at the sight through the glass of hips and an accompanying torso clad in vermilion. A single blowfly in the car was head-butting the windscreen. It would sit still on the dashboard, absorb the heat and then start its motor up noisily, again and again, zipping through the air and banging against the warming windscreen to get to the other side. What an optimist. Sam tried to wave it away with his left hand.


      Efficient little knuckles knocked again on the glass. Tap. Tap. Tap.


      Sam went to wind down the electric window further, but the ignition wasn’t on, so he had to open the door. He poked his head out of the slit and looked at Georgia staring down at him. Sam and Eve had arrived in Tallow a few hours before dawn and pulled up outside The Centennial Hotel. He tried to remember the last conversation he had with Eve. Nothing came to him. They must have fallen asleep mid-syllable somewhere around 5 am. ‘Georgia. Umm, hi,’ he said, unfolding himself from the car, taking care to shut the door quietly behind him. ‘What’s the time?’ Sam’s mouth was so dry he had to slow down and repeat himself so he could be understood.


      ‘It’s just after nine.’


      Sam’s shorts gripped the back of his legs with four-hour-old sweat. He tugged the fabric away, gave a shake and started walking towards the pub awning hanging over the footpath. Georgia followed. ‘I don’t know what to say, Georgia,’ Sam said, deciding in the time it took Georgia to pick an empty beer bottle off the ground that he was not going to engage her in some kind of dissection of Meg’s motives for keeping her child a secret.


      He looked down the main street past the post office and corner store and imagined Meg’s plan. Today was Thursday – everyone was meant to know by now. She had planned to pick up Kat and the nanny on Sunday and return Monday, put Kat into her cot and go out to the kitchen to unpack more boxes, get up the next morning and walk down the main street with her baby on her hip to buy some bread and milk and shock some strangers on Tuesday, except on Tuesday those strangers had buried her.


      ‘I suppose we need to see the lawyers tomorrow and go from there. Is Kat in town? Do you know where she is?’ Sam asked Georgia.


      ‘The nanny, Julie, is a bit shell-shocked. Actually, she was quite hysterical on the phone yesterday and is keeping Kat in Tennant Creek until she knows more. Until she knows what to do. She says that’s what Meg would have wanted. She said Meg was a wonderful mother. Wonderful. I’ve asked The Centennial to keep a few rooms free for the father and Meg’s cousin because it’s meant to be a busy weekend. Well, busy from today, really. I have to say, Sam, this is not what I’m used to. I suppose, though, we just have to make the best of it. Do what we can. For the baby’s sake.’


      Sam ignored her. ‘I wanted to see Kat. I thought Kat would be here.’


      Sam looked at Georgia going over the details of what she had been doing in the last twenty-four hours, how she clicked her tongue and inhaled and exhaled deeply for emphasis, and thought she must find this more thrilling than sex.


      ‘Meg’s cousin Penny is coming tomorrow for the reading of the will. I know the lawyers have contacted her. She can’t believe it. When you don’t have to answer to anyone, you can keep everything to yourself, I suppose. We thought it was a new beginning for Tallow. A doctor,’ Georgia continued.


      Clumps of cars began pulling into the main street and angle-parking. Small groups of twos and threes were stopping on the footpath to say hello.


      ‘Hello, Georgia, good day for it,’ a small man with big ears said, walking past.


      ‘Not that it matters, because a baby is involved, and, of course, a death, but it’s already a busy few days around here.’


      Sam did a one-eighty of the street and registered the activity. There were banners being hung across the main road and trestle tables being arranged in a side street. Utes were coming and going, and people were dashing around, giving the main street a city feel.


      ‘It’s the Festival of the Four Grains,’ explained Georgia. ‘Festivities start tomorrow evening, Friday, with an opening party. It’s newish. A chamber of commerce initiative. A formal way to celebrate what we do out here: wheat, oats, barley and chickpeas. I know chickpeas don’t strictly qualify, but four grains has a nice ring to it. Much better than festival of the three grains and chickpeas.’ There was a chuckle at the back of these last words, and then she returned to business. ‘They have sheep covered with Festival of the Fleece, so we decided to go the crop route.’


      Sam was too bewildered to register he was bewildered.


      ‘And it’s a good excuse to try to get a bit of activity in Tallow, maybe some tourists, particularly if we can go organic. We really need to go organic. Tonight, we start with a party, and a market will run tomorrow and all weekend. You know: fresh produce, some bric-a-brac, odds and sods, hopefully, as I said, an emphasis on the organic. Get some of those alternative types from the city out here. We have a bit of live entertainment tomorrow and Saturday evening. A few competitions for the region. You know.’


      Small groups of twos and threes walking past with wonky stools, old CD players, cardboard boxes of books and carts of pumpkins were trying not to look at Eve asleep in the driver’s seat with her mouth open and one knee pressed against the window.


      Georgia, sensing that Sam’s concentration had moved roadside, took a step towards him, severing his trance to continue announcing her plans in a louder voice. ‘Back to you and the arrangements for Dr Patterson. I’ve organised a room for the reading of the will at 3.30 pm tomorrow and …’


      Georgia was everywhere in this town. A woman in a vermilion wrap dress trying to burrow her way into anyone’s life she could was hard to miss.


      ‘Thanks, Georgia. Thanks for everything. I’d really like to go out to the place she was renting,’ Sam said, ‘if that’s okay?’


      ‘It’s down the highway, west, about ten minutes, and turn right onto Steele Road until you hit the gate with a penguin letterbox made out of old car pieces with “Appleton” on it. I’ve left the keys under the mat.’


      Sam flattened himself against the pub window as four men carrying a table came past and two women off to the left waited to grab Georgia when she had finished talking to the young visitor.


      ‘Sam?’ Georgia called as he left. ‘Meg’s house. Well, I own it, and Albert Tucker was coming out this morning to grab an old bike out there and bring it in to sell or swap.’


      ‘Of course. Thanks.’


      ‘Just to let you know,’ Georgia said, and then she turned to discuss an issue of banner height and visibility from the highway.


      Eve still slept in the car, dribbling. Her knee, where it was touching the glass, was red. Sam opened the driver’s door. Her knee slid down and she rearranged her limbs but didn’t wake.


      ‘Eve, Eve, wake up.’


      ‘What?’ Eve said, moving but not opening her eyes.


      ‘Let me drive. Eve, c’mon, get up.’


      Sam helped her up and led her around to the passenger side.


      ‘Shit, my back. Shit, my feet. Shit, shit, shit.’


      Her bare feet were burning on the bitumen, and she picked them up from the road as if she was doing a rain dance. She grabbed her waist – for some reason, she had a vicious stitch. She plonked down in the passenger seat and groggily put on her belt.


      ‘Okay,’ Sam said, starting the engine. ‘You okay?’


      ‘Hmm-mm.’


      As soon as the hum of the engine took hold and the air conditioning cooled off some sweat, Eve fell back to sleep.


      Meg’s house was easy to find, surrounded by rough-barked trees and scattered gums. Sam knew that all he had to do was drive a few hours west and those trees would give way to scrubby underbush and red dust. There was a well-shaded verandah at the front and removalist boxes by the door. Meg loved her verandahs; he could see why she chose this as her home.


      Eve woke as soon as the car came to a standstill. She put her sunglasses on and sat up, trying to focus through the glare of the windscreen. ‘Where are we?’


      ‘This is Meg’s place. The one she rented.’


      Eve sat upright. ‘Is Kat here?’


      ‘No, no. She’s with her nanny. Georgia said the nanny will bring her to the father after the reading of the will. Don’t worry, we’ll get to see her. We won’t leave town until we see her.’


      ‘The all-knowing Georgia,’ Eve mumbled. Her sunglasses fell off her head and she didn’t pick them up. Instead, she squinted and watched Sam walk up to the front door, take a set of keys from under the mat and begin to carry in some of the boxes stacked randomly on the bullnose verandah outside the front door. Eve opened the car door and stretched, immediately registering the heat.


      Inside, the house had a wide central hallway with small rooms off each side. If the geometric-patterned ruby wallpaper along the hall wasn’t so ancient and peeling in places, it would have been perfect for the city offices of a graphic-design or free-trade-coffee-importing company.


      The second room Sam came to was obviously intended for Kat. He walked inside, past the cot, chest of drawers and change table, and over a primary-coloured alphabet rug. He slapped lethargically at the mobile of sea animals above the change table and could hear Eve’s footsteps further down the hallway. She didn’t stop for Kat’s room or Meg’s or the nanny’s. Her footsteps were even and echoed in the silence. She came to a stop in the kitchen, at the rear of the house, and sat on a stool by the kitchen bench reading a piece of paper that lay on a diagonal.


      
        Formula


        Nappies (bulk)


        Mobile-phone charger


        Internet connection (check)


        Update my contact details


        Eve, Sarah, Sam, Penny, Alison, Greg, David, Melissa


        Lyrics to You Are My Sunshine

      


      ‘What’s that?’ Sam said, pulling up a stool next to Eve.


      ‘It’s just a list.’


      Sam read it upside down. ‘You Are My Sunshine?’


      ‘You know, that song.’ Eve wasn’t going to sing it to him to jog his memory. She never sang out loud. Ever. ‘Her dad used to sing it to her. Used to tease her by singing it.’


      ‘Jesus,’ Sam said. ‘This isn’t happening.’


      Eve shook her head and pushed the list away. She brushed past Sam on the way to the bathroom, and he saw her jump away from an open box in the hallway as if it was going to bite.


      ‘Time to go?’ Eve asked on her return.


      ‘I just want to sort some things out. Bring in all the boxes and grab the mail to give to the lawyers tomorrow.’


      It was Meg’s house but it wasn’t. The only room that was set up was Kat’s room. If Eve had looked, she would have seen that Meg had a mattress on the floor in her room and an open suitcase in the corner. Meg hadn’t unpacked her personal belongings. The house was scattered with furniture: a table in the corner, a stack of chairs by the door, a mop and broom leaning by the cupboards in the kitchen.


      Eve could hear the sound of cardboard scraping along a wooden floor at the front of the house but stayed seated on the stool in the kitchen. There was nothing personal in the kitchen; kitchens had never been Meg’s favourite place.


      ‘I feel like a cup of tea,’ she yelled to Sam, relieved that the ritual would give her something to do. ‘Do you want a cup of tea?’


      Eve found some tea and bread in the freezer and foraged around the pantry. She made them both toast and strawberry jam and a warm cup of tea with milk that was a day away from its use-by date in the fridge. Milk lasted a long time these days. She couldn’t stand looking at it and put it back in the fridge quickly. She put two sugars in her tea – something she usually only did on the first day of her periods, when she felt empty and sore. She needed the sweetness.


      They sat down on the verandah steps with their tea and toast, watching streaks of bold colour dive and fly across the muted landscape. The green-and-red-and-yellow parrots swerving and playing and screeching into all that blue would occasionally fall silent and rest in the top branches of gnarled trees before starting up again.


      ‘What was it like in New Guinea?’


      ‘Different.’ Sam, barefoot and with his mug of tea in both hands, talked about the afternoon rains and the mud, the diseases and the thousand different types of green. He spoke of the high level of twin births, of poor prenatal care, of happiness, of AWOL male partners, of the acceptance of tragedy. ‘I’m sure it’s very different to your life. The travelling, the nerves. I couldn’t imagine having that talent. It must make you feel good.’


      ‘As opposed to saving lives and delivering babies in third-world countries?’


      They both turned to the sound of a car engine, and within a minute they saw what was making it. A cream ute, the colour of a couch, came up the winding dirt road and pulled in beside the rental car.


      ‘I think it’s the guy Georgia mentioned,’ said Sam. ‘He’s come to fix something.’


      ‘Hello, I’m Albert Tucker.’


      A wiry man with a snowy beard tipped his broad-brimmed leather hat to them both. Eve recognised him from the funeral service on Tuesday. His nose was too big for the rest of him, and his legs were bowed, with a few chunks randomly taken out of them. His arms had patches that looked as though they had been burnt or eaten away by insects. What was left was a very practical, unattractive body.


      ‘I’m sorry for your loss. The whole town is sorry.’


      They both nodded, still clutching their cups of tea. Eve didn’t feel like talking and willed this old man to be the strong, silent type.


      ‘Well, I better find this bike or Georgia will kill me, or at least make me put tea-light candles all through The Crown beer garden tonight to create some, as she would say, ambience.’


      Albert walked around to the back of the house with Sam trailing. Leaning against the laundry in the downward dog position was a yellow bike. It was missing a wheel and a seat.


      ‘You wouldn’t happen to know where the wheel and seat are? Not much good without ’em.’


      ‘Must be around here somewhere?’ Sam ventured.


      The two men began searching the obvious places: the laundry, the small shed a hundred or so metres away, under the verandah. Eve stayed put and finished her cup of tea, before going to the kitchen to wash up. The men had run out of hiding spots.


      ‘These help?’ she said, opening the back door, dangling a wheel and a bike seat from each hand. ‘They were in the kitchen, of course, beside the fridge and with the pots and pans.’


      ‘Sorry to take up more of your time, but I think it’s best if I put them on before I try to sell it at the market. It’s a bit of a ride home, and I was hoping to drop off a fully functioning bike into town this afternoon.’


      ‘Of course, Albert,’ Sam said.


      ‘What market?’ Eve asked, her left hand keeping the flyscreen door ajar.


      ‘The market in town tomorrow, part of the Festival of the Four Grains.’


      ‘What?’ Eve opened the flyscreen door fully and let it crash shut behind her. She stood on the cement step, looking at Albert and Sam and the yellow bike with one wheel and no seat.


      ‘The Festival of the Four Grains. Georgia and some townspeople started it a few years back. Something to do once a year, I guess.’


      Eve didn’t hear the last of this because she was doubled over with laughter, holding her stomach. She sat down on the cement step, and her body twisted down the stairs, with her feet ending up under the tap. Tears began to stream down her face.


      ‘What. Is. That. All. About?’ she said, in between hard-won breaths and snorts. ‘The Festival of the Four Grains. It sounds like a Motown cover band. This is too good. Too good. Seriously.’


      Eve ran back into the house, and the bathroom door was slammed shut.


      ‘I’m sorry,’ Sam said, picking the seat and wheel off the ground. ‘It’s a strange time, and Eve’s not herself. Well, I think she’s not herself. I’m sure it’s a …’ – Sam was stuck for a word that wouldn’t come across as condescending – ‘a great festival.’ It would have to do.


      ‘Don’t worry about it, mate. She’s right. It’s a shit name, stupid really, but it’s a bit of fun, chance to get together, so who cares.’ Albert looked at the excuse for a bike in front of him and clicked his tongue. ‘I think we’re going to need a spanner for this and a few small bolts. I didn’t bring my toolbox. You don’t have something like that ’round here?’


      Sam headed straight for the shed, throwing Eve a dirty stare as he went past. She had returned to the back step, drying her hands on a tea towel, still shaking her head. She grabbed at the front of her T-shirt and pulled at it to circulate some air around her torso. A line of sweat was making its way from under her breasts to her belly button.


      ‘Apologies, Albert. I’m sure it’s a fine festival.’ Eve kept pumping the air with her shirt.


      ‘No need to say things you don’t believe, love. But it’s better than sitting around discussing rain, I reckon.’


      ‘Of course. Of course. I really am sorry, Albert. I don’t know what came over me. Would you like a cup of tea?’


      ‘I’d love one. Whatever way it comes is fine with me.’


      Eve found some biscuits in the kitchen and put them on a plate. The milk still disturbed her, so she made Albert a black tea. When she returned to the backyard, Albert was leaning by the laundry wall, having a smoke, so she placed the tea and biscuits on the cement step.


      ‘I know he’s a doctor. You a doctor too, love?’ he asked, blowing the smoke away from the house.


      ‘No. I’ve known Sam for …’ – Eve surprised herself – ‘nearly two days now.’


      ‘Righto. So you’re not a doc?’


      ‘No. I went to school with, um, Meg.’ Eve tried to slip around the flyscreen door before Albert could engage her any further. She had made him a cup of tea, found biscuits and apologised for laughing at something that was funny by anyone’s standards.


      ‘What do you do, then?’ he called.


      ‘I play the cello.’ She was too slow. She turned to face him.


      He flicked his cigarette to the ground and stubbed it, smiling the entire time, shaking his head and showing off a set of beautifully straight white teeth. ‘Ripper. Like for a living?’


      She edged her way half-around the back door. ‘Yeah, for the Royal Opera in London. Well, I did. I’m taking a break for a while.’


      ‘’Cause you’ve come back here? For this?’


      ‘No, no. I quit about six months ago,’ Eve replied, then she cleared her throat, even though there was nothing to remove. ‘Quit everything.’


      Sam stood around the side of the house with a spanner and a pump in his hands. The shed had a couple of dirt bikes and piles of junk, but also plenty of tools, and it was all very orderly and logical. He took two steps back to make sure Eve couldn’t see his shadow from the back step.


      ‘I wanted to do a few different things. Time for a few different things. You know.’


      ‘I don’t know much, love. That’s why I’m out here fixing up a crappy bike for the Festival of the Four Grains. But you must have your reasons.’


      ‘It’s complicated.’


      ‘Now, why does everyone say that these days? It’s complicated. Complicated trumps everything in life.’


      Eve didn’t know whether Albert expected an answer but thought he didn’t have a clue about her life. He pumped up bike tyres and fixed jammed windows when Georgia told him to. ‘Because sometimes things are.’


      Sam appeared from the side of the house, bearing tools. Albert’s fingers were like stout little tree trunks. Not one fingernail was clean, but his hands were nimble and he knew what he was doing. He and Sam worked on the bike, passing and holding bolts, rubbing grease off their hands onto the patchy grass beneath them, spinning the wheel to check something important, pushing down on the seat. Eve watched their silent, physical work from her seat on the cement step. They were enjoying it. It wasn’t complicated.


      Albert thanked them both and hoisted the bike into the back of the ute. ‘I live about twenty minutes away. Are you leaving soon?’ he asked, standing by the open driver door, one leg inside the car.


      ‘No, we’re in town for a bit,’ Sam said.


      ‘Well, I’m gonna come right out and ask it. May as well. Opportunities like this don’t come along all the time.’


      ‘Ask away, Albert,’ Sam said. Did he have a mole that didn’t look right? A buzz in his left ear? Did he want a prescription for Zoloft?


      ‘My wife, Nancy, she plays the cello. Well, used to. Would you play it for me?’


      ‘Albert, I’m sorry. Meg didn’t play. I don’t have a cello to play here,’ Eve said, untangling her arms from the pole she was leaning on and clinging to, relief washing over her.


      ‘I do, and I can be back here in thirty-five minutes with it.’


      Sam looked at Albert. Albert looked at Sam. Eve tried to get Sam to look at her.


      ‘Go on, mate. We’ll be here,’ Sam said.


      Albert jumped in the car and sped off, dirt and pebbles spraying out from his tyres. His boot disappeared down the driveway, and the sound of his engine grew faint.


      Eve immediately marched into the house. ‘Where are the car keys?’ she yelled behind her. ‘We’re not staying. You had no right to tell him I would play. You didn’t even look at me. Give me the keys.’


      Eve was standing at the top of the front steps, staring down at Sam, who still had his back to her.


      ‘I have the keys and I’m not telling you where I put them.’ He didn’t move. ‘You can start walking back into town now and he’ll drive straight past you and offer you a lift. You are stuck.’


      ‘Sam! I’m serious. Give me the keys. Let’s go. I need to call my parents. The phone isn’t on here and my mobile doesn’t work. I have to use the landline at the pub.’


      ‘Eve. I was sitting next to you when you called your mum yesterday afternoon. You can call her later. The landline’s not going anywhere. It’s just you and me and Albert.’


      ‘Bullshit. I don’t have to play if I don’t want to. Out here.’


      ‘Oh, stop.’ Sam turned to look her in the eye. ‘Eve, we are waiting here for Albert. If you don’t want to play for him when he gets back, you’re a big girl, you tell him. Don’t run away. Jesus. Why don’t you want to, anyway?’


      ‘Fuck!’


      Eve circled the house like a shark, sometimes swearing, sometimes picking up a stone and throwing it at the side of the building. She went to the toilet twice. Sam finished off moving the boxes inside and piled up paperwork by the front door. Eve checked the car just in case Sam had left the keys in the ignition.


      When Albert returned forty minutes later, he had a passenger in the front seat and the cello, on its back in its case, carefully strapped into the tray of the ute. Eve had prepared a speech in her head about why she was not going to play. It relied on Meg’s sudden death, grief and bad memories. She was in a corner.


      ‘Hello!’ he yelled. Sam and Eve could have been far away at the bottom of a garden instead of right in front of him at the bottom of the steps. ‘This is Nancy.’


      ‘Hi, Nancy,’ they said in unison.


      Albert walked over and lifted his wife out of the car. She had a body of extremes. Parts of her were twisted and backwards. Parts were straight and so relaxed they fell onto other parts. She was dribbling out the left side of her mouth.


      ‘Stroke,’ Albert said as he walked past them, carrying Nancy upstairs, where he put her gently on a verandah armchair. He patted her knee and ran back to the car to grab some pillows. He squashed a couple into her side to keep her upright and put another under her slack feet and then wiped around her mouth. Sam grabbed a few more pillows from inside the house and leant them against the chair for Albert to use as he wished.


      ‘There you go, sweetheart,’ he whispered in her ear. ‘We’re going to have a concert.’


      When Albert returned to the car to get the cello, Eve marched into the house to get a dining chair for herself. Sam passed her in the hallway with tall glasses of water for everyone.


      ‘I’ll just say “No, I don’t feel like playing to an old disabled lady” shall I?’ she hissed as they went flat against the wall for each other to pass.


      Eve placed her chair a good five or six metres away from Nancy. Even if her hearing was suffering like the rest of her, this was close enough. A couple of galahs screeched a warning from the trees. They made so much noise. Eve looked up at them circling and diving, the sun lighting up the tips of their wings.


      ‘This is going to be good,’ Albert said, laying the cello case carefully on the verandah floor next to Eve and opening it up.


      Eve took a step back and hit her chair with her heel. ‘It’s a Gagliano.’ Eve moved towards it, touching its side, its ribs, and ran her hand along the maple purfling, the ridges, the strings, then snapped her hand back as though it had stung her fingers. ‘She has a Gagliano,’ Eve repeated. ‘I mean, Nancy has a Gagliano.’ She wasn’t expecting this. She was expecting laminated wood and a fat, factory-produced bum at the end, not a two-hundred-year-old, handmade, exquisite, $100,000 cello.


      ‘Oh, yes,’ Albert said. ‘Nancy’s played all over the world.’


      Eve and Sam looked at the woman dribbling onto a small red cushion. Albert sat next to Nancy, his bulging fingers over her waxlike hands.


      Eve sat on her dining chair and gave the cello a quick tune, plucking the strings and turning the scrolls. She gave it a stroke around its waist.


      ‘I even miss that sound. When she used to tune it.’


      Eve’s thighs gripped the maple; her hands took interest in the neck. ‘Any requests?’


      Albert looked at Nancy for an answer and then back at Eve. ‘Oh, no, love, wouldn’t dream of it. Anything you like.’


      ‘Well, how about an old crowd-pleaser? Bach is one of my favourites. And, Sam,’ – she looked up at him standing behind Albert and Nancy – ‘here’s a titbit. They say the cello is the closest-sounding instrument to the human voice. It talks to you, Sam.’


      It was like a thunderclap, the sound when she began the prelude from Bach’s Cello Suite No. 1. It was so forceful that Sam took a step backwards and hit the wall. At first, Eve stared back at her audience, assessing each one, eyes resting on Sam just in case he was unsure of her feelings of entrapment. A wind blew some masking tape from the boxes across the verandah floor and Sam watched it tumbling aimlessly around. When he looked up, Eve’s head was now down, her chin lolling, her eyes closed.


      And then she began to sway, just a little. She pulled at the neck of the cello, pulled it, a tiny way, into her and then away from her. Fingers danced up and down the neck. Her elbow stabbed at the air. Eve was in control, every part of her body falling into line, doing its part to create the sweet melancholy that swept around the house and down the hall, around and around as though the notes were going to join together and pick Meg’s house up and the audience with it and take them up into the blue sky, wash them and let them start anew up there.


      Sam closed his eyes. Listened. Then it stopped.


      ‘Beautiful, Eve,’ Albert called, removing his hand from Nancy’s to clap. ‘Beautiful.’


      Sam followed Albert’s lead and let Eve continue. For half an hour, she filled the house, the sky, the trees, the bodies in front of her with music. Sam saw sweat run down the side of her cheek and slip down her neck. The sound of wind through trees sometimes swept behind her, another member of the orchestra.


      ‘Oh, love. Thank you. I remember those. They get under your skin, don’t they?’


      As fast as Albert had set up Nancy on the verandah, he packed her up, carried her down the stairs and headed for the ute.


      ‘How ’bout that for a sleepy Thursday morning?’ he said to Nancy as he strapped her in the passenger seat and adjusted her head. Eve packed up the cello and stashed the bow in its hiding spot, and Albert slid the instrument in the back like a surfboard. His crooked arm punched the air as he closed Nancy’s door. ‘Woo hoo,’ he yelled and ran to his side of the car.


      ‘Albert,’ Eve called to him as he shut his car door. He stuck his head out the window to hear her. ‘Thank you.’


      ‘No, thank you, love.’ He popped his head back inside the car and then popped it out again. ‘It’s none of my business, I know, but you can’t give up something you play like that. It’s yours.’ Albert nodded his head solemnly in the direction of the house, where he could still see the music. ‘That up there. That is yours.’


      Then he wound down his window fully, reversed and waved his half-eaten arm out the car window. From behind, they could see Albert put his strong hand around the back of Nancy’s neck and turn to talk to his wife.


      Sam heard an intake of breath beside him. Eve began to gather up the water glasses and couldn’t help clinking them together.


      ‘You’re really good,’ Sam said, ignoring her affected industry. ‘Meg said you could pull people’s guts out when you play. Now I know what she meant. You’re going to go back to it, right?’


      Eve turned near the top step and let her arms drop by her side, making it look like she had long icicles for fingers. ‘You know what, Sam? I don’t even know if I miss it. I don’t know any more.’ She took a step backwards into the doorway. ‘I play, I don’t do. In the scheme of life, playing is not important.’


      ‘You’re kidding, right? You’re right, that …’ – Sam waved his arm up and down the verandah, end to end – ‘is not playing, Eve. That’s about living. That’s about why we’re all living, trying to live.’


      ‘The almighty Georgia asked us to ring Sarah.’ Eve slipped into the shadowed hallway. ‘I should get into town so I can call her so she’s got time to get here by tomorrow afternoon.’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

    


    
      The roar was loudest from Sarah’s small bathroom window. The clever architect had made sure the bathroom was closest to the busy road. The Thursday-morning peak-hour traffic was building already to a steady stop, start, crawl, all those offices and workstations to rule over.


      Sarah stood in her three-bedroom-plus-study house a suburb away from where she had always wanted to live, behind a front fence that would not have been miscast guarding a detention centre. Compromise was like the rendered brick that needed to be repainted to hide the mynah and magpie shit outside: it was what her life was built on now.


      At least the house was quiet and cool this summer morning. Andrew had taken Sebastian to day care. He was going to go into work a little late today. Sarah finished her daytime make-up – same amount of time taken as in the evenings, for a much more natural-looking result. She didn’t want to look like a try-hard wearing three shades of eyeshadow and a dark-berry lipstick pushing a trolley full of toilet paper, nappies and tropical poppers in Woolworths.


      Now, to the fun part: her hair. She opened her drawers and pulled out two mirrors, hairspray, hairbands and a small container of bobby pins. She swore she felt a new one last night just as she was going off to sleep. She faced her back to the bathroom mirror and looked at the back of her head with the large, round mirror in her hand, taking her time to tilt it to the exact right spot.


      ‘Okay,’ she said to herself, parting her hair at the back of her head with her free hand. It was such a shame, it had always been her ‘thing’: her thick, titian hair. She used to wash it and walk out the door and everyone would admire it, thinking she had come straight from the hairdresser’s. Even Rebecca was jealous of her hair. She asked to cut it for her once and spent an hour giving Sarah layers and a fringe, cutting it all off to above the shoulders. It was the best haircut she’d ever had. Girls at school complimented her on it. Her mum loved it. When she first started working, the women would tell her how they wished they had her hair.


      Of course, Sarah thought as she parted her hair and found another spot, my one physical trump card is faulty. Sarah had alopecia. Some days, she would wake up and there, scattered on the pillow, would be fresh hair, and on her head would be a bald spot the size of a ten-cent piece, perfectly smooth and round, like pieces of a baby’s bottom stuck onto her scalp.


      She had five of them spotted over her scalp at the moment. It took at least half an hour to brush and hairspray and bobby pin and tie up her hair so that she could hide them. She couldn’t get her hair wet with the boys when they went swimming. She had to be careful to avoid the wind. She never let Andrew run his fingers through her hair. She hadn’t been to a hairdresser’s in years; she coloured her hair at home and cut it too.


      ‘Oh, shit.’ Sarah spat out the bobby pin from the side of her mouth and ran to the phone downstairs. Her mobile was by the bed. Who calls on the landline any more? she thought as she leapt down a flight of stairs and lurched for the phone in the kitchen, landing on the replica navy aluminium stool simultaneously. ‘Hello. Sarah speaking.’


      Sarah was still sitting on the stool when Andrew arrived home half an hour later to get changed into his suit. She had finished her conversation with Eve ten minutes earlier and had been doodling flowers and arrows and houses with working chimneys on the back of an envelope ever since. She followed him upstairs and sat on the end of the bed as he changed. She didn’t say a word but was shaking her head.


      ‘Has something happened?’ Andrew said to the mirrored wardrobe doors.


      ‘I just hung up from Eve, just then,’ Sarah replied, smoothing down the bedcover. ‘Meg has a baby girl.’


      ‘What? Meg?’


      ‘No one in Tallow knew. Not her great-aunt or Penny. Why would they? They hadn’t even seen her in years, and they were the go-to people for Georgia for the funeral arrangements. She was going to bring the baby – Kat is her name, she’s five months – to Tallow last Monday. Thought she was leaving her baby for three days. Three days with the nanny while she got a head start on the house. She’d never left her before.’ Sarah’s voice caught in her throat and she pushed it out with a cough. ‘Five months old,’ she repeated, tears forming.


      ‘That poor baby,’ Andrew said as he rubbed Sarah’s back. ‘That poor baby. Meg’s even doing it when she’s dead. Shocking the shit out of everyone.’


      ‘Eve wants me to go to Tallow, Andrew. Tomorrow morning. I need to fly to Dubbo and she’ll pick me up from there. Because there’s a baby involved, the lawyers are asking for swiftness in relation to the will. I could get out of it. Say one of the boys has a fever. I won’t be needed for much. They could send me the information.’


      ‘Don’t you want to go?’


      ‘It’s not a good time. I know that. You’ve got work. You’ve already taken time off work this week.’ Sarah nodded at the tie in Andrew’s hand as confirmation of his busyness, of his inflexibility. ‘I won’t have time to organise a babysitter. Mum and Dad are overseas. A baby girl,’ Sarah said to the palms of her hands. ‘Why did she get in that bloody car?’


      ‘You should go, Sarah. I’ll take the day off. I will be fine with work. I will be fine with the boys. Don’t use us to stay.’ Andrew uttered this last sentence as he leant down to the skirting board to tidy up some imaginary error by the painters.


      ‘I’m not using the boys. Don’t say that. Why would you say that?’


      Andrew sighed. ‘Sometimes, you have to live life, Sarah, not just talk about it, or read about it online.’ He looked over at Sarah on the end of the bed, her hair flaming around her untamed, two of her bald patches visible today, and he changed his course. Honesty can make a man a good liar. ‘I just thought you had some kind of bond. You and Eve and Meg. Something more than old friends. You three went through a lot together at school. I know if something happened to you and I wasn’t around, I would want Meg or Eve to be there, if you know what I mean.’ Andrew went to turn but changed his mind and walked closer to his wife. ‘It’s important, Sarah. I think you should go.’


      Sarah was used to Andrew accepting her decisions. Sometimes, he might shake his head or play Xbox for a few hours, but he left her decisions alone. She was always grateful that he was an accepting man. This time, though, his stance threw her.


      She scanned a trio of black-and-white photos of her boys on her dresser, remembering the morning she had to dress them in denim bottoms and white shirts for the professional photographer. Next to them was a picture of her mother and father at the Opera House at a party for the Lord Mayor taken at least twenty years ago. She was fourteen when they went to that. She only found out they’d gone three weeks later when she was in the school library supposedly researching Judaism for history. There was a copy of a weekly glossy magazine – maybe it was one of the librarians’ – on a seat, and she picked it up and flicked through it. They were in the back-page social section: a picture of them laughing next to a picture of two Neighbours starlets. They looked so happy. Her mother looked beautiful. Eve had leant over Sarah’s shoulder, glanced at the photo and said she thought they looked like they needed to pee.


      ‘It was never that simple, Andrew. Three doesn’t work with girls. It was always Eve and Meg, and then me tagging along. Me trying so hard, and no matter what I did it was never enough with those two. I could never quite … I did some things, Andrew. I wasn’t always a good girl.’


      ‘Oh, now you’re talking,’ Andrew said, dropping his voice and raising his eyebrows.


      ‘Andrew, I’m serious,’ Sarah said, busying herself by putting away some errant shoes, showing him that he wasn’t taking this conversation seriously enough. ‘I did some things I shouldn’t have.’


      ‘Sarah.’ He bent down on his haunches beside her near a pile of shoeboxes. ‘You were a kid. Kids get things wrong. That’s how they learn. That’s what happens to every kid.’


      ‘What if you don’t learn?’


      ‘Well, you’re an idiot.’


      ‘Men see life in black and white. They don’t look back.’


      Andrew ignored her appraisal of his gender. ‘Sarah, I will be fine if you go. So go … if you want to. Don’t if you don’t want to. But don’t make it about me or the boys.’


      But her world was the boys and Andrew. She was the centre of this world. Not on the periphery, trying her hardest to be invited in, contorting herself into any shape she could so she could squeeze in a hole when someone was kicked out. Here, they all came to her. To her bed, to her kitchen, to her on the back deck when she was reading. They would grab her skirt, and they didn’t even know it. She was the centre here. She thought Andrew understood this. She was the centre.


      Sarah was on the verge of issuing a more refined list of reasons against and letting Andrew know she was upset with him re. ‘sometimes you have to live life’ when he walked over to the bedside, grabbed her unruly hair and kissed her on the top of her head, half on a bald spot. On the one hand, it was sweet and unexpected. On the other, it was intrusive and she hated the thought of his lips touching her hairless bald spot. What must that feel like to him? She could feel the wetness from his kiss on her scalp as he left the room. For a second, she enjoyed its messiness, then she remembered she still hadn’t done her hair.


      She had spent the last five years making sure she did her hair carefully every morning. Of course, Andrew knew what was going on, and it wasn’t as noticeable at first – just one small patch here or there, easy to hide. At the beginning, he asked all the time if it was getting better, or how the new dermatologist in the city was going. Now, her alopecia was a part of life, just like when teeth started to go a bit yellow or the backs of hands got small sunspots on them. The doctors kept telling her it was rare but not unheard of for women to develop alopecia in their late twenties. There were many reasons, they would say, as they patted the back of her hand, and it would probably go away as fast as it came.


      She went to the bathroom and found the smooth spot she had first discovered last night. This one was going to be harder to cover; it wasn’t near a part and was behind her ear, all hairless and white and smooth. She pulled out the hairspray and some bobby pins and went to work, twisting, placing delicately and then spraying like crazy.


      ‘I don’t want you to be mad at me,’ Andrew said from the bathroom door.


      ‘I’m not mad. I’m doing my hair.’


      ‘I just want you to … to … not feel you are stuck here. To understand that we love you and we understand you have to go out, out there,’ he said, pointing in the direction of the main road outside.


      ‘I don’t feel stuck. This is what I want,’ Sarah said, pushing the nozzle of the hairspray down for one last blast. ‘Some of us don’t want to blow up the world. I’m happy with what I’ve got, Andrew.’


      ‘I know you are. I just don’t want you to miss out on stuff.’


      ‘I’m not,’ Sarah said, confused. She thought hard about what she was going to say next, because she wanted to keep talking like this. It had been a long time. ‘I’m going to Tallow, Andrew. I should be there to help Eve and for Meg. Life can be a shit. A baby without a mother is shit. I’ll go tomorrow. I know you will be fine … better than fine with the boys.’


      Andrew hugged her and she noticed her breasts pressing hard against his chest. He lifted her up onto the bathroom vanity and kissed her fiercely, pushing her shoulder blades into the mirror. Legs apart, hands on the cold, stone benchtop, Sarah watched Andrew walk away, and for the first time in years she felt like having sex.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

    


    
      At 3.30 on Friday afternoon, the two women were holding hands, and Eve was wondering how much longer she would have to stand outside the petrol station on the gravel and keep Sarah’s pudgy hand in hers. It was like dough, like wet dough wrapping around her fingers and palm. She noticed that Sarah had done her fingernails in a tasteful pale pink, but her fingers were stubby and practical below the windows of gloss, and they gripped hard onto Eve. It felt so forced and dramatic, so childlike and obvious that twice Eve bent down to fix her sandal strap to break the grip and twice Sarah reclaimed her hand when Eve returned to standing. Eve could feel a fury growing inside her. She felt like a fool, holding hands with the needy fat girl.


      Every time the small group heard the hum of a car engine, they would all turn expectantly, hoping to see the lawyers or the father. The father hadn’t arrived in Tallow yet. Eve had been sure when she woke up from her afternoon sleep the day before that he would have checked in and be staying in a room down the hall – some tattooed, skinny, shirtless idiot smoking a cigarette out on the verandah and later at the pub conveniently being the last to offer to buy a round of drinks – but no such luck.


      Her uneasiness grew when Sarah released her hand and they met the lawyers from O’Connor and Swift. Their makeshift office was inside a garage attached to the petrol station because Timothy O’Connor, the lawyer in the grey suit, was in his seventh year at AA and a born-again Christian and refused to meet in the pub at 3.30pm. This was the best that Georgia could do.


      The cavernous makeshift conference room had been given a sweep, but the cement floors were still dotted with oil stains, and pushed and stacked in the corner was a mound of rubber strips, bolts, screws, metal frames and other debris from sick cars and tractors. An old Ford was suspended on a hoist at the back, and there was a wall of orderly tools stuck to a board in the front. There was the aroma of burnt oil and cold steel. The garage door had been lifted open in an attempt to let some fresh air circulate.


      In the centre of the room, a large ping-pong table, covered with two pale-blue sheets, could fit fourteen adults around it but today only needed to accommodate six. There was no father figure in the room. White fold-up plastic chairs fitted low under the table, reminding Eve of family get-togethers when she was a child and the top of her head was the only part of her body above the table, so she couldn’t see what was on her plate.


      There had been many times in Eve’s life where she felt like a fraud, like someone was going to tap her on the shoulder and tell her she didn’t belong, could she please leave now: when she started studying at the conservatory; when she was asked to play in London; the first time she joined in a conversation after rehearsal at the Royal Opera about the vision of the concert master; when Richard took her to a party and she spoke earnestly about real-estate prices in Marylebone. Sitting close to the floor around a covered ping-pong table with some A4 sheets in her hand, Sam to her left, Sarah to her right wiping her face with a hanky, Eve was waiting for the tap.


      After spending way too long trying to put her legs somewhere under the table where they didn’t bang into anyone else’s, Eve discovered how short major life events could be. The funeral had been six minutes; the reading of the will was barely ten. Time elapsed should at least come close to marking the gravity of the event, Eve thought when it was over, smoothing down pieces of white paper with neat black type on them on the table and uncrossing her legs carefully.


      ‘Okay, then,’ Griffith Swift said, standing up, collecting the papers in front of him.


      Meg’s cousin, Penny, pushed her chair out, and the sound of plastic and cement scraping together made everyone look her way. ‘Sorry, I was just getting my handbag,’ she said, stretching her lips downwards into a physical ‘Oops’ apology to the heads turned her way.


      ‘Can we call you later when we have had a chance to talk, think?’ Sam asked Griffith Swift moments later as they all stood near the exit. Behind them, the heat shimmered on the bitumen road, beckoning, flirting and forming mountains and valleys, rolling its way nowhere.


      ‘Of course, of course,’ he said in an avuncular tone that matched his grey moustache. ‘Logically, I think the best course of action is to come back to me with a response in the next three days. Everyone needs time to work out the right course of action for themselves, but there is a baby involved and it’s best she starts her …’ – he paused, looking for soft words in the garage – ‘new life as soon as possible.’


      Sam nodded in agreement. Sarah’s head darted from the A4 pieces of paper to the old man offering wisdom. Eve stood off to the side and wished Griffith Swift had worn longer socks. Then she wouldn’t have seen his ankle hair when he crossed his legs, and maybe then she would have had more confidence in him. Maybe then she would have believed that what he was saying was real.


      Georgia, who had been waiting patiently outside the makeshift conference room, walked the lawyers down the road back to their car and waved them off as if they were on their way to Bali. Eve, Sarah, Sam and Penny stood in a row between two petrol bowsers that had bright-red tops and cream bodies. The car that Sam had to leave beside the highway, causing him to miss Meg’s funeral, was parked outside the garage near the fence.


      They all watched Georgia march back up the footpath towards them, a crimson dress today, just so she never blended into the landscape. Her little feet came to a stop in front of the straight line. ‘Obviously, this is a personal matter, so I will leave you all to it. If you need me for anything, anything,’ Georgia said in a suitably concerned tone to the line of people squinting against the cloudless blue sky and not moving, ‘just ask.’


      ‘Penny. I’m sorry.’ Sarah was the first to speak. ‘I’m sure there’s something you can do. You’re family. We’d understand.’


      Penny took a step back and put her hand over her eyes to shield them from the glare of the sun. ‘I’m fifty-six, Sarah. My kids are grown up and have kids of their own. I’ve seen Meg twice in the last ten years, and before that we would catch up at Christmas. Our parents weren’t the closest of siblings. We weren’t the closest of cousins. Who is, these days?


      ‘She grew up with you. You knew her, and she obviously knew you. You were her family too. I respect her wishes, and I know I will be part of Kat’s life like I was part of Meg’s.’


      Meg had made a simple will when Katherine Laura Patterson was two months old. The ‘Laura’ was after her grandmother; the ‘Katherine’ was because she liked it. There was just the two of them, and Meg knew you had to be extra careful when numbers were so small they were unable to hold you up.


      There was no father on the birth certificate. Meg hadn’t offered any details. Not one. Whether he was dead or alive. Where he was from. Ben Heeley, it had turned out, was a shearer who had shown unswerving loyalty to Meg’s father in his final years. He hadn’t been able to make it to the reading, and Meg had left him her father’s 1807 edition of The Complete Grazier, as well as a leather-bound copy of William Blake’s Songs of Innocence and Experience, plus an old biscuit tin her dad used to keep keys and odds and sods in. It must have been a private joke. ‘For his loyalty and love of Bill’, it said on the will.


      Meg had asked Eve to be Kat’s guardian, and Sarah was nominated if Eve was unable or unwilling to fulfil these wishes. Only the second time the language strayed from legal terminology and it was clear that Kat wasn’t a car or a piece of jewellery was when Meg used the phrase ‘my beautiful daughter’. Three words. My beautiful daughter.


      Meg had no assets to divide. The farm had gone long ago when Bill got sick. It was just Kat.


      ‘It will be okay,’ Penny announced, before telling them she would see them all later that night at the hotel. She turned to look at the three in a row and put her sunglasses on but still squinted behind them. ‘This is what she wanted. Meg always knew what she wanted. Well, she actually probably wanted to live a while longer and see her daughter grow up. That family, they’ve had no bloody luck. This is what the poor girl wanted.’


      Two optimists walked past the petrol station, discussing which mobile-phone carrier would eventually have the best coverage out here. The boy with a fleshy face and baseball cap pulled up his long shorts as he passed and then let them fall again past his underpants. Gravity always wins.


      ‘I don’t know whether Penny’s upset or relieved,’ Sarah said. ‘Not naming the father on the birth certificate – there was just Meg and Kat. She, of all people, knew that was risky.’


      ‘Maybe she had no choice but to take the risk,’ Sam answered. ‘There must be a father out there. Could we find him?’


      ‘Good luck,’ Sarah answered. ‘Think about it. If she didn’t name him, she doesn’t want us to find him. Maybe she couldn’t find him herself. Who knows now? If she doesn’t want us to find him, she would have covered her tracks. You know that. She made a will with a new baby, while most people aren’t even thinking straight. She was clear. Very clear. These are her wishes. It’s not the time to go on a wild-goose chase. We need to sort this out, concentrate on Kat for now.’


      Sarah felt a surge of command. Sam was looking at her, taking in what she was saying as though she knew what to do.


      Eve tried to fold her bulky set of A4 documents and shove them into a gold handbag she normally reserved for intimate dinners in London. Her floral dress caught itself on a momentary gust. She smoothed it down and wished she could catch the sun under it to warm herself up. It was thirty-five degrees and her insides were cold. When she spoke, she didn’t have a clue what she was saying. ‘We need to have a think and a talk and …’


      Someone began moving west, and they all walked west. In single file, they ascended the concrete steps of the covered stand, the Des Mullins Stand, which housed eleven rows of slatted wooden seats, until they came to the second-last row. Sarah sat on the bench below, and Sam and Eve sat together above, overlooking a greenish field dotted with signs explaining that the novel greenish tinge came from bore water below the earth. Fresh graffiti in giant letters on the wall behind them read ‘Skud is a Fag’, with a bubble penis sporting an eye on the tip of the shaft. The graffiti was the size of a man. Sarah patted her shining face with a hanky.


      ‘Eve? Eve?’ Sam looked at Eve and touched her shoulder to reinforce the attempt at connection. ‘Are you okay?’


      ‘Yes, yes. That grass is a strange shade of green. It’s not right. It doesn’t belong out here. Georgia will have plans to fix this place up. She’ll see the potential. Maybe a casino?’


      ‘Eve, what are you going to do?’


      A car drove past and hooted its horn. A boy stuck his head out the back window and yelled at the three figures huddled in the stands. ‘Save us some ganja, guys!’


      ‘I need to talk to Richard. He’s away skiing. I can call him tomorrow. Remember? Remember I told you? He’s away. Skiing. The snow is good there in January. Reliable. Powder.’


      Perched on a crossbeam high above, safely in the corner, was a bird’s nest, emitting screeches, frantic chirps and strange whistling sounds that pinged around the stand.


      Sarah looked up at them both. ‘Eve, you need to think this through. A five-month-old baby in London. Richard. Your work. I’m here. I have a cot. I have the boys. I don’t have any pink clothes.’ Eve’s head was down; she was tracing the lines in the cement floor with a stick. Sam was looking straight at Sarah. Eve was making herself small. ‘This is ridiculous,’ Sarah said. ‘Having a discussion in a garage over who walks away with a human being … Are you going to say anything, Eve?’


      A scratching sound from the stick on cement and the hungry chicks in the nest above answered.


      Sarah was sitting up straight, her head darting this way and that. Since the moment she had walked into the garage and the will was read, she had felt a sense of purpose she couldn’t contain. It was creating an energy inside her that was turning euphoric. ‘Eve, I can do anything that’s needed. What I mean is that I understand if you are unable to do this. This is big. This is a decision you have to make. You have to make it, Eve. At least we have each other. Eve?’


      Sarah patted her hair at the crown and tucked in an errant bra strap that had fallen down her arm. ‘Eve! Say something.’


      Still nothing. Sarah’s voice faltered, and its shiny tautness splintered into a million little sharp pieces. ‘This is about a baby. It’s about a new, little baby who has no mother, and you have been chosen. If you can’t do this, it’s not fair to …’


      An ant had been zipping up Eve’s calf, and she flicked it away with her fingers.


      ‘This is a gift, Eve.’


      ‘Oh, Sarah, it’s not a gift. This is a shitty, shitty situation.’


      ‘Don’t say that when there is a baby involved.’


      ‘Sarah, stop. You can’t fix this with some fairy floss, chocolate sprinkles and sweet words, and you can’t pretend this hasn’t happened either, so we’re all stuffed. She’s going to grow up never knowing her mother. Probably never knowing her father. Kat’s going to get the B team. You and me, Sarah, we’re the B team.’


      ‘Why would you say that, Eve?’


      Eve didn’t answer.


      ‘Why would you say that?’ Sarah screamed the words so violently that her face went red and three birds took flight from the nest, hitting the roof before shaking themselves off and flying away into the sky. A brown, furry hatchling fell and landed on the cement in the corner near the bin. It didn’t move. Sam stood up in front of the drawn penis, not knowing what he should do.


      ‘Don’t,’ Sarah said firmly, coming down a step before Sam could get near. ‘Don’t.’


      The energy that was propelling Sarah left her body with her scream, and she swiped for her handbag, grabbing it cleanly. ‘Where are you, Eve? What kind of person have you become?’


      Sarah didn’t expect an answer and started for the steps. Then she turned and looked up at Eve, who was still sitting with her knees together and her back hunched over and her head poking forwards like some kind of startled bird. Still with that stick in her hand. ‘If you do this, Eve, you have to be sure, because you have a choice. You have me. You have to know you can give Kat what she needs. That you can do this.’


      Sam stood between the two women, unsure of what he was standing between.


      ‘Maybe the best thing to do is for everyone to speak to their boyfriends, husbands, get away from each other, have a think, a rest, and meet tomorrow,’ he said in a tone that made them both want to hit him. He put out his hand to help Eve up. She didn’t move.


      A crow swooped under cover and perched on a beam above, its little eyes taking in the spider under the seat, the woman holding the stick, the crust of a sandwich swarming with ants directly below, and then the hatchling unable to move, lying near a cigarette butt. Sarah caught the black wings out of the corner of her eye, and it put her off balance for a second. Then she grabbed the stick out of Eve’s hands, surprising herself. ‘This is how it’s turned out,’ she said, throwing the stick down the row of seats. ‘We were always going to pay, Eve. Always. Hopefully, this is the end of it. Then we can start again. I’m going back to my room.’


      It took Sarah’s stout body two steps to go down each concrete landing, giving the impression she was incredibly uncoordinated. As Eve watched her walking away, she saw the glossy black crow spread its wings and arch its back on a perch above Sarah’s left shoulder. The crow paused as though it might change its mind, then it swooped past Sarah’s back, its wings making a full whooping sound, diving with such grace and strength, and snatched the hatchling in its beak, turned and flew away into the blue.


      ‘Oh my god,’ Sarah said, stopping, putting her hand over her eyes and following the crow’s flight. ‘What did that crow have in its beak?’


      ‘A baby bird,’ Eve replied, her eyes on the disappearing crow too. ‘A hatchling had fallen over there.’ Eve pointed to a patch of cement that held no evidence of anything unusual other than that people couldn’t be bothered to use bins.


      ‘No,’ Sarah said, putting her hand over her mouth. ‘That is so cruel.’


      Eve remembered Bill pulling a stillborn lamb out of its mother. The mother was walking around the paddock, head down, nibbling on grass, with her dead baby, its long limbs slack and dangling, half-in, half-out of her body at the rear.


      ‘It’s sad, girls, I know, but it is what it is,’ he said, his gloved hands covered in blood. Eve was standing behind Meg, clutching the back of her T-shirt. ‘That’s nature for you. Sometimes it’s not fair.’


      ‘That’s nature for you, Sarah,’ Eve repeated.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

    


    
      Two more boxes and three enviro bags and Eve would be finished unpacking her earthly goods into Richard’s flat. She could then officially say she was a resident of Marylebone. She had already found homes for the contents of two suitcases, a vanity, an overnight case, four boxes and her cello – not a huge amount for a thirty-two-year-old. She had left her bed, TV and dining table for the flatmate who was going to take her room in Notting Hill.


      Eve walked down the stairs to the kitchen and simply revelled in having to walk downstairs to a kitchen. There were three bedrooms over two floors. The kitchen was on the ground floor, adjoining a combined living and dining room, and a guest bathroom was discreetly tucked away nearby. There were French doors leading to a small courtyard with a bench seat and table and apple tree – the perfect reading nook this summer.


      Eve opened the first box and found piles of sheet music in cardboard folders, some hardback biographies, a few favourite novels, some travel brochures from Vienna and Stockholm, and two wooden spoons. She walked around the flat, inserting her novels and biographies in the bookshelves, pretending they had always belonged. She noticed a photo album that looked exactly like a book and pulled it out.


      There was Richard, standing in his ski gear in the French Alps. She could see the long, grey shadow on the white snow of the person taking the picture. The shadow had long hair and a small waist. It was a woman. Eve thought it must be Richard’s girlfriend before her: Danielle. She had heard about her at dinner parties. Her name would be included in stories and then swallowed when the storyteller realised he was mentioning a previous girlfriend in front of the new one or in front of Richard.


      Richard was with Danielle for over two years, and there were no photos of her anywhere, no evidence, no pieces of furniture that were hers or presents from her that were his. Three photos from the album had a person cut out of them. She flicked the plastic pages of holiday snaps and studied closely a photo at the back, which was of a group of people at a picnic charging their champagne glasses. The woman leaning back on her elbows in a white dress had her head cut out of the shot. That was her too. Eve just knew it. The mysterious decapitated Danielle. Eve had asked Richard about her, and he’d said she was delusional, she made things up. Then he’d said he didn’t want to talk about her again; she wasn’t worth it. She hated the idea of Richard with another woman and slid the album back in the bookshelf exactly where she had found it.


      Crossing her legs on the floor with a glass of wine tucked behind her knee, she peered into the final box. After this, it would all be finished; she would have moved in. She breathed in and out, in and out, and it made her feel giddy and victorious. She steadied herself and stared at the painting in the dining room of a horse, its neck straining, its mouth half-open, leaping over a hedge, its rider leaning forwards, gripping the reins, and made a mental note to get rid of it as soon as possible and replace it with something less … less … severe.


      The smell of roasting capsicum drifted in from the kitchen. Eve withdrew more music and a folder containing four-year-old bills and receipts. She put her hands around the bottom of the pile and felt three photo albums.


      She took a sip and turned a page, looking at herself six months after arriving in London, twenty-four years old, wearing a long, red sweater and a mustard-coloured coat over the top, with black jeans. She looked like a human dagwood dog. Her brother had bet her that within a year of living in London she would put on two stone and start smoking. All the girls from Australia did, he said. She didn’t disappoint, but within three years, and after giving up pints of cider because an evening swimming in its soft, amber glow had seen her somehow ending up in a church graveyard in Reading, rolling over four or five dead souls and laughing so hard she had to pee in a bush, the weight dropped off, and now she only smoked at parties when there was nothing else to do.


      She turned the crackling pages, and there was Meg. There they both were on a holiday in Vietnam in their second year at university. Both glistening and wearing singlet tops and shorts, drinking beer around a small table, tanned shoulders touching for the photo. Even Eve had a slight tan. There they were again; someone had taken this one when they were unaware on a boat on a river with rice fields in the background, just their profiles in the shadow, their features hidden, their noses nearly touching, deep in conversation. She would call Meg soon to tell her the deed was done and it was now official. Meg was talking about visiting, about how maybe they would travel to Turkey next year. Maybe then Meg would get that bug out of her system and settle in one place.


      After Eve finished putting the remainder of her possessions into hall cupboards or bedroom drawers, she carried the empty and flattened boxes to the communal bins downstairs, saying hello to a neighbour on her way. She busied herself in the kitchen peeling the blistered skin of the roasted capsicum, grating parmesan, chopping onion and chilli and garlic, blanching asparagus, breaking and beating eggs to make a frittata.


      The table was set, a few non-scented candles at the end, and Richard admired the colours in the frittata in the oven when he arrived home. Another glass of wine dangled in her fingers as Richard told her an amusing anecdote about his PA while opening his mail.


      He stood in front of his painting of a horse, creating the illusion that it was about to leap over his left shoulder and into Eve’s chest.


      ‘… and then George wonders why I didn’t take him to a meeting with Harrods this afternoon. It drives me nuts. He’s put on so much weight he doesn’t have an Adam’s apple. I’ve looked. I’ve studied his neck when he talks – he’s lost a piece of his anatomy and he’s okay with it. Just accepts it. Would you go on like nothing has happened if you couldn’t find your right eye?’


      ‘He’s a happy man, Richard.’ Eve laughed and placed a hand on his back, telling him that he should calm down and be seated for a dinner of frittata and salad.


      ‘Back to work tomorrow?’ Richard asked, finishing his dessert.


      ‘God, yes. It’s been lovely mooching around, taking my time to unpack and get sorted, cooking dinner.’ It had surprised Eve how much she had enjoyed playing house. Probably because she knew her playing had a limited lifespan. ‘I meant to say, I have a wedding to do next Saturday, so I won’t make it to Susan’s.’


      ‘That’s a shame. It’s going to be a good turnout. Anthony does a great lunch. He’s almost maniacal about it. I think he spends six months organising it, sourcing ingredients, deciding on the menu, working out the positioning of guests. Poor thing.’


      ‘I wish I could come,’ Eve said, meaning it. A few traffic noises made their way across the table, and, even though Eve had made a conscious decision not to eat all her ice cream, she looked down at her bowl and it was empty.


      ‘Well, you always could come. You don’t have to work so much any more, Eve. You’re not paying rent and the rest. You don’t have to work so hard.’


      Eve’s fingers ran along the side of the walnut dining table, feeling the grain and the knots. It was so big and imposing for just the two of them. ‘I want to contribute, Richard.’ Once, in their six months together, Richard had let her pay for dinner at Thai Me to the Moon. ‘I want to pay rent and my share of the bills, and …’


      ‘Eve, you don’t need to. That’s one of the reasons human beings cohabit, to combine strengths and resources. It’s the old “you scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours”. It doesn’t hurt that it makes things cheaper, too.’


      It had been a running discussion since Richard had asked Eve to move in with him: what Eve should contribute financially, how they would divide up the pounds, the income, in the new domestic setup. She had never done it before and was finding it hard to separate pragmatism from ideals.


      ‘We are a couple, Eve. I look after you, and you look after me. I’m not going to talk about it again. I’m paying a mortgage, and I’ve been doing it successfully for years. You just need to work out whether you really want to work all weekend and leave me all by myself. It makes me sad. I miss you.’ He stuck out his bottom lip.


      ‘Richard. Stop. You sound like a grown man who is about to bring a teddy bear onto the table and start stroking it. It makes me feel ill.’


      His voice straightened up. ‘Well, I do miss you. What is the point of sharing your life with someone if you tag-team?’


      Eve looked at her empty bowl. She looked at the man in front of her making sense, and she realised she missed him when she played in the orchestra at night and on weekends, and also at weekend weddings. They were tag-teaming in their relationship. Admittedly, there were only five booked weddings this year. ‘Okay, you know what? You’re right. I’ll do this one and then I’m out of the quartet. I’m sick of running around on weekends, playing at other people’s weddings. But I’m paying the bills around here.’


      ‘Great, you big femo. Pay some bills. Let’s go to a movie to celebrate our first night.’ Richard gave her a kiss on the neck as he walked past. ‘Just let me change.’


      Eve busied herself in the kitchen and finished off the dregs in the two glasses of wine. She didn’t know if she felt a bit free or a bit tipsy. This was a new beginning. She heard the plumbing squeak and groan and water running between the walls and knew that Richard had decided to take a shower in the main bathroom upstairs. It had a bigger shower than the en suite, and Richard liked the space, said he could move around and not knock his elbows. She then heard his footsteps creak the floorboards beneath the carpet and go into the bedroom. If they kept moving, they could catch a 9.30 session.


      ‘Eve. Eve?’ Richard called down the stairs. It sounded urgent; time was getting away. She bounded up the stairs, her long limbs carrying her like a puppy to where Richard stood at the top. ‘Come here.’


      ‘What?’


      ‘It’s “pardon”, Eve, not “what”. It’s time you learnt that. Come here.’ He grabbed her arm and pulled her into the bedroom.


      Eve couldn’t work out what was happening.


      ‘What is that?’


      ‘Pardon?’ Eve said, scanning the room, trying to figure out exactly what Richard was talking about. ‘I mean what?’


      ‘That.’ He pointed inside the en suite.


      ‘I don’t understand. What’s going on?’


      ‘Look at the vanity.’


      Eve was looking at him, at the vanity, back at Richard, back at the vanity.


      He then spoke at half-speed. ‘Look where your hairbands are.’


      Eve laughed. He must be joking. There were two black hairbands sitting on top of the vanity.


      ‘Eve, don’t do this. Don’t disappoint me.’


      Eve didn’t need to turn to see Richard’s face; she could see it floating in the mirror, over her right shoulder.


      ‘Pick them up. Pick the fucking things up.’


      Eve did as she was told and held the two black hairbands tight in her hand. She was so stunned that her mouth was hanging open, and when she caught her reflection she closed it, remembering those rows of clowns in sideshow alley at The Royal Easter Show.


      ‘What I don’t get, Eve, is why you wouldn’t bother to just put hairbands away. In the drawer. They have hair coming out of them. It’s all over the vanity.’ His voice was so tight and low that it slithered across the room and slipped under doors. He grabbed some toilet paper off the reel and wiped the vanity down.


      Eve still didn’t know what to say.


      ‘It’s about having standards, Eve. Some of us have standards. Are basic standards too much to ask?’


      Eve turned away from the mirror to face the real Richard and stumbled over her own feet. She grabbed the towel rack to stay upright. She felt cold on the tiles. He wasn’t doing this. ‘Richard. Listen to yourself. It’s a couple of hairbands. Hairbands. It’s not a gun or Rogaine.’


      Richard stood perfectly straight in the doorway. He tilted his chin up before he spoke so that Eve could see his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down, up and down – a moving monument to his control.


      ‘That’s right, Eve, make a clumsy joke. Do you think it’s funny, Eve, to live like a pig?’ He gripped both sides of the doorframe with either hand and leant his body slowly towards her, snorting twice like a pig in her face. Then he leant in so close his lips were almost touching her nose, and he snorted twice again.


      Something wet hit her lips. She stepped away from him and hit her thigh on the vanity. She threw the hairbands into the sink, the dark hair attached to them making squiggles on the white porcelain, and tried to push past Richard, who was standing firm in the doorway. ‘Let me through.’


      Richard kept his body tensed and his arms up. ‘Where do you want to go, Miss Piggy? You have to say “please”. Find some manners from somewhere.’


      ‘Richard. Stop.’


      ‘Say “please”, Miss Piggy.’


      Eve tried to duck under but he was too quick. She tried to push but he was too strong. She wasn’t going to play this game. She inhaled and said ‘please’ to the floor.


      Richard moved away from the door a little, and Eve had to press her body against his to pass.


      ‘I can’t believe we are having this conversation.’


      ‘Neither can I.’ And then Richard turned away from his reflection. ‘We’re going to be late for the movies.’


      ‘I’m not going anywhere with someone who calls me a pig.’ She stood watching him, thinking about hairbands, wishing she hadn’t finished the dregs of the wine so she could think straight.


      Richard tucked in his shirt, bent over to tie up his shoelaces and let out a sigh. He was neat and ready. ‘C’mon, Eve. It’s called a disagreement. I’m not into mess. Okay? It’s good to understand each other. Understand each other’s expectations.’


      ‘Richard, you called me a pig. You swore at me over two hairbands. You snorted in my face and now you’re completely fine. I’m not going.’


      ‘I thought you were a grown-up, Eve. I was teasing you to make a point. You seem to have no trouble making a joke at my expense – the Rogaine wasn’t a nice thing to say, Eve – and I don’t overreact.’


      Eve walked up the hallway as though she was going somewhere. She had to get out. She had always felt so safe with Richard, so looked after.


      ‘Suit yourself.’


      Richard turned the other way and took the steps downstairs with even strides. He picked his keys, wallet and phone from the sideboard, mimicking his last actions before he left for work in the mornings.


      Eve came down the stairs after she heard the front door shut and wandered around the living room, unable to sit still. She spun around three times near the kitchen island, taking in the heavy sofa, the industrial cooktop, the plantation shutters, and replayed the conversation, trying to work out whether she’d got what just happened wrong. She stopped spinning and went back up the stairs into their room to pack a bag. She was going to Elise’s. She kept swallowing hard, but she didn’t know what she was swallowing. She grabbed some pyjamas, a toothbrush and was looking through her newly claimed drawers for her jeans when, downstairs, her phone beeped. She took two steps at a time to reach it quickly, her legs unsteady. Pulling it out of her jacket pocket, she read the text on the screen from Richard.


      
        I’m outside. On the street waiting. You are an angel and I am a fool.

      

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

    


    
      What time did you say this starts?’ Richard’s voice dived down the stairs and into the lounge room, where Eve was stacking glossy magazines in a pile on the coffee table.


      ‘Seven-thirty.’


      ‘We’re being fed, aren’t we?’


      ‘I think so.’


      ‘You think so? It’s a seven-thirty start – there should be food. That’s what you do if you host a party and put seven-thirty on the invite. You feed people.’


      Eve double-checked she knew where her mobile and wallet were, tapping on both to make sure they weren’t apparitions, as the voice continued to sweep through.


      ‘I don’t want to go to a party if there isn’t anything more than alcohol and a packet of salt-and-vinegar crisps on a coffee table somewhere. Aren’t we getting too old to go to parties like that?’


      Tired of yelling, Eve walked up the stairs and watched Richard in his towel, putting on his deodorant. She didn’t tell him there wasn’t a formal invitation, as such. It was a text, from Elise, less than a week ago.


      
        Come round next Saturday for my birthday. Don’t say no again, please. Bring dancing shoes and a bottle of your unfinest. 7.30 pm. Can’t wait to see you. XX

      


      ‘I haven’t seen Elise for ages – it will be fun. I’m sure there will be food there.’


      ‘But what type? Soggy crisps and some cold sausage rolls? We’re not at university any more.’


      This was the trouble with high standards. It took all the fun out of low standards. ‘We can always eat something quick before we go,’ Eve said. ‘Grab some Japanese, have a cocktail somewhere nice. We don’t have to be on time.’


      ‘But I don’t want to eat something quick. I want to enjoy someone else’s hospitality. When we invite people over, we go to trouble, because we are entertaining them. We think about the right menu, the wines to match. We clean the apartment, put fresh hand towels out in the bathroom. It’s not rocket science. I know what will happen tonight. I will go to the bathroom and five people will bust their way in and say sorry and giggle like four-year-olds. It’s banal.’ With Richard’s full vowels, the short word ‘banal’ went on for a disproportionate amount of time.


      ‘Richard, you spend half your life making sure you’re on top of the latest trends, buying the right trainers, talking to your staff as though you’re twenty-two, but you’re forty-one and sounding it.’


      Eve immediately went to the bed and rearranged the mass of pillows like there was a magic formula to getting the six of them in a line-up worthy of a home-magazine picture and it all needed to be done right now else the roof would fly off. It was a low blow to mention his age. He hated being reminded he was eight years older than Eve. A coathanger struck the back of the walk-in wardrobe as Richard snatched a shirt down from his line of casual options. Eve couldn’t see him, but she could feel him.


      ‘I know what you mean. I’m getting sick of it too,’ Eve said. ‘We even have to bring our own bottle of wine. Maybe we should bring some takeaway too. In little boxes … and our own little chairs.’


      Eve received no reply, so she continued. ‘I don’t know what Elise is doing with Toby. Let’s go there, have a couple of drinks and we can leave early, get something to eat on the way home. How’s that sound?’


      Eve could hear a pair of shoes being removed from a shoebox. Laces were pulled tight and tied.


      ‘Is this party for anything?’ Richard asked.


      ‘It’s Elise’s birthday. That reminds me, can you sign the card? I’ll just go downstairs and grab it.’


      Eve ran downstairs and past the painting of the horse in flight, straining, its mouth wide open, being pushed on by its master. It was now October. She had been living with Richard for over a year, and for the first two months she’d sworn she was going to get rid of that painting. Now she didn’t even see it. She grabbed Elise’s present and card and stopped for a moment near that horse. She touched the contours of the dry paint, the horse’s leg, let her fingers move up to its straining neck. It couldn’t be so bad if she didn’t even notice it any more, she thought.


      ‘So we are going to a party for a thirty-four-year-old woman, taking our own alcohol, giving her a present and not getting fed,’ Richard said when she returned. ‘Am I correct?’ Before Eve could answer, he repeated, ‘Eve, am I correct?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Jesus. I can’t believe she’s not an Australian. What did you, what did we, get her?’


      ‘It’s a T-shirt.’


      ‘What sort of T-shirt?’


      ‘Just one to wear with jeans. You know, with an Andy Warhol face sketched on the front.’


      Beneath the gold foil and brown-string bow was a pale-blue V-neck cashmere jumper perfect for Elise’s pale colouring. It was overly generous but hopefully made up for Eve cancelling plans to meet up with her so much lately that Elise hardly called any more. Eve had run out of cash and used her credit card. Human beings are terrific at adapting without even knowing they are terrific at adapting. She had limited cash and unlimited credit, so she just spent money in a different way.


      Richard would give her a cash allowance each week, and everything else went on the credit card. It was a good system, usually. Most places took Visa. She looked down at the new pair of stiletto ankle boots she was about to put on. Running out of cash caused problems, but Eve would just have to find more places that took Visa and go to lunch with Richard’s friend Annie and her girlfriends on her credit card and let them give her cash for the meal, so she could put it in her wallet for later. A bit of lateral thinking could convert plastic money into real money.


      Richard appeared in the bedroom dressed. Eve slipped on her boots and put on gold chandelier earrings. She kept her jewellery on top of the tallboy in a black lacquered box. Her parents’ bracelet was in there somewhere. The pale-blue stone on a necklace reminded her: she must remember to air an old cashmere jumper from the bottom of the drawer when Richard was at work this week and then wear it, so that when he checked the credit-card statement there wouldn’t be a question mark next to it, and she wouldn’t have to account for it when she sat down with him to go through any unusual purchases or services at the dining table. She made another mental note to ask Elise not to open her present until they’d left. Eve cursed Elise for not giving her enough time to put money away each week so she could buy her something without Richard knowing about it. She shut her jewellery box and it made a tight, nervous sound.


      ‘God, you’re beautiful, Eve. I can never stay cross at you.’ Richard walked behind Eve, put both hands around her body and grabbed her breasts. He kissed the back of her neck. Eve’s shoulders dropped, and she turned to kiss him back.


      ‘I’m sorry about tonight, Richard. It’s low rent. I know it’s low rent.’


      ‘Don’t worry about it, honey. These things happen. Next time, tell me earlier, and I will take us away for the weekend – then we’ll have the perfect excuse not to see these people.’


      Eve nuzzled into his neck and put one long hand up and around the back of his head and into his thick hair. Richard turned her around and pushed her against the tallboy. Eve’s body tightened, knowing now this would be quick. He undid the buttons on the back of her dress and slipped off the silk Japanese print, and it floated to the floor.


      ‘Take off your bra,’ he whispered.


      She did it.


      ‘Take off your pants.’


      She did it.


      ‘Leave your boots on.’


      He pushed her feet out to the sides, and she went over on one ankle. She had never managed to stop being uncoordinated. Weak ankles, her mother told her.


      ‘So clumsy,’ he told her, correcting her stance, pushing her legs further apart as though she was about to be frisked in a cop show.


      Eve gripped the tallboy and looked down at her black heels making indents in the carpet. The jewellery in her case on top of the tallboy bounced and made grating metallic high notes as he drove himself into her from behind. Her three bottles of perfume bounced with the rhythm. She resisted the urge to reach out and make sure they didn’t fall. She’d also resisted the urge to take a deep breath when he entered. He hated when she didn’t enjoy sex. He grabbed her hips and pushed harder. She realised he had come when it stung even more. He never made a sound, now, when he came. When he was on top, she would watch his face and see him catch his breath just once. That’s how she knew. A breath, and then he would stop. Her tallboy stopped swaying.


      ‘Shall we get going? Sooner we do this, sooner we can have something decent to eat.’


      ‘Sure.’ Eve slipped on her underpants and bra and scooped up her dress from the floor.


      


      ‘Happy birthday, Elise.’ Richard bent down and gave Elise a kiss on the cheek and a bottle of expensive wine. ‘Crowded already. You know how to throw a party.’


      ‘Richard, you’re gorgeous. Put your coats over there and come in and grab yourself a drink.’


      Eve followed Richard up the hallway and asked him, ‘Can you get me a drink?’ She then turned and found Elise.


      ‘Elise, happy birthday. Open it later.’ Eve’s eyes said ‘please’.


      ‘Thanks, Evie,’ Elise said, slightly frazzled, putting the present away in a kitchen cupboard next to cereal packets. She grabbed Eve’s hands and pulled her over near the fridge. ‘It’s been forever. I never see you any more, you hopeless, busy girl.’


      Another body swept into the tiny kitchen and foraged around for a bottle of alcohol. It grabbed Elise from behind and pulled her away from Eve, breaking their grip.


      ‘Gordon, hello,’ Elise swung herself around and said. ‘Eve, this is Gordon.’


      ‘Hi.’


      As they all moved as one out of the kitchen, Elise mouthed at Eve, ‘I want to talk to you later.’


      Eve mouthed back, ‘Okay,’ before landing in the hallway, where it smelt of thirty-year-old carpet and old curry, and a whirlwind of introductions began.


      Eve made decent small talk, not great small talk. She concentrated on the obvious: work, where they lived, how they knew Elise. It was boring. ‘See you in there,’ Eve said, slipping out of the hallway through the crowd towards the living room. For a tall woman, she was getting good at slipping through cracks. She saw the top of Richard’s head first; he was leaning into a couple, straining to hear.


      ‘Who knew the BBC would be so averse to unisex bathrooms?’ Richard replied as Eve swung in beside him and put her hand on the small of his back.


      There were introductions, some banter and a few more exchanges of information regarding how they knew Elise. Another couple joined the group. Someone – Kathy, Karen, an American with great teeth – asked Eve how she knew Elise.


      ‘We’ve worked together and we’ve lived together. Most importantly, Elise taught me everything I know about cider. Thankfully, I moved on to decent wine.’


      Eve put her wine glass up in the air to emphasise the point, and the semicircle emitted an appreciative laugh.


      ‘Cider, I still don’t get it,’ Malcolm, Elise’s cousin, said, more dumbfounded than seemed necessary. Eve didn’t consider drinking cider an intellectual pursuit worthy of ‘getting’.


      ‘Oh, I thought you may have gone to school with her,’ the American said. ‘I thought you were that friend of hers who she used to get up to all sorts of mischief with at school. You know, the pretend funeral they staged for their Saturday music teacher. Setting the chickens free. What was another one? That’s right. Convincing their Latin teacher to make mead as a class activity, and the teacher lost his job because the girls all got drunk.’


      Again, there was laughter. The group split in two like a cell dividing, and Richard peeled off to talk to the man on his right about an online start-up business that was creating ‘buzz’. Richard traded numbers with him, and they spoke to each other with purpose, while Malcolm, the American and Eve were left, with the only thread of connection still being Elise. Around them, there were bursts of laughter and conversation, the tinkling of glasses and the opening of cans of beer, layered on top of music and the smell of dope.


      ‘I always thought it sounded like such good old English school fun.’ The American had to shout a bit now. ‘Something out of a Famous Five book. My high school was all about the cafeteria, fried food and lots of girls wearing lots of make-up and short skirts and thinking they had reached the pinnacle of life because they could spell small words with pompoms. I thought it was you.’


      ‘No, wasn’t me,’ Eve said. ‘I’m Australian. Went to school a long way away from here.’


      ‘Oh, okay, not you.’ The American shrugged her shoulders. ‘Anyway, it seemed so foreign to me,’ she said. ‘So wonderful and foreign. Where’s a long way away, then?’


      ‘Sydney,’ Eve said.


      Malcolm raised his eyebrows for no reason. Maybe he was saying ‘another one’, Eve thought.


      ‘That is a long way away,’ the American said when the pause became too long. They all took a sip of their drinks at the same time, and then let them fall at the same time, and then nodded at the same time, the synchronised movements so awkward.


      ‘It was a long time ago, too,’ Eve said. ‘A long, long time ago.’


      Malcolm obviously didn’t feel the need to contribute.


      ‘I wish I knew then what I do now,’ the American said.


      Eve looked over Malcolm’s head at what was happening in the room, in case there was someone from the orchestra she knew. Somebody was passing around a tray of mini-quiches. She looked at the American, who she guessed was on the precipice of over-sharing, and began to calculate exit strategies.


      ‘What are you girls talking about? You wish you knew what?’ Malcolm asked.


      ‘You know,’ the American said. ‘That it was probably the biggest gift in the long run not to be one of those girls.’


      Malcolm still looked perplexed and took another sip of his drink.


      ‘Oh, you don’t get it,’ the American said and sighed dramatically. ‘I just wish I knew then that it would actually serve me better in life not to be the girl with everything at school. You know, the anointed one. I agonised at the time, but I’m the one who left Cedar Rapids because my career took me around the world. I’m good at my job, I’ve turned out more than fine with men, but, god, at the time, I was fifteen and going down in flames every day. I’m here now, and those girls peaked at eighteen.’


      ‘What do you do?’ Eve asked.


      ‘I’m a risk-management analyst.’


      ‘Oh,’ Eve said. ‘Great. Risk management? It takes you around the world. That’s great.’


      ‘Maybe you should have become like that mother in the US who got a hit man to kill the cheerleading captain, Kathy? Locked the doors and took her out mid-gym class,’ Malcolm said, missing a beat.


      ‘I would put more than Renee Rogers on my hit list, that’s for sure,’ Kathy said, and they laughed. ‘I have a list. There were some fucking evil girls,’ she continued, her voice louder now – so loud that Richard and his conversation partner turned for a second to see what they were talking about. Then they turned back.


      ‘I love how you girls never forget a name from school,’ Malcolm said. ‘You can’t remember someone you worked with for five years when you run into them on the street, but if you went to school with them twenty years ago, clear as day.’


      ‘You know what I mean,’ Kathy said, looking at Eve. ‘I’d do things differently. I think everyone would. Wouldn’t you?’


      ‘Who wouldn’t?’ Eve said to the American trying to claim her. Then she made a show of discovering that her glass was empty. ‘But you can’t go back. I’m just going to get another.’


      Richard was deep in conversation, and Eve mouthed to him that she was going to the kitchen. He pulled out of the conversation and swung around towards her.


      ‘Do you want one? I just need to go to the bathroom first.’ Eve was careful to say ‘bathroom’ she once asked where the toilet was at a dinner party and Richard didn’t speak to her for two days. He wrote, in very small, perfect letters, on a Post-it note the next morning addressed to ‘The Girl with an Intellectual Disability in the House’ and left in her underwear drawer, ‘It’s bathroom not toilet’. That was how she knew.


      Richard shook his head. Eve walked past the toilet door and headed straight for the kitchen, where she found a collection of leaning bottles in some ice in a tub next to the sink. She looked for a dry white and pulled out one that matched her mood from its icy surrounds and unscrewed the lid. It would be Christmas in two months, and she thought of the cold coming again. The wind. The jackets and scarves. The darkness at 4 pm. The tips of her fingers turning blue.


      A hand grabbed her wrist as she tilted the bottle of Sauvignon Blanc over a wine glass with someone else’s lip-gloss marks on the rim. ‘Bloody Americans. She doesn’t know me,’ Eve said to Richard under her breath.


      ‘Glad you’re enjoying yourself. Let’s go.’


      ‘I’ve only had one drink. I thought we were going to stay for a couple. C’mon, let’s have another. We’ll have fun. I haven’t seen these guys for ages.’


      ‘Eve, we agreed. You said it: dash in and dash out.’


      A woman entered the kitchen and smiled at them. ‘’Scuse me,’ she said, reaching past Eve for a bottle of wine.


      ‘Sorry,’ Eve said, putting her bottle and glass back down on the kitchen bench. ‘I’ll get out of your way.’


      ‘I’m hungry,’ Richard said. ‘Let’s get something to eat while we can. Let’s just go, now.’


      Richard helped Eve with her coat on the steps outside the flat. It was cold for October. People walked past them into the party. Eve said hello to Claudia and Simon, who were on their way in. Claudia was pregnant; she hadn’t known Claudia was pregnant.


      ‘Just grabbing another bottle from the corner. See you back in there,’ Eve said.


      ‘See you.’


      Eve wanted to say ‘congratulations’, but that would have started a whole conversation on the street, and Richard was already walking a few paces ahead.


      ‘Why did you lie to them?’ he asked when she caught up. ‘You’re a big girl. You’re allowed to leave a party when you want to.’


      ‘I didn’t say goodbye to Elise. I feel bad. I don’t know. Usually, it’s the sign of a crap party if people start leaving half an hour after they arrive.’


      ‘It was crap.’


      ‘It was fun. You were having a good time.’


      ‘I was making myself look like I was having a good time. I thought you would know the difference.’


      ‘Where are we going?’ Eve asked when they reached the corner, outside a closed florist shop.


      ‘Maybe Noshiden.’


      ‘I don’t feel like Japanese.’


      Every now and then, they walked past another couple in dark coats, holding on to each other. Eve could already feel the cold coming up through the thin soles of her shoes. She opened her handbag, took out a knitted beret and put it on her head.


      Richard sighed. ‘Eve, you said let’s just have a drink or two and leave and have something to eat. If we don’t get in somewhere now, nothing decent will be open.’


      ‘I don’t want decent food all the time, Richard. I would have been happy with a pizza at one in the morning.’


      They kept walking, with Richard turning every five seconds to look for a cab. ‘Pizza has cheese. A lot of cheese,’ he said, emphasising the word ‘cheese’.


      A cab pulled over. Richard opened the door and let Eve slide across first, before directing the cabbie, ‘Brook Street, W1, thanks.’


      Eve was on a no-dairy diet. It had started last Saturday, after they had sex in the afternoon and Richard turned to her and told her about another of her little problems.


      ‘You should know something, Eve,’ he said plainly. ‘You smell like fish.’


      ‘What?’ she said, lifting her chin up from his chest so she could see his face. ‘I had tuna for lunch, and maybe there’s some on my fingers.’ She smelt them. ‘God, I’ll wash it off. I can’t smell it.’


      ‘Not your fingers,’ Richard said, as Eve started to walk to the bathroom.


      She turned, confused.


      ‘Down there. Your pussy. It really smells like fish. I can smell it when we’re having sex, and it’s off-putting. It doesn’t smell right.’


      Eve put her hand on the wall to centre herself. She felt for the light switch and turned it on, now that she was there.


      ‘It’s okay, it’s okay,’ he said. ‘Come here.’


      ‘No.’


      ‘Come here, Eve. It’s okay.’ He patted the warm spot next to him.


      Eve went to him and sat where his hand had been patting, not knowing what else to do. She pulled a sheet around her naked body.


      ‘It’s dairy. I’ve read up about it. It’s not you, Eve, it’s dairy. We can do this – you just need to cut dairy out,’ he said, stroking her hair. ‘You’re so beautiful. It’s okay. It doesn’t agree with some women. Problem solved. Four weeks, no dairy and it will be sorted. Don’t worry, my gorgeous girl, we can sort this out.’


      ‘Okay, Japanese,’ Eve said in the back of the cab. Richard gave her thigh a squeeze and they wove their way through the streets of London in autumn to eat some raw fish.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

    


    
      The blinking red light threw a small circle of crimson on the wall in short bursts. It was the first thing Eve noticed when she opened the door to the flat on this Monday evening in December. It disturbed her, the red neediness; it made her shudder before she even put down her groceries on the polished wooden floor.


      Eve hung up her coat in the hall cupboard, slinging her new scarf around it, trying to ignore the relentless red throb. Who would be calling her? She ran through a list of suspects as she stood still in the hall with the shopping bags at her feet. Richard always called on her mobile, finding her wherever she was: shopping, walking to the gym, watching a movie, in the middle of an afternoon sleep.


      She pushed the bags along the floor with her feet. It wasn’t work; she’d finished up with the orchestra six months ago, in June, and they had stopped calling her, asking her to do casual work, in September. She doubted it was her friends from London – one by one, they had floated away from her like leaves down a stream, and she hadn’t noticed until they had turned a corner and were out of sight. It could be Annie. She had grown into a friend since that first weekend away with Richard. Well, someone to go to lunch with and talk about where they should go in the holidays and who they needed to make sure didn’t come too.


      Eve decided to leave it blinking. She didn’t want to talk to anyone, call anyone back. She didn’t know what to say to people any more. She stuck a magazine over the top of the answering machine and took the groceries into the kitchen, unpacking the contents one by one into the Hamptons-inspired cupboards.


      She was going to make Greek-style marinated roast lamb, roast potatoes and greens. Perfect for a cold night in December. She pulled out the shoulder of lamb and set it up on the bench, rubbing its flesh generously with olive oil, oregano, and salt and pepper. She sliced the flesh, pushed cloves of garlic deep into the slits and then splashed some white wine across the shoulder as a last-minute thought.


      She had never been into cooking before Richard. She used to joke to her old flatmates on evenings when she was starving that she would be happy with some kind of pill at mealtimes that gave you all your nutrients and filled you up. Now, she could whip up stuffed spatchcock at dinner parties and eggplant-lasagne dinners, lentil-and-beetroot lunches and home-made Bircher muesli in the mornings.


      She dropped the shoulder into a roasting dish as if she was putting a gnawed-at cob of corn in the bin and washed her oily hands under the tap, hating the meat’s greasy feel against her skin. She thought again about the magic food pill. Surely, there were others like her who every now and then couldn’t be bothered with all this– the mixing, the measuring, the waiting, the cleaning, the getting it right – and were happy to swallow a pill instead?


      She had to stick Post-it notes up around the flat, on the wall before she got to the stairs, at the top of the stairs, so she wouldn’t forget she had something in the oven or something simmering on the stovetop. Otherwise, a burnt smell or the smoke alarm would be her first reminder. The other must-do was cleaning. She never forgot to tidy the kitchen before Richard came home. That had become almost automatic. He hated seeing mess in the kitchen while he was eating his dinner; it ruined his meal.


      Eve placed the lamb in the oven and began peeling the potatoes and cutting up the onions. She placed the greens on the chopping board so they were ready for preparation. It was just after 6 pm. Wind swirled against the windows, some of it sneaking under the cracks and whistling to her. She factored into her cooking-and-cleaning schedule getting changed for Richard. She didn’t want to look like a ‘Manchester council mum’ when he came home.


      Eve poured herself a glass of wine and leant against the bench, surveying the open-plan room. She knew every inch off by heart. She could draw it blindfolded, every nook and cranny, she spent so much time here. She swore the flat was shrinking each night as she slept.


      Eve had settled into a sort of routine for her days and wondered, as she dug her hip into the bench until it started to sting, whether she had time tomorrow to slot in fixing up the crack in the skirting board upstairs. She recapped the day’s major events: in the morning, she had made herself busy by going to the gym and spending the rest of the morning learning how to make risotto from scratch from a woman in Shepherd’s Bush who covered everything, including her couches and hallway, in plastic. In the afternoon, she had watched reality TV for five hours straight, taking a ten-minute break to pluck her eyebrows after being inspired when she witnessed an ordinary mum transformed by the perfect arch. Then she had dashed out to get something to cook for dinner.


      Eve looked at her watch and trod upstairs to change her clothes and put on some make-up. Standing in the bathroom, perfectly groomed, her hair tied back in a low ponytail showing off her graceful neck, wearing a black cashmere boat-neck dress and boots, Eve debated whether to watch a repeat of High Maintenance Kids or a half-hour show on the world’s most talented dogs while she cleaned the kitchen and waited for Richard. Dogs who can dance or kids who see dead people?


      ‘Shit.’ Eve ran down the stairs. ‘I forgot to put the potatoes in.’


      She grabbed the roasting pan out of the oven with a tea towel instead of thick oven mitts and burnt her fingertips. ‘Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck.’


      She ran some cold water and wiggled one set of fingers underneath while throwing cut, cold potatoes into the roasting tray with her other hand. She closed the oven door and sucked on the tips of her fingers. They throbbed inside her mouth, all hot and tingly. The blinking again caught her eye, red light escaping from under the magazine.


      ‘Fuck,’ she said, walking over to the answering machine and putting the magazine back on the pile before pressing the button.


      ‘Hi, Eve. What’s going on? Where are you?’ She didn’t need to say her name. ‘You need to call me. What is going on? You’re not returning my emails, my phone calls. Eve?’


      She and Richard were one of the last couples on earth, Eve often thought, who had an answering machine. But Richard wanted it for when his parents called. They were hesitant about calling mobile phones, and at least with a home phone and answering machine, he told Eve, they could leave a message and feel their job of checking up on him was done. The answering machine cut off Meg mid-sentence, and then Meg’s voice was back with message number two.


      ‘I haven’t made it a mission like I should have, Eve, getting in contact, but I’m going to from now. I need to talk to you. Call me or I’m going to keep calling. Every day. What’s going on?’


      Eve hadn’t returned Meg’s last five calls and had ignored her last four emails. Technology can connect a hill tribe in Chiang Mai, Thailand, with an eleven-year-old boy in Atlanta, Georgia. It can also keep friends from ever touching. In the last few months, she had accidentally deleted phone messages, written emails to Meg explaining they were going offline for two weeks due to a computer upgrade, filled her in on news that amounted to absolutely nothing and waved her hand at Richard, telling him to tell Meg she wasn’t home. Once, she had answered the phone and then made her mobile ring and told Meg she had to go, she would call her back later. Eve was pushing Meg away, and she knew it was unfair. She felt sick. The last time Meg and Eve had spoken properly, it was months ago, for over an hour.


      She remembered the phone call. Every word of it lay in front of her, separate and sterile, like evidence from a crime scene. Terms such as ‘choice’ and ‘enough’, ‘you’re kidding’ and ‘keep house’. Harmless words and phrases laid out like weapons. It was late August, it was warm outside and Eve was at home wearing a light floral dress and had all the windows open, fresh air circulating through the flat, dust landing on every surface and sticking like tar.


      Within minutes, Meg had asked about the orchestra and her plans to get serious with a string quartet, and Eve had told her she was going to stop work because the hours were so inconvenient and they planned on having a baby, they wanted to have one next year, but they thought it best to get everything sorted now: her body, the flat, her cooking skills.


      ‘Eve, what do you mean “sort out your body first”? There’s nothing wrong with your body. You’re thirty-three, you have no fertility issues. You can still work and try for a baby.’


      ‘We just want to make sure we’ve done everything we can and we’re ready.’


      ‘You’re kidding, aren’t you? You’ll have no choice but to be ready when the baby comes. You love your work. You don’t need to stop. It’s overkill, dropping everything. What are you going to do every day until then? Keep house?’


      Eve swung her legs off the arm of the chair and sat up. She could hear the disdain in Meg’s voice. Keep house.


      ‘Of course not. I’m going to work, but not just now. I don’t have any skills in life other than playing a bloody cello. Sometimes, that doesn’t get you far in life, Meg. I need to learn a few other things and put them all together. What’s wrong with that? You make me sound like some kind of mass murderer because I might want to make a nice house, better myself, for my husband and baby and me.’


      ‘You’re making yourself sound like some … some … Eve, you don’t have a baby or husband yet. Richard surely doesn’t want you to give up what you love. To not be working, earning money? Eve, are you sure you’ve thought this through?’


      Eve knew it; she knew Meg would do this. She pictured Meg with that grimace on her face. Biting her bottom lip. Her face pulled sideways in concern that Eve was getting it wrong, and then her eyes fixed with resolve to set her straight. Meg, who would never have watched an episode of High Maintenance Kids in her life. Meg, who pushed through everything, handled everything, except men who weren’t her father. Meg, who didn’t go from one extreme to another in a heartbeat like she did.


      Eve became brighter than sunshine. ‘Meg, I’m not giving anything up. I’m just learning new things. It’s time for me to learn new things.’


      ‘Like what?’


      ‘Like home-made pasta.’ Eve had tried to make the words ‘home-made pasta’ sound like heart-bypass surgery. What was she going to tell her: she had mastered folding fitted sheets this week while Meg had stopped three Aboriginal children from going deaf due to middle-ear infections? It was true what Richard said – Eve played, she didn’t do – and it was time to take a break and work out what she was going to ‘do’ with her life.


      ‘You’re good at things now. Playing the cello, that’s you. Moving and swaying like a moron as you play, that’s you. From what you told me, I didn’t think Richard was the type of guy who would want you to give it all up. He’s your biggest supporter. What does he say?’


      It wasn’t the time to tell Meg she had stopped working nearly three months ago, in June. She and Richard had decided that summer was a great time to finish up with the orchestra. They could enjoy the longer, warmer days together, go away on the weekends, spend more time together as a couple and not have to consult Eve’s work schedule once. They may have mentioned babies, but that was down the track. Richard had a busy year ahead at work, and that was their focus. It wasn’t the right time to tell Meg it all seemed very logical at the time and now Eve could tell her every crack in the wall and every mark on the skirting board and how to make the perfect sponge cake and that she didn’t have a clue how she got here. That sometimes her entire day was spent walking from room to room in this flat, and other days were filled with shopping and the gym and cooking dinner and collapsing from exhaustion at the end. Full of stuff and empty. So important, with nothing to do.


      ‘Eve. God. You don’t want to become a Stepford wife. That’s not the kind of person you want to be.’


      Eve banged the phone against her head. The word ‘Stepford’ struck her in the face, and both hits jolted her thoughts from doubt to conviction. Again, in a heartbeat. She was sitting in a beautiful flat in London, waiting for her beautiful, successful boyfriend to come home, and Meg was talking to her about relationships. ‘It’s not weak to want to give to a man, Meg. To do things for a man. To compromise. You should try it some time. I think it’s a bit rich you giving me advice about being in a relationship. I mean, when was the last time you were in a relationship for longer than six months?’ Eve laughed into the silence. It was the laugh, not the words, that Eve knew would bite most.


      ‘Jesus, Eve,’ Meg said. ‘Listen to yourself.’


      ‘No, seriously, when, Meg? If you’re going to pull my choices apart and question them, why can’t I question yours?’


      A sigh came down the phone line from tomorrow, from 17,000 kilometres away. ‘I know more than anybody, Eve, that I fail at that. I fail with men. I’ve always failed. I’ll add it to my list, shall I?’ Meg paused before continuing. ‘Look, I’ve obviously upset you. I’m just saying I think giving up playing the cello is more than giving up work. It’s giving up part of your life – a part that makes you who you are. I can’t even imagine you not playing. I’ve never known you not playing. And I know, whatever you say, you love it. You must miss it. Don’t give it up, that’s all I’m saying. It’s yours. Eve?’


      Eve had been listening, but the knowing from Meg, with her unequivocal tone, her calmness, her surety, made Eve burn, made her bottom jaw move from side to side. She was not that girl. She had been living away from Australia most of her adult life, and she was not that girl any more. Eve wiped the sweat from her palms on the checked tea towel slung over her right shoulder and pushed herself out of the oversized armchair before she responded. ‘I think you’re jealous, Meg. I think finally I have something you don’t. I have a man who loves me, who wants to look after me, who spoils me and who I love back, want to look after, want to spoil, and you don’t have that. Any of that.’


      There was a silence on the phone, and Eve knew that Richard was right. She needed to control her tongue. It got her into all sorts of trouble. Eve looked at her reflection in the hall mirror and pushed an earring through her lobe. It was shimmery and long and shaped like a tear. She saw the tea towel over her shoulder. She could hear Meg breathing. Meg wasn’t talking. She tried to pick up the other earring, but her fingers couldn’t grip it. They pushed the pretty little thing around the table. Nothing was working. She felt dizzy and gripped the side table, easing herself onto the floor.


      ‘God, Meg. Meg?’ Eve said, sitting cross-legged on the floor like a schoolgirl. ‘I shouldn’t have said that. Meg? I’m sorry. It’s not true. Of course it’s not true. You know me. Sometimes I say things I shouldn’t. That I don’t mean. They just come out.’


      ‘No, you don’t.’


      ‘Yes, I do.’


      ‘Since when?’ Meg asked plainly.


      ‘Since? I don’t know. I just do. Say things I shouldn’t. Meg? I’m sorry. Are you there?’


      ‘I’m here.’


      Eve stayed hunched over, but with Meg’s words she took a full breath. ‘I just got angry because, because, maybe you’re right. Maybe I miss playing. I don’t know. I don’t know. I’m really tired and grumpy at the moment, saying stupid things. I’m sorry, Meg, you’ve just had bad luck. It’s just bad luck! … Shit, Meg? Say something. Please.’


      Meg spoke, and her tone was too fine. Too okay. But Eve took the pretence. It was more comforting than silence. ‘You’re right. I have a radar for losers. I seem to have a thing for dickheads. What can I say? I shouldn’t be allowed to pick a man on my own. I’m swearing off them. There are other things in life.’


      ‘Don’t be stupid, Meg. Of course you can pick a man. I said something I didn’t mean. It’s not true. I’ve had a really full-on day and I’m cranky. Seriously, Meg, are we okay? Do you forgive me?’


      ‘Eve, it’s your life. But, just so you have it straight, I’m not jealous.’


      ‘I didn’t mean that. I don’t know why I said it. Meg, I want to do this. I’m happy, Meg, believe me. I’m happy.’ Eve picked up the other earring and pulled the phone away from her ear to slide it through the tiny hole. ‘Enough about me being a Stepford wife?’


      There was a long silence, and Eve could imagine the cogs in Meg’s head ticking over and deciding to file Eve’s new plans about change, about giving up work, and monitor them. ‘I know you’d never be that.’ There was a deep breath down the line. ‘Maybe it is time for a breather. Give yourself a break. Recharge the batteries, as they say, and get back into it.’


      ‘Yes, exactly. Just a break.’ Eve closed the shutters with a crack as Meg began to discuss plans of coming over to London in two months and meeting Richard, spending some time with Eve.


      ‘I really want to see you,’ Meg said. ‘We haven’t seen each other in two years. I’ve never met Richard. I need to see you, Eve.’


      Eve put the last dish in the dishwasher, turned it on and told Meg it would be lovely to catch up in a few months but they were going to Spain with Richard’s business in November. It was seamless. ‘Then it’s Christmas and New Year. I really want to catch up but don’t know where we will be. Richard’s talking of taking some time off and travelling, going to Russia, so maybe after that.’ Richard was talking about the exact opposite. About recommitting to work and shaking things up, about getting results, but the words came out softly and surely.


      ‘Eve? I really want to …’


      Eve’s mobile began ringing, getting louder and louder. ‘I have to go, Meg. I’ll call you soon, and we’ll work out when to get together. I can’t wait to see you. Love you.’ Eve was getting good at this.


      ‘Let’s set a date next time,’ Meg said, racing against the mobile ring.


      ‘Yes, let’s,’ Eve replied.


      Eve stood above the old answering machine, picked a messy piece of lint from the sleeve of her cashmere dress and deleted Meg’s third message in a row. The machine finally stopped blinking. She couldn’t let Meg meet Richard. She would know. Meg would know.


      Eve began composing an email in her head to Meg. She could tell her they were away for the winter. With Richard’s business. Eve was helping out. Somewhere far away. It wasn’t as if Meg was going to come knocking on her door to check the story out. She could say she was planning on visiting Australia soon anyway. Then she looked at the kitchen and the oven and the clock and remembered where she was. It was 7.45 pm. Richard would be home soon.


      She sprinted from the hall to the kitchen and emptied the bin, leaning it against the bench so its contents didn’t spill over the floor. She needed to replace the liner. Her fingers couldn’t grasp the white plastic liner off the roll. She pulled and pulled. Then she wet her fingertips, pushed down hard and got it. She put her foot on the pedal of the bin, opening up its jaws, pushing down the bin liner. She couldn’t hide the white. She couldn’t hide the white. Her breaths became smaller. Her breaths became smaller.


      


      Eve stood barefoot on the carpet in her walk-in robe and let her eyes wander across the row of pretty dresses. She snapped wooden coathangers to the side, looking for a lightweight dress that was sombre or at least having a dark moment. One that didn’t have lilac florals, wasn’t acidic yellow with royal-blue doves flying across the chest or didn’t turn see-through as soon as one weak English sunbeam fell across it.


      When she reached the second-last dress on the rack reserved for dresses, she found it. Navy with Indian-inspired embroidery around the hem. Dark and yet cool enough to wear in an Australian summer at an Australian funeral. She then occupied herself with what else she needed to pack, being extremely specific and detail-focused so that her mind was drowned or at least sloshing around in useless information regarding toothbrushes and sandal heights, sunscreens and sleeping pills, volume of liquids allowed on international flights, hiring cars in Sydney, reading material.


      Her mother had started with the words, ‘I have some terrible, terrible news, Evie.’


      Eve thought her dad had finally been diagnosed with bowel cancer. It apparently ran in the family, and every year her dad would go into great detail over the phone about his annual colonoscopy. When her mother started talking about Meg, Eve took a while to register it and then had to rewind the call in her head to work out what she was saying. She counted back in her head. It was January, and she had not had a proper conversation with Meg since August– the longest they had ever gone without contact. Her mum started crying. Eve comforted her. She was doing what had to be done, and the right set of emotions would come later – probably when she was on the plane, exposed, next to a stranger who had a moustache from the red wine.


      ‘What rotten bloody luck that family has had. It’s not fair,’ Hillary said.


      ‘I’m coming back, Mum. For the funeral. I’ll organise a flight today and be back in time for the funeral.’


      ‘Eve, can you afford it?’


      ‘Mum, it’s fine.’


      ‘Of course. Of course. Shall we meet you at the airport and we can all drive to Tallow together?’


      Eve bent forwards and smelt the white lilies on the kitchen bench. She didn’t want to sit in the back seat of a car with her parents for half a day to get to the funeral. She shuddered as the sweet smell flew up her nose.


      ‘Mum, do you mind if I go by myself? It’s important I do this by myself.’


      ‘Really? We should be there, Eve.’


      ‘Mum.’ Eve inhaled. ‘I’m asking you. Please. I need to do this by myself.’


      ‘Oh, oh, of course. If that’s what you want. If you change your mind, you know where we are. Anyway, we’ll be here when it’s over.’


      Richard was due home in half an hour at seven to take her to Heathrow Airport. She sat on the bed, staring at her half-full red suitcase, wondering what was the best policy for side zip pockets. She always forgot she had stashed things in there at the packing stage and marvelled at people who knew what to do with them and remembered exactly what they had packed there. Maybe they were for underwear?


      Eve didn’t need the extra space. She only had two bras now, as she hadn’t had the time to replace the ones Richard had cut into pieces on the weekend. He hated seeing a woman’s bra. The straps escaping a shirt; show-through under sheer fabric; via the cleavage; coming out the sides of singlet tops; across the back of a backless dress: any way it happened, he didn’t like seeing a bra. It was repugnant and cheap, he would say when they walked past an offender on the street. That’s why it was called underwear. Eve had made the mistake of wearing a silk blouse to a dinner party that was cut in a deep V at the front, so that curls of lace from her bra popped out whenever she reached forwards.


      ‘What were you thinking?’ Richard asked when they arrived home early from the party at 11.30 pm.


      Eve had spoilt the evening, and acting as though she knew the answer to his question would have spoilt it even more.


      ‘Take it off. Give it to me.’


      He put his hand out with its palm up and waited. They had just closed the front door, and Eve was standing in the hallway. She slipped off her blouse and hung onto it with her right hand. Then she unfastened her bra and handed it to him. She stood in front of him in a pair of black trousers and high, red patent heels.


      ‘Don’t cover your tits like that, Eve. I’ve fucked you, for god’s sake.’


      She should have known. He marched to the drawer in the hall table clutching her black, lacy bra and pulled out a pair of scissors. He cut and cut and cut. Dainty pieces of lace fell softly to the floor of the hallway, making no sound, like black snowflakes. He reminded Eve about her vulgar obviousness, that she was too good to behave like that. Eve’s eyes began to sting, so she played Elgar’s Cello Concerto in E Minor in her head with a tenderness she could never quite get right in life.


      ‘It’s so fucking cheap and nasty, Eve. It’s beneath you. It’s for hookers and forty-year-old desperate mummies with sagging tits who are so delusional they think they’re twenty-two. What’s wrong with you? You don’t have to do anything, anything, all day other than get yourself ready, and you fuck that up.’


      Eve watched the back of his black Converse sneakers run up the stairs like a little boy. By the time she reached him, he had cut up seven of her bras – white, black, green, lavender, navy-striped – and they lay in a pool at the foot of her drawers. She bent over, still naked from the waist up, the red from her shoes poking out beneath her trousers, picked up the remnants, went downstairs and put them in the bin. There was no point in trying to explain that she hadn’t known it would poke out when she leant across the dining table at a twenty-degree angle. She had checked herself before in the mirror, leaning forwards and feeling relieved when she couldn’t see her bra, but she obviously hadn’t rehearsed the full range of movements required at a dinner party.


      Standing in the kitchen afterwards, she knew that Richard wouldn’t talk to her until he came home from work the next night. She knew she would have to find a way to make it up to him. She picked up the potato peeler from the washing rack by the sink and ran it up the outside of her arm, hard. A chunk of skin, like potato peel, came off, and Eve put her hand over it to cover the bleeding. She washed the peeler. Her arm didn’t bleed for too long.


      After toiletries were packed, Eve picked up some apricot-scented hand cream from her bedside table and rubbed it into her hands.


      ‘Hello, tots.’


      Richard was home. She hadn’t heard him come in. ‘You’re early.’


      ‘I thought you might need me. Are you okay?’ He put his briefcase into the walk-in robe and went over to the bed to kiss her on the forehead.


      ‘Yeah. I’m okay.’


      ‘You look so small, all curled up there on the bed.’


      ‘None of this is normal.’


      ‘It’s not meant to be normal.’


      ‘I mean I’m not being normal about this.’


      Richard sat on the bed and squeezed Eve around the shoulders. He kissed her gently on the back of the neck. ‘How about a cup of tea?’


      ‘Great.’


      He disappeared, and Eve continued folding and smoothing and replaying her last conversation with Meg in August. She also replayed the beeps from the answering machine. Occasionally, she caught a whiff of her cheap hand cream, and the smell felt good.


      ‘There you go.’ He placed the mug on the bedside table and sat down next to her on the bed.


      ‘Thanks.’


      ‘What am I going to do without you for two weeks?’


      ‘No doubt enjoy your space.’


      ‘Bollocks. I’ll miss you. Every minute, I’ll miss you.’ Richard put the folded T-shirts on the bed into the suitcase one by one. ‘I like this dress on you.’ He folded that carefully and packed it too. Then he leant over to Eve and kissed her gently on the mouth. She kissed him back and pulled away, pretending to look for something on the bed. Richard reached out his hand, turned her chin towards him and kissed her again. Eve pulled away and snapped some hairbands onto the bottom of a brush.


      ‘You’re making me hard.’


      ‘Richard …’


      He undid his fly. ‘Pull it. Just pull it. You’re going away.’


      Eve pulled backwards and forwards, backwards and forwards, gathering speed, and watched Richard flex and bend his toes over the edge of the bed. It was taking too long, so Eve began telling Richard how Natalie had sucked her tits one night in the bathroom at a dinner party. He loved it when she talked like this to him in bed, and as he came he pushed the red suitcase off the bed and all its contents landed in a little mountain on the carpet. Her sandals managed to escape to the side.


      ‘You know what I’ve been thinking?’ Richard asked, grabbing a tissue from the bedside table. ‘When you get back, we should go away together. Just you and me. No hordes of couples debating for three hours where to go to dinner. Somewhere relaxing. Somewhere we can just do nothing. Shall I book something while you’re away? It will be a surprise. You’ll need it after Australia. After this.’


      Eve was crouched beside the bed, squashing everything back into her red suitcase. She zipped it shut and stood it on its wheels beside the wall before reaching for her tepid cup of tea. She took a sip. ‘Richard, when you book somewhere, make sure it’s cold,’ Eve said, putting her cup of tea down. ‘Somewhere we can sit by a fire.’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

    


    
      By four on Saturday afternoon, locals and visitors browsing well-priced carrots and potatoes, ‘antique’ dressers and second-hand school readers on Duke Street were beginning to thin out. The part-time street vendors began the pack-up, organising their unsold wares into empty cardboard boxes or counting the few notes and bits of change from inside their bumbags.


      Away from the scraping of trestle-table legs on bitumen and the dropping of empty boxes on the main street of Tallow, Eve lay still on her hotel bed, trapped in that place between wake and sleep, where rational thoughts about Kat and Meg nearly formed in her head only to be replaced by a talking pig wearing a towel and, behind it, a man with a moustache carrying a suitcase. It had been twenty-four hours since she had sat around a table in an old garage in the middle of nowhere and heard Meg’s wishes.


      There was a knock at the door that was happening in real time and place.


      ‘Come in.’


      A gust of wind rushed down the corridor, catching the door on its peeled corners and slamming it shut behind Sarah.


      ‘Shit. Sorry. I didn’t know if you would be on the phone or …’ Sarah trailed off, examining the long body stretched out before her. On the outside, they were chalk and cheese. Sarah knew she was the cheese.


      Eve pulled herself up to a sitting position, groggy and hot. She grabbed a hairband and expertly put up her hair in a messy bun, using the industrious moment to take a quick glance at the clock – it was still too early to call Richard. She stretched and shook like a cat, before swinging her legs over the side of the bed. ‘I’m not doing anything. I mean I’m thinking,’ Eve corrected herself. ‘Sit down. Wherever you can. Shall I make a cup of tea?’


      ‘Sure.’


      Eve busied herself around the mini-fridge, put the kettle on and opened some long-life milk. She washed her face with a few fast strokes in the bathroom and then returned to pour two very small, very white cups of tea. Sarah stood by the wall watching, one hand resting on top of the TV. She stopped herself from tapping her fingers on the top of the old set and did an awkward dance with Eve when Eve tried to make her way past.


      ‘Sorry,’ Eve said. ‘You go first.’


      ‘Sorry, sorry,’ Sarah replied, not knowing which way to go.


      ‘Do you want to drink it outside, on the verandah?’


      It was a rhetorical question as Eve was already opening the French doors leading to a long, wide, covered verandah encased by pieces of black iron lattice welded together as an intricate railing. The verandah gave shelter to the people on the pavement below, having a quick cigarette before heading back through the front doors of the pub. Sarah and Eve took a seat on two cane chairs that probably knew more about the town than Georgia and Albert, and plumped and arranged the cushions behind their backs. They were in the shade, sipping hot tea, occasionally being given the gift of a half-hearted breeze.


      ‘I’m sorry about yesterday, Eve, about yelling at the showground.’ They had all returned to their hotel rooms on Friday night after the reading of the will, had the briefest of breakfasts this morning, where they were all glad of the distraction of Georgia at the table, and had somehow managed to avoid each other until now. Eve had done it by sleeping. Sarah had changed her flight home so she could ‘sort things out’, she told Andrew.


      ‘Kat, and the will, and then that bloody crow. I hate crows. They’re so sure of themselves. It’s all so, so …’ – Sarah searched for the right word – ‘pragmatic.’


      ‘It’s okay, Sarah. It’s all a shock. No one is thinking straight.’


      Clouds of steam played above their cups. They both watched the steam become nothing. Tea gave the two women sitting opposite each other a gift: an opportunity to break the mindless chatter by taking a sip and turning the cup to the left, or blowing ripples in the top. A place to curl fingers while assessing their opponent.


      ‘Do you know, when I was first in London, way before Richard, or any boyfriends for that matter, the first time Meg came and spent a few months with me, we went to this house in Surrey for lunch. There was a group of us – it was the parents’ house of one of the English girls I hung out with. It was all very proper. Like a scene out of A Room with a View. Low ceilings and a conservatory out the back, beautiful, lush, pretty garden. At the end of lunch, all the women sat down to have a pot of tea in the sitting room. I don’t know where the men went.’


      Eve put her cup of tea down and shrugged her shoulders as if the answer might come to her right now, ten years later. ‘There were fresh flowers in the corner and patterned china and a cake on a glass stand. The older women were wearing pearls and had their collars turned up and pretended they were anything but pale and delicate by talking about riding and walking every day no matter what the weather. It was too much. Meg and I kept looking at each other, wondering what we were doing there.’


      Eve shooed a bird from the railing and sat down again. Trucks began pulling up below to take away the goods that hadn’t managed to sell. Groups of two and three sat on the backs of utes or under the pub awning discussing a plan of attack for the next six hours. They weren’t in a hurry to decide.


      ‘Anyway, we drank our tea, added a bit to the discussion about dog training and the rise of gyms in London and suddenly this woman down the end said to us, “Excuse me, ladies. When one is in England, one uses one’s saucer.”’ Eve used her plummiest English accent, making Sarah smile. ‘We didn’t know what she was talking about at first, and then we realised we didn’t have our saucers under our teacups. You know, holding them both at the same time. I swear you could hear the tut-tutting and joy inside their heads at these stupid little barbaric Australian girls. They were delighted in our grave saucer error. It made us inferior.


      ‘I was embarrassed and grabbed my saucer from the table and put it under my teacup. Meg did nothing and kept on talking. Without her saucer. We chatted politely some more, and then Meg stood up, sipped the end of her tea too loudly and said, “That was good. I might have another.” Then she poured herself some more tea, picked up a biscuit and left the saucer behind. She pushed the saucer on the table towards those women with her fingertips. With her fingertips. You should have seen their faces.’


      The sun was falling in the sky, shooting across the street and under the awning at a mean angle. It was just turning from the hottest part to the next hottest, and they were mocking the English drinking tea, while drinking tea. Sarah could feel it, with each sip, the past coming back. The tea was growing colder. She put her cup down on the matching cane side table, hitting the glass top with a loud clang.


      ‘Meg didn’t take a backwards step,’ Sarah said.


      ‘If she did, she would have run right into us.’


      ‘I don’t think that’s fair to say,’ Sarah said. ‘We held our own. We just did it differently. Think about it.’


      ‘Are we different now, Sarah, or do we just think we are different? Sometimes, when I find myself with time to kill, and I often have time to kill, I rehearse the perfect line in my head for Rebecca and those girls. Maybe I could have made it all stop before it went so wrong. I didn’t have to want it so much. Want Rebecca to like me so much. Want to be back in that group. Why was I like that? I get so angry at myself.’


      ‘It’s easy to say that now,’ Sarah said. ‘It’s always easy when you look back. You were fourteen. We were fourteen.’


      ‘I just waited for Meg to come back from England and … and … I don’t know, wave her magic wand, and by then it was all too late. I just let it all happen. It was pathetic.’


      ‘You didn’t let everything happen, Eve.’ The tea was too white and too sweet due to the long-life milk, but Eve kept sipping as though it was bitter and warm. Sarah leant towards Eve, trying to ignore the beeping from a truck reversing on the street. ‘Eve, that’s in the past. What good comes from stirring it up? We are here, now, with decisions to make.’


      Sarah was starting to feel heavy, like it was hard to lift her feet and cross her legs; it took effort. ‘What are you going to do, Eve?’


      ‘I’m going to go downstairs and show that person how to reverse a fucking truck.’


      ‘Eve?’ It was an ‘Eve’ straight from her mother’s mouth.


      ‘I don’t know.’


      Sarah tried her attentive, ostentatiously concerned listening skills but they weren’t working, and, with legs crossed, she started shaking her right foot like her grandmother did when she had lined up the grandchildren and was waiting for one of them to admit they had taken the last iceblock out of the freezer. She needed to keep alert. The heat, the long day, the creature opposite who could turn into anything. ‘Now, don’t take this the wrong way, but surely it’s something you feel, Eve. I feel it. I feel like I could do this. I could look after Kat. It’s not about logic. It’s about feeling. This is one of those things that comes at you from nowhere, maybe for a reason, maybe not, and the first thing you have to do is know you want to do it. There’s nothing else.’


      ‘I need to know, Sarah.’ Eve was leaning back in her chair, her legs straight out in front like she was sunbaking. ‘Why did you let Rebecca do those things to me? Why did you pretend it was all fine?’


      ‘Eve, I don’t think this is the time.’ Sarah discovered as the words left her mouth that everything she firmly believed in could be an illusion. She believed she had been waiting for this question since she was fourteen years old. She believed she would be relieved when it was finally asked. She believed she had a solid answer. ‘It was more complicated than that. Right now, we need to work out what to do.’


      ‘We will, Sarah. We will work out what to do. But I’ve been waiting to ask you for twenty years, and now that we are working out which one of the members of the insipid little B team should bring up another woman’s baby, Meg’s baby, I think it is as good a time as ever. Or maybe you should give me lessons in avoidance, Sarah, so I don’t need to ask.’


      Sarah pulled herself up straight and sucked in her stomach. It was hard to look righteous when you were soft and fat. ‘Jesus, Eve, you’re so, so, full of contempt for everyone. Just the way you speak. The way you don’t speak. One minute, you’re Eve, I can see you, and the next you’re gone. It’s amazing how we’re all so flawed and you have become an angel. An angel that doesn’t touch anything.’


      Eve flexed her fingers upwards on the cane arms of her seat, splayed them and then let them fall. ‘I’m asking a simple question, Sarah. Answer the question.’


      A shirtless man down the verandah came out his French doors and stretched, resting his hand on the awning above, his torso to the street below. He nodded hello and saw two women sharing an afternoon cup of tea in silence and retreated back into his room.


      ‘Eve, you seem to have landed on your feet. You don’t even have to work. You have a partner who treats you like a princess. You take cooking classes and go to the gym and do exactly what you want. You don’t have money problems, work problems, man problems … What does it matter what happened twenty years ago?’


      Eve said nothing and waited as patiently as a spider.


      ‘I was weak, Eve. I was fourteen and weak and made mistakes. It was always you and Meg. You and Meg.’ She dropped her chin and looked straight at Eve. ‘And then, if you remember, it was you and Rebecca. I was never enough.’


      ‘Sarah,’ Eve said, shaking her head.


      ‘If I could take it back and do it differently, I would, but I can’t. I did a terrible, terrible thing. We all did terrible things. I didn’t think it was going to go as far as it did. Every day, I thought this will be the day that it gets better. But it was too late. It got too big and I couldn’t … I couldn’t …’


      ‘Do anything?’ Eve finished the sentence.


      ‘I didn’t know how to handle things. Rebecca, she …’ Sarah stopped. Then she wiped a trail of sweat running down the side of her neck with her hand and took a moment to look at the sheen on her fingertips. The two women weren’t accustomed to face-to-face combat. It made Sarah so heavy that she could feel the cane slats under her cushion, her feet flat on the floor about to push through the decking and make it split apart. It made Eve so light, so thin and brittle, that her long fingers fell over the arms of the chair and pointed lazily to the floor. A slight wind pushed her dark hair off her face, and a few strands sailed in the air. Eve looked as light as a feather – untethered and ready to float away.


      ‘You need to know I’m not weak now,’ Sarah said, catching Eve with her certain words. ‘It’s now that matters, Eve. I can take Kat. I can look after Kat.’


      ‘How do you know you’re not weak now? Isn’t that something, by its very nature, you are the last to find out about? There aren’t many self-aware weak people out there, Sarah.’ Eve picked up her teacup and took a sip, despite its being empty. Crowds had gathered now in the pub downstairs and were drinking on the footpath. Bits of their stories made it upstairs. Sarah and Eve caught words such as ‘cracker’ and ‘fuck’ and ‘chickpea’ and ‘Tooheys’.


      ‘Just ask Andrew. See if he thinks I’m weak. While you have been working and taking weekends in Spain and France with Richard, I have been having babies, getting up for them when they are sick, being bored by them when I have to read Spot for the four-hundredth time in a row, making sure they eat right, keeping them away from bodies of water deeper than four centimetres, strapping them into car seats, putting plastic covers over electric sockets. They are wonderful boys, and for all my mistakes I am doing something right. I am doing something right,’ she repeated. ‘I’m stronger. Meg knew Andrew. She liked Andrew.’


      ‘What do you mean by that?’


      ‘I just mean she never met Richard. I’ve never met Richard. You’ve been with him for, what, two years, and we’ve only ever seen email pics of you both having the time of your lives. You stopped coming home. You stopped returning calls. You have a different life over there, and you didn’t want us in it. Meg knew Andrew. She knew the world we created. She didn’t know Richard, the man who will be like a father to her child.’


      ‘Yes, and she chose me first.’


      Sarah’s hands started shaking. Eve poured herself another tea and offered, with an upward eye gesture, to do the same for Sarah. The passive returned to stand in front of the aggressive.


      ‘I should go,’ Sarah said, standing up, touching the back of her hair to plug a hole. She resisted the urge to walk over to Eve, lean down and put her mouth right near her ear and whisper ‘Bye, Rebecca’.


      Instead, she looked at Eve and wondered if it was just history – just days, hours, minutes spent together because they had no choice – or something more that connected these two people having a cup of cold tea on a verandah in the middle of nowhere. As Sarah put her hand on the French door, her heaviness lifted. She turned and, for once, smiled at Eve sitting in her chair not because she was trying to make things better but because she knew and Eve didn’t. Eve didn’t know that children were magnanimous beings; they even gave the weak and pitiable strength.


      ‘This is something you do because you have to,’ Sarah said. ‘Nothing can stop you. Not Richard, not anybody. It’s inside. We’re not going to find Kat’s father – there’s a reason he’s not on the birth certificate, and god knows what that reason is. The reality is it’s going to be one of us. One of us will raise her, brush her hair at night, lie with her when she can’t sleep, worry about a rash on her neck, tell her she’s cold when she’s not. One of us.


      ‘If you can’t do it, Eve, there’s nothing wrong with that. If you can’t do it, let me have Kat.’ Sarah opened the door. ‘And, Eve, babies don’t care if you’ve fucked up in life. They don’t care who you are. That’s the tragedy – they love you anyway.’


      Sarah closed the door behind her, and Eve looked out at the horizon. A change was coming: the birds were getting louder, more impatient; the temperature was starting to cool slightly; the streaks of light at Eve’s feet were fading. None of this mattered until Eve spoke to Richard.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER THIRTY

    


    
      Eve pulled out a pen from her handbag and searched through the nooks of her hotel room – drawers, the high shelf in the cupboard where the spare pillow was kept, inside the vinyl room-information pack – along with the hiding spots on the insides of her two suitcases stacked in the corner on the floor, but she couldn’t find any paper.


      ‘Typical,’ she said to no one.


      She settled for the white space on the inside cover of a self-help book on authentic living she’d bought at Heathrow Airport along with spearmint gum, a travel pack of headache tablets and a bottle of water. She took the slim manual that promised the reader a new life full of love, fulfilment and happiness to the desk by the wall of her room and wrote some notes: ‘Kat’s age. Meg’s family history – no brothers or sisters, no parents, two much older cousins. No father on birth certificate. It’s Meg, good luck finding him.’


      Then she wrote the words ‘Boarding. Special. Best friends’. She put a line through ‘Best friends’. It was childlike, and she berated herself for not being able to find a more sophisticated expression to explain that time, those moments, to a sophisticated man.


      Further down, she wrote ‘Rebecca?’, then ‘Inheritance’. Meg hadn’t left Kat much. The farm was gone. Bill had had to sell it when he got sick. That’s what they all called it. It was better than saying he drank the last few years of his life away. Drank the farm away. Drank himself away. Bill got sick, and it took Meg a long time to realise how sick he was. He hid it well. Eve’s hand shook when she wrote the name ‘Bill’. She couldn’t finish his name, just the scratchy letters ‘B’, ‘I’ and ‘L’. That big man who ended up so small. She put her pen down and paused. She traced over each individual letter with her fingertips; they were so kind and black and silky. Then she closed her eyes and crossed them out until no one would be able to see what lay underneath.


      She decided the best course was to concentrate on the future. At the bottom of the inside cover, she wrote, ‘Age difference of babies if they conceived in six months around twenty-one months. Not working anyway. Would take full responsibility. Doesn’t mean can’t have our own. Sometimes shit happens, Richard, and you just have to deal with it.’


      She laughed to herself. Then she laughed to herself that she had been away for a week. One week. The front cover flicked shut and Eve reread the subhead: ‘Discover your passion and your best life in ten days’. She should have bought the book eleven days ago.


      She rubbed the front pages up and down with the palm of her hand until the book sat open on the desk and she could read her notes easily, without the cover closing. She put in her handbag the book and a pen and made a mental note to ask for a glass of water when she got downstairs in case she got a tickle in her throat when on the phone. She needed to be organised, efficient, in control. This was not a time for vague, spacey, can’t-you-remember-anything Eve.


      ‘Hi. Is it all right to make that call now?’ Eve asked Breanna through the half-open door to reception.


      Breanna, the young girl who helped on reception on the weekends, was stacking a folder back in the bookshelf by the wall. She turned. ‘Sure, come in.’


      It was a small office, with papers and business cards scattered all over the desk. Eve put her handbag on the floor by the chair. The shutter was closed and padlocked in front.


      ‘You just need to press “one” to dial out,’ Breanna said, making her way past Eve. ‘Must be different to London – not even being able to use your mobile.’


      ‘A little,’ Eve smiled. ‘But then you can’t see the stars in London.’


      ‘Can’t you?’ Breanna stopped by the doorway.


      ‘Not really. There’s too much light, too much pollution.’


      ‘But it’s London,’ Breanna said.


      ‘It is.’


      ‘I’m going to go to Europe. I’m going to save up and go,’ Breanna said. ‘Just shut the door when you’re finished.’


      Eve shut the door behind Breanna. Then she pushed some papers to the side of the desk and took out her notes and her pen and put them on the laminate desk in front. She realised she forgot to ask for a glass of water. She turned to the closed door. Too late now. She started to worry she would get a tickle in her throat and swallowed a few times to lubricate her oesophagus.


      It was Saturday evening Tallow time, which made it Saturday morning London time. Richard would be back from his three-day last-minute skiing trip. The funeral, Eve’s quick departure, had created an opportunity to join some friends over there, to ski without Eve. She was a hopeless skier, could only do beginner runs. He was probably standing in front of his open wardrobe choosing which coat and scarf to wear out the front door into the blast of thin, cold morning air. The sunrise outside would be emphysemic – weak and tired. Richard would be asking himself how the cleaner could have missed that spot behind the side table, again.


      ‘Richard?’ she said, as though the voice that answered might not be his.


      ‘Hello, gorgeous. Missed you skiing. Wished you could have been there. How are you? How are your parents?’


      She could hear running water in the background, his footsteps and the flick of the kettle being switched on. He was walking and talking, on automatic with both.


      ‘I haven’t seen them yet.’


      ‘What? Where are you?’


      She could hear the footsteps stop. She scanned the small office. ‘Listen, Richard, have you got a minute?’


      Her long fingers pushed down hard on the cover of the book, opening it so far she could hear the spine rip and the front few pages come loose. ‘Something’s happened. Not to me. Well, kind of to me.’ She forced herself to keep on subject and not meander. ‘Meg had a baby. Her name is Kat. Katherine. She’s five months old.’


      Eve read the first of her notes over the phone and filled the silence on the other end in on the drama that Meg had placed her in the centre of. She thought it best if she just laid out the facts – well, some facts – and then they could discuss it. There was no need to mention Sam.


      She tried to slow herself down when Richard kept repeating the word fuck as if it was a backbeat, but words spun around Eve’s head, lifting from the page and prodding at her. Having a game. Rushing by her face, tantalisingly close but not close enough to catch and conquer and therefore allow her to talk to Richard in an informed, assertive and calm way. As much as she tried, she meandered. Her voice quivered. She could only find runner-up words. She swallowed hard. When she started describing to Richard the floor plan of Meg’s house in Tallow and the way the hot water took forever to come on when she washed the teacups, she shook her head and threw her pen on the table.


      ‘Hold on. Hold on, Eve. Fuck. I’ve just spilt tea on my jacket.’ There was silence, and Eve could hear rubbing and patting. ‘I spoke to you last on Wednesday morning, your Wednesday afternoon, three days ago,’ – he was emphasising time as if it was time’s fault– ‘and you were nearly at your parents’. On Wednesday, you were nearly at your parents’.’


      ‘Everything was fine then. I mean, I didn’t know about this. I found out on Wednesday night late, really late. You had left for Val-d’Isère. Richard?’


      ‘Eve. Stop. Stop talking. Now. Eve, we need to slow this down. This is about both of us. We want a family of our own one day. This is about completely changing our lives. It’s not a conversation to have when you’re over there and I am here.’


      ‘When is a good time, Richard?’


      ‘Helpful. Great time to be a smart arse. Do you seriously want to bring up someone else’s child? Someone you haven’t had a close relationship with for years? Someone who didn’t even tell you she had a child?’ He paused, not requiring an answer, and there was a rustling sound and then an intake of breath as thin as a needle. ‘I am just saying there are a lot of things to weigh up before a decision is made. Before we make a decision. Do you want this, Eve? Do you really want this?’


      The deep roundness of his pronunciation was steadfast. It pulled at her, reminded her where she belonged. She dropped her head forwards suddenly and mouthed, ‘It’s not a “this”, Richard. It’s a little girl.’


      ‘She tried to tell me last time she called,’ Eve said. ‘She’s been calling for months. Emailing. You know that. She had a reason for not telling me. I was pushing her away. I’ve been pushing her away.’


      ‘Probably for a reason, Eve.’


      Richard didn’t speculate about what the reason was, and Eve didn’t say the reason was him. One look and Meg would know.


      A sudden breeze swept in the office window, lifting up the venetian blind and slapping it back down hard against the sill. Without looking, Eve reached her arm out sideways and yanked the blind cord, opening the blind fully, giving the wind nothing to kick other than herself. Maybe rain was coming.


      ‘Richard. Meg and me. It was special. I can’t explain.’


      ‘Yes, it was special with Big Bird and me for about two years when I was four, but I wouldn’t look after his baby for the rest of my life just because he asked me.’


      ‘I know it’s huge. I know. But she asked me. I can’t ignore that. This is about a baby now.’ Eve flicked a loose page from the book onto the floor. ‘Does it even matter whether it was special between Meg and me? Someone died and has asked us to take her baby. What’s done is done.’


      ‘Fuck. She’s asked you, Eve, and she’s given you a perfectly good substitute to do it if you can’t. Nothing has been done unless you let it be done, unless you sit there and let it be done to you. What about Sarah? She’s already got kids. She’s in Australia. She’s a pleasant woman.’


      ‘Meg wants me.’


      There was a long silence where breaths were exchanged down the line.


      ‘Listen, Eve, we need to talk about this. Talk about it properly. Why don’t you come home and we can talk?’ His voice turned warm and smooth, patting her on the small of her back and directing her onto the couch to have a lie down. He slowed down.


      ‘We can set up the spare room and both go back to Australia and get Kat, if that is what we choose. But we need to choose this together. You can’t be talked into this. It’s our decision, not just yours. Let’s talk about it, properly. That’s all I’m saying. We should both think and then talk. Look, let me get you an early flight home so we can talk.’


      Eve could feel her heart pick up speed. The book, crammed at the start with all her rehearsed thoughts and arguments, slipped and fell to the floor with a thud. She knew he would say no; she just didn’t know how he would say it.


      ‘Eve, you need to come home so we can talk.’


      ‘Okay.’ Then she remembered. ‘Richard, I need more money. I don’t have any cash left.’


      ‘You still have the credit card?’


      ‘Yes, but I can’t buy a packet of crisps with a credit card.’ The words were hard to dislodge, the effort to get them out making her breaths short. ‘Can you put some money in my savings account?’


      ‘Right. Jesus, Eve. I’m putting in a hundred pounds. That should do. Don’t do anything until we talk properly. I mean it, Eve.’


      The phone went dead, and Eve stuck her thumb down hard on the slanted button to hang up. She pushed the messy papers back to where they belonged. She concentrated on her breathing and tried to count to fifty, slowly, in her head. The office phone rang, interrupting ‘Twenty-seven hippopotamus’. Her finger was still on the button. Eve jumped and turned around, looking for permission to answer it. She took her finger away. ‘Hello?’ she said tentatively.


      It was Richard.


      ‘I’ll book you a flight for tomorrow. Make your way back to Sydney first thing in the morning, and I will call you and confirm details later. I will get you on a flight tomorrow. You need to come home, and then we can talk. I’m not saying no. I’m just saying we need to talk.’


      Eve went to argue, but she kicked the broken book on the floor instead.


      ‘Thirty-one hippopotamus. Thirty-one hippopotamus.’


      ‘What? Do I need to come and get you, Eve? I can come and get you. I don’t want you talked into something you’ll regret later.’


      Now she felt so heavy. It was exhausting knowing you were always about to fuck up. ‘No, Richard. I’ll go to Sydney tomorrow.’


      She hung up. ‘Fuck.’


      Eve grabbed her handbag and ran out the office. She pushed past two men cradling a beer apiece at the bottom of the stairs.


      ‘Where’s the fire?’ one asked to her back.


      Eve ran up the stairs into her room. She opened up the wardrobe doors and slammed them shut, repeating the action again and again and again. She kicked the chair, knocking it over, and kicked it again on the floor, into the wall. She picked up the bedside light and held it by its neck, aiming it at the wall. Then she froze, with the light held up above her head. The electrical cord dangled beside her like a dead snake. Her hand was gripping the neck so tightly it began to turn white, the tips of her fingers around her fingernails going blue. She let the light drop to her side, her hand still tight around its neck, and for the first time in a long time she wept. Before she could stop crying, Eve stopped breathing.


      


      Sam sat on the chair on the verandah outside Eve’s room. He needed to talk to her and, after looking through the long pane of glass and finding her hotel room empty, he decided she couldn’t be far so he would wait. He deliberately turned his chair to the street so he wasn’t staring into a hotel room like a peeping Tom and watched people below doing the last of the clean-up from the markets. Most had retreated underneath into the pub for a cleansing ale.


      It wasn’t yet 8 pm, and Sam could already hear someone with a scratchy microphone singing ‘Poke Salad Annie’. It drifted upwards and swung its legs over the balcony. His foot tapped without thought to the beat. Occasionally, he turned and peered through the French doors to check whether Eve was back. Car boots were slammed shut. Engines were started. A few low, dark clouds sat like silver rocks on the horizon. A wind picked up, and Sam could hear an empty beer can blow down the street. The air smelt fresh, as though someone had opened a window on a room that had been closed up for too long.


      Across the street and around the corners, people in squat homes began flicking on lights in kitchens, living rooms and halls, and Sam could make out the blue and red glow of the TV behind curtains and through the cracks of blinds. People were retreating for the evening or getting ready to advance.


      Sam turned instinctively towards a loud noise coming from Eve’s room and found her standing over an upturned chair holding a lamp in her hand above her head. She looked odd. He realised she was crying when she wiped her eyes with the crook of her free arm.


      He was watching her cry, a woman who didn’t know she was being watched. It was time to go, but as he stood to leave she simply fell to the floor. She didn’t make a sound.


      Sam ran inside. Eve’s body was limp at the bottom of the bed. Her neck and face and chest were glistening from sweat, and her mouth was a pale blue, like a two-day-old jacaranda flower. ‘Shit. Eve. Eve!’ he yelled. She was breathing and conscious; her heart was racing. ‘Eve!’


      ‘Mmm?’ She gazed up at Sam crouched beside her and looked around the room. ‘I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I must have fainted.’ She tried to sit up.


      ‘Are you sure you’re okay to sit?’


      ‘I’m fine. I’m okay,’ Eve said, resting her back against the side of the bed.


      Sam checked her eyes and her pulse. He found a blanket and put it over her legs and chest. He put a glass of water beside her. Eve followed him around the room with her eyes but didn’t move.


      ‘Has that happened before?’ he asked, sitting beside her on the carpet, his back next to hers against the bed.


      ‘What? Fainting? When I was a kid, I fainted once or twice at school when it was really hot.’


      ‘Eve, you were having trouble breathing. You couldn’t breathe. That wasn’t fainting. When you faint, your pulse is weak. Your pulse was racing. You just collapsed.’


      ‘Can I ask you a favour, Sam? Can we not talk about it right now? Please?’


      Sam looked at the colour coming back into her pale, blotchy face and nodded. He straightened her blanket and took her pulse again, placing her arm under the lightweight blanket when he had finished. They sat like that for a while, looking at their feet and their long legs sticking out in front of them, Eve’s poking out the other side of the chenille blanket.


      ‘Richard wants me to come home so we can talk about it. Talk about Kat. He’s told me to go back to Sydney tomorrow, and he will get me on a flight home. It’s too big a decision to discuss over the phone.’


      Eve leant into Sam’s shoulder. Sam squeezed Eve’s thigh hard.


      ‘Would Meg want me’ – Eve waved her hands over her legs, stomach and face with the rehearsed grace of a pretty assistant on a TV game show unveiling the prize of a new hatchback – ‘to take Kat if she could see me now? Look at me.’ She did the looking herself, her eyes fixed on her knees. ‘What have I become? I haven’t even seen her in two years.’


      ‘Meg wasn’t an idiot. She asked you.’


      Eve ignored him. ‘I said “Thirty-one hippopotamus” to Richard. “Thirty-one hippopotamus.”’


      ‘As in “One hippopotamus, two hippopotamus”?’ Sam said, as though it made all the sense in the world.


      ‘Yes, you know, thirty-one hippopotamus.’


      ‘And?’ Sam said.


      ‘Since I can remember, since I started playing the cello half-decently, whenever I get stressed or upset I play the cello in my head. I go over hard pieces where the fingering is quick and tricky. I go over easy pieces in high repetition so my brain isn’t in gear. When they buried Meg, I was playing Bach’s “Prelude in G”. When Rebecca would pass notes around the class about me, I would play Verdi’s Aida or ‘Silent Night’ or do scales if I was desperate – something. When Richard gives me a talk, I play, I don’t know, Wagner’s Lohengrin or something by Saint-Saëns. You know, something like that.’


      Sam didn’t know.


      ‘It’s what I do. It calms me or something. Takes me somewhere else. I’ve always secretly liked the way it’s mine and no one knows what I am doing. And, just then, on the phone to Richard, when I started to get … I don’t know … worked up … I started counting in hippopotamuses. I didn’t play my cello. I counted like a four-year-old. In hippopotamuses. I’ve never done that.’


      Eve began to cry again. Her eyes shut, tears sliding down her neck. Silent.


      Sam put his arm around her shoulders and drew her into his chest, his chin on her head, his lips in her hair. He could feel her teeth clicking against each other on his chest. ‘It’s okay, Eve. Maybe it has to do with missing work. You can make it come back.’


      He sounded so earnest, she thought, like he was telling a five-year-old that if she just believed, really believed, the Tooth Fairy would never die.


      Eve sat up and noticed she had left a half-moon wet patch on Sam’s T-shirt – a wet patch with one oversized streak of mucus dangling in the middle. ‘Sorry,’ she said, trying to wipe it off with her hand.


      ‘It’s okay.’


      Sam grabbed her hand to stop her rubbing at his chest and kept it in his. Eve could see the different colours in his stubble. He hadn’t shaved for four days, and there was black, grey and a tiny patch of ginger near his chin. Eve could see he felt sorry for her, and she knew that pity and scorn were only separated by the depth of weakness from the one inviting it. She slid her hand away just as something made a whipping sound outside. It could have been thunder; it could have been trailer wheels hitting a fallen branch. There was a rumble of voices downstairs and that scratchy microphone with a man in a high-pitched voice singing ‘November Rain’, going on for way too long.


      ‘Some people make you a better person. Some people make you worse.’ Her words came out rote-like, as though she was reciting a grocery list for Sam to pick up from the shop later.


      ‘Pardon?’


      ‘Meg made me a better person. When I was with her, I was better.’


      ‘That’s a lot of responsibility to give Meg,’ he said. ‘Where do you fit in to all of this, or is it just easier handing over the responsibility to someone else? It’s never your fault, Eve?’


      ‘When she was with me, she was better too.’ There was a hint of defiance when she spoke. ‘And I know when it’s my fault. I know.’


      Eve stood up and folded the blanket, then set it down neatly on the end of the bed. She sculled her glass of water and went into the bathroom, where she took off her clothes. They fell at her feet. Sam could see a third of her long body, the curve of one of her breasts and her hip, from where he sat; the white door covered the rest. It took him a while to turn away.


      Sam opened a beer – he wasn’t leaving – and went outside on the verandah to sit. He could hear little water-soaked shrieks as Eve let the water from the shower fall over her. It was obviously cold.


      When Eve opened the French doors, she had a pale-blue towel wrapped like a turban around her head, and an emerald-green slip dress covered her translucent skin. She looked like a figurine that should be sitting in a tourist centre in the Bahamas with the word ‘Welcome’ at the bottom. She didn’t make any sense. She had a drink in her hand and took a long sip of her beer as she pulled out the chair opposite.


      ‘I need to ask. What happened in there when you collapsed? If you don’t want to tell me, I think you should go to the hospital or a doctor and see someone. It could be the sign of something.’


      ‘You’re a doctor.’


      ‘You know what I mean.’


      ‘I know what it was. It was a panic attack.’


      ‘Oh.’


      ‘Yes, I’m a nutcase. Perfect guardian material for a baby, really. One minute, I’m putting in a bin liner in my kitchen in rainy London. The next, well, I’m having a moment on the floor.’


      ‘Have you been diagnosed or are you just guessing? Do you get them often?’


      ‘Hold on, Sam.’ Eve put her hand up in a stop sign and took another sip of her beer. ‘I’ve been diagnosed. I’ve had a handful of mild ones where I just had trouble breathing and my heart raced a bit and other pathetic bits and pieces. I’ve only had three where I’ve collapsed. I get over it really quickly.’


      ‘A speedy recovery is not the point. When was the last time before this?’


      ‘About three weeks ago. In my kitchen.’


      ‘Are they coming closer together? What did the doctor say?’


      ‘Not much. That I should probably see someone. You know, someone I could talk to. Work out the cause. Work on any issues.’ Eve mocked the word ‘issues’, making the ‘s’ sound long and silly.


      ‘When did they start?’


      ‘About a year ago.’


      ‘Are they getting worse?’


      ‘Yep.’


      ‘So are you seeing anyone about it?’


      ‘No.’


      ‘Richard must want you to see someone. Make sure things don’t get worse.’


      ‘Richard doesn’t know, doesn’t even know I went to the doctor in October, the first time I collapsed. I lied to the doctor. He asked me if there was a common thread, anything I could put my finger on that would link the attacks, even when they were mild, and I told him I’ve always been the anxious type. You know, a creative tortured genius.’ Eve readjusted the towel on her head. ‘If you’re not tortured when you are creative, you’re simply not doing your job properly. The doctor accepted my reasoning immediately.’


      ‘I don’t get it,’ Sam said, ignoring Eve’s false bonhomie.


      Of course he didn’t. Richard was the common thread. They happened around Richard. Before she saw him. After she saw him. When she was across the other side of the world separated by seas and lands and lots of little people sunning themselves on lots of little islands in lots of little bikinis. ‘I let little things get to me. That’s all. I need to work on it.’


      Sam’s drink began to sweat on the low table. Beads of moisture slid down the amber glass bottle. A decent crowd had gathered below them, and the verandah floor vibrated and creaked with the movement and noise from below. It was dark now. Insects buzzed frantically around the fluorescent light high on the outside wall near the doorway, and two floating yellow eyes from a cat, or maybe a well-fed possum, stared at them from the far railing. The slight drop in temperature gave Eve goosebumps on the tops of her arms, and she rubbed them, the strap of her emerald dress sliding down her arm. There was a knock at the door.


      ‘Maybe Richard’s called back,’ Eve said.


      When she stood up to answer, Sam grabbed her wrist. ‘Don’t,’ he said. ‘Leave it.’


      He held her arm firmly. Eve took a step away from him but could not release his hold.


      ‘Kat will be here tomorrow. Don’t leave. Meet Kat. Just meet her.’


      ‘Sam, enough. I’m not the kind of woman to bring up Kat.’ Eve dug her nails into his forearm. ‘Sarah will be happy.’


      He let go, and Eve went to answer. Sam heard her speak to the young woman at the door, and then she returned with a piece of paper. Eve slapped it down on the table. The writing was childlike: neat and deliberate.


      ‘My plane leaves 10.30 tomorrow night,’ Eve said.


      ‘Safe journey,’ Sam said, as he put his beer down on the table and headed for his room.


      Inside, he splashed water on his face and rubbed it hard, catching his reflection in the mirror. He paced backwards and forwards outside his bathroom. Then he marched out to the verandah and pushed the doors open with such force they slammed on the wall. ‘Shit. Sorry,’ he said to the doors as he went past.


      A fork of lightning split open the sky, and grey and salmon and blue shot up from its tongue, lighting up the dark. The thunderclap didn’t take long to reach the hotel. The patrons downstairs missed it due to an almost decent rendition of ‘Nessun Dorma’. A few hard pellets of rain landed on the balcony rail, making tiny little dust puddles. A couple of men from the pub had come outside on the footpath below, and Sam heard them yell to the sky.


      ‘Jesus. I think it’s going to rain.’


      ‘Bloody hell.’


      Just as someone added ‘Fuck me with a fish, that’d be good’, Sam pushed open the doors to Eve’s room, nearly knocking her backwards.


      ‘Panic attacks, anxiety attacks, are more common than you think, Eve, and they’re very treatable. You’re in a high-stress situation. No wonder one was triggered. Don’t let …’


      Eve sighed heavily and walked so close to Sam that he had to arch his head back so he didn’t connect. She put one hand on his chest and leant into his neck, just below his ear, her lips brushing skin. She whispered, ‘Sam, you couldn’t save Meg, you’ve got no hope with me, why don’t you go downstairs and save a lovely girl with a mother who thinks all her Christmases have come at once because her daughter is dating a doctor?’


      Sam pushed Eve away as though he had been bitten. He looked at the creature in front of him, her shoulder blades narrow and sharp, her eyes matching.


      ‘Feeling superior isn’t the same as being in control,’ he said, wiping his neck where her warm lips had been. ‘It might make you feel good, Eve, but one’s a feeling, the other’s a state.’


      A handful of rain hit the balcony hard. At first, it came down in bits and pieces. Then it grew constant, and then it turned into a roar. Hard and getting harder. Eve ran to the far end of the verandah and gripped the balcony rail, leaning as far out as she could. In front, out to the horizon, the sky was opening up – white lightning and purple sparks. Above, it was black. A hazy veil fell across the stars. A crowd gathered below, their heads upwards, watching the hard rain fall.


      Eve pushed her hips further over the railing, elbows straight now and locked, her legs and feet dangling off the ground, her emerald dress bunching up around her thighs, and she turned her head to face the sky.


      ‘Honey, I’ll catch you. Trust me,’ someone called from below.


      The rain fell on her face and rolled down her shoulders and arms, down her neck. Eve tilted her head and looked back at Sam. She was leaning so far over the railing it was a miracle she could balance.


      ‘Darlin’, I’ll catch you.’


      Sam was angry about it, but he understood Meg was gone. He didn’t want it, but he understood his grief. He didn’t understand the woman see-sawing over the verandah rail. He wanted to shake her. Instead, he walked over to the railing and grabbed her by the waist. ‘Don’t,’ he said. He pulled her off the iron bar and into him. Then he kissed her hard, parting her wet lips and tasting her and the rain. Eve began to kiss him back, their bodies pushing into each other. Then she bit down hard on his lip.


      ‘Shit.’ He pushed her away. Eve smiled. A drop of blood formed in the middle fleshy part of his lower lip. Sam looked down at his hands.


      There was a wolf whistle and shouts from below, about being a spoilsport, about taking things too seriously, and a young girl in a red dress ran out of the pub across the road in the rain, pulling her miniskirt down at the back. The voices stopped, and there was just the sound of rain. And then there was one last call. The girl from the pub didn’t bother to turn around when a man shouted ‘You need to lighten up’ but stopped running, letting herself get soaked, and stuck out her hand behind her to give the finger to right below where Sam stood.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

    


    
      The principal asked for every single boarder in Year Twelve – her final-year girls, she would call them, like they were a pair of her comfy shoes or reading glasses, something she would pull out of her wardrobe or drawers with a sigh – to come to her office at ten on Monday morning. There were eighteen in all, of various heights and widths and curves, problem skin and clear skin, legs smooth and prickly, and they were to be excused from morning class to see Ms Davidson. In the long, dark hallway outside her office, rose-scented Impulse deodorant and wood polish mingled as the girls waited for the principal to open her door and usher them in. It was 10.18 am, and there was still no sign of her.


      ‘Do you think she knows?’ Camilla asked.


      ‘I don’t know.’


      ‘What else would we be doing here?’ Elizabeth replied.


      At 10.23 am, Mr Clarke, the maths master, a short, bearded man who also coached the netball teams, walked past and asked the girls, who were sitting on bench seats that ran down the length of the hall, to stand. ‘Stand up to wait. You should not be sitting. You do not deserve that privilege.’


      They lined the walls like blue-and-white bowling pins. Most placed their hands behind their backs out of habit. A couple nudged each other. A few kept their heads down, concentrating on the carpet.


      ‘We are in so much shit,’ Sarah said.


      A nervous giggle began at one end of the line and moved quickly through the ranks. All heads now were bowed in a pointless attempt to disguise the laughter, when an additional head popped out of the doorway.


      ‘Come in, please, ladies,’ Ms Davidson said.


      Inside her office were floor-to-ceiling bookshelves crammed with leather-bound books. In the far corner was a desk the size of a dining table, and in the middle of the room were two sofas, separated by a coffee table. Heavy curtains were pulled and tied at the side of the window, which overlooked a large grassed area where girls could sit for lunch. It was an English sitting room, with a gum tree visible through the glass.


      Heavyset Ms Davidson moved behind her desk and sat down in her chair in a rolling movement fitting a well-fed caterpillar in a lavender twin set. It was unhurried and precise, and no one could remember seeing any arms or hands used to pull the chair out or slide it back under the desk.


      ‘The first question is not did you do it, it’s why,’ Ms Davidson said, not looking up from the papers on her desk and making it clear she was in no mood for time-wasting. ‘Why would you cut up the spare sheets in the boarding house and make them into shorts, then sneak into the pool yesterday afternoon and have a swim?’


      Jenny went to answer and a finger came out, moved side to side, and the voice behind it said, ‘I will tell you when it is time to talk. Does any one of you deny cutting up school property and then sneaking into the pool grounds?’


      There was silence, broken only by the distant voices of two girls outside the main building talking about their weekend while they hurried to class after finishing an errand.


      ‘We take this sort of behaviour seriously. Very seriously. You are back at school for, what, three weeks in your final and most important school year, and you deliberately destroy school property. You then go and get yourselves into a dangerous situation by sneaking into the pool. Not to mention making fools out of yourselves swimming in home-made shorts that keep falling off.’


      None of the eighteen girls standing shoulder-to-shoulder in three rows dared to mount the defence that it seemed like a good idea at the time.


      ‘Do you understand I can pick up this phone’ – Ms Davidson felt the need to pick up the telephone receiver to illustrate this point – ‘and fill your beds and your place in this school in less than seven minutes? We have a huge waiting list. Huge. Do not think for a minute you are all immune from punishment because the entire year was involved. Every single one of you girls is replaceable. Every single one of you. I have called all your parents and there will be no weekend leave this term for any of you. Plus, you need to pay for the replacement of ten sheets and help in the laundry on a roster system.’


      A collective groan. Someone whispered in a tone reeking of unfairness, ‘What?’


      ‘Pardon? Does some bright spark have something to say?’


      There were no volunteers. Eve wondered how Ms Davidson knew the shorts kept falling off in the pool.


      ‘You have eight months to go until you are finished school, and then you are off to university, or, for those who don’t get the grades – and I pray that will be no one in this room – straight into the workforce. Trust me, there you will also learn you are replaceable. I’d suggest you stay out of trouble if you want to finish school here.


      ‘There will be no more warnings. You are all on notice. One more incident, one more, and you are out. I don’t care what your record has been up until this point.’


      The girls shuffled to the door, still obsessed by their shoes, and as the first three girls arrived at the doorway Ms Davidson stood up from behind her desk, took off her glasses, placed them carefully in a little clear dish by an open folder and added, ‘By the way, you will have another boarder joining you for the remainder of the year. Rebecca Thornton will be returning next week to Hetherington to sit for her exams, as her parents will not be returning from Germany for another year. I expect most of you know Rebecca already from her time with us when she was in the junior school as a day girl. I know you are a tight group, but I expect you all to make her feel welcome. You are big girls now.’


      As soon as each girl stepped out of the principal’s office, the chatter began. The warning had been forgotten, replaced by news of Rebecca’s return. Rebecca Thornton, who left the school at the end of Year Nine for Germany with her family. It was all so glamorous. Europe. She was going to go skiing in France. Attend an international school. Speak a foreign language. Fluently. In the subsequent two years, no one had come close to replacing that girl. A ripple of excitement ran across the year. Drama was coming, and it was going to be sleeping in the boarding house, eating dinner with them, going to watch rugby games with the boys next door. Drama was coming.


      There were quick looks behind to gauge Eve’s reaction. She made a point of leaning into Meg and talking to her about what they would do at the next holidays on Meg’s farm. She talked about their plans in the most excited way, grabbing at Meg’s hands, emphasising the words ‘Can’t wait’ and ‘So much fun’. Eve had thought about Rebecca often, changing the endings to their encounters, but she never imagined her returning. Never. Of course, she knew Meg had nothing to do with it, but even so she thought it wondrous that Meg had returned from England and less than six months later Rebecca had disappeared.


      Eve tried to be rational. She was older now, nearly eighteen. She was fourteen then. She would be busy this term studying and practising for cello exams. Meg was in the room next to her at the boarding house. Sarah was down the hall. Eve would say the things she had to say, do what she had to do. ‘I’ve never seen you this pumped about coming to the farm,’ Meg said as groups of girls peeled off and hurried to class.


      At first, Sarah had been swept away with the throng of girls pushing down the hallway. At some stage, she must have broken free, because, without a sound and clutching her books to her chest, she was suddenly standing next to Meg and Eve at the bottom of the stairwell. Sarah pulled at the knot on her tie so it was fashionably low and loose.


      ‘Usually you are begging to go into town by day three to rent out some new videos and see some human beings,’ Meg continued to Eve. ‘Are you worried about Rebecca?’


      ‘No, no.’ Eve didn’t know what else to say. She knew she should add on a supporting sentence to make ‘no’ more real, but she couldn’t think of one.


      ‘Mum never mentioned it,’ Sarah said as she sat down on the bottom step. ‘She must have known. She never told me.’


      ‘Why would she know?’ Meg asked.


      ‘They’re friends. Her and Mrs Thornton are friends. Remember? Mum must have known about Rebecca.’


      ‘Maybe she didn’t,’ Meg said.


      ‘Maybe she forgot,’ Sarah said.


      ‘Maybe she forgot,’ Eve repeated. ‘It will be different this year.’


      ‘It’ll be different,’ Sarah repeated.


      ‘It’s going to be fine,’ Eve said.


      And again Sarah repeated, ‘It’s going to be fine.’


      ‘Guys,’ Meg said. ‘Of course it’s going to be different. You’re starting to worry me. I know she was a bitch, but that was years ago.’


      Eve had been hazy on the details with Meg. In fact, she had played it down. She’d made it a blur, and blurs aren’t sharp. The razor and blood that morning were enough for Meg, and Eve knew it was enough. This way, Eve protected Meg. She gave her a controlled portion of that year but no more. Sarah’s contributions to the topic were always so stage-managed that Eve thought she just might bring out some glitter from her pocket and start throwing it around when she retold a story.


      The stained-glass window on the stairwell landing above splintered the light into hundreds of multicoloured directions, some beams hitting the corners, some trailing out near the front door, a few crawling on the girls’ school shoes.


      Meg held out her arm for Sarah to pull up on, and Sarah took it.


      ‘Guys?’ Meg asked. The three of them were standing in a row, Meg in the middle.


      ‘It’s fine,’ Eve said. ‘It’s fine.’


      ‘It’s fine,’ Sarah repeated.


      Meg looked from Eve to Sarah and then back again. ‘Will you two stop copying each other and say something?’


      Ms Davidson stuck her head out the door. ‘I thought I heard voices. Go. Off to class.’ She clapped her hands at them and disappeared.


      They all walked quickly up the hall and down the three steps of the administration building to stand under the walkway pergola.


      ‘See you at lunch,’ Meg said, heading off to physics. Then she turned a few steps down the path and stood under the shade of a leopard tree. ‘It will be okay, Eve.’


      Sarah disappeared around the corner, still clutching her books to her chest. Eve could feel her heart beating fast, in four places at once: her chest, her neck, her stomach, her calves. They were all pounding, pulsing. She bent over to tie up a tied-up shoelace. Everyone’s moved on, Eve. It’s been two years, she said to herself, squatting on the path, books beside her, fingers untying and retying laces. Then she vomited on her school shoes.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

    


    
      Eve could hear Rebecca at the end of the hall talking about physics. Physics schmysics. Rebecca had settled into the boarding house like a Burmese cat on a neighbour’s beloved couch in a pocket of sun. She claimed her space, five moves ahead of the original inhabitants, attracting admiring glances and ignoring the source.


      As Ms Emery was fond of repeating, Rebecca was ‘a delightful addition to the boarding house’: helping those weak in algebra; writing a play about what really happened to Miranda and the girls in Picnic at Hanging Rock with fellow boarders studying drama; telling long, scintillating tales about German boys and German schools and German food.


      Eve lay upside down on her bed, with her feet pounding rhythmically on the pillow. They all had their own rooms now – a privilege for final-year girls, they were told, that came with responsibility. The top floor of the boarding house was reserved for Year Twelve girls, and all had their own rectangular carbon-copy single bedrooms separated by thin sheets of gyprock and a curtain for a door. The rooms contained a single bed, bedside table, desk, wardrobe and chest of drawers.


      Rebecca was in the habit of stopping in to see Eve during study time and leaning against her doorframe, carefully hitching the curtain door on its hook first, to chat about English or biology or Elizabeth Bowman and her one bad eye. Eve was in the habit of waiting for her, rereading the same four lines from Wuthering Heights or Othello or some other book that needed to be dissected and cursing herself for forgetting what she had just read. That’s all they ever discussed: schoolwork or girls at school with physical deformities. They never had a conversation. Surrounded by a hundred and thirteen girls, they never had to.


      Eve had waited every day since Rebecca first shoved her suitcases under her bed in the boarding house for someone to mention that year. They were the words she used in her head. They identified it but possessed a comforting vagueness. That year. That year. Labelled, stored and put away.


      Two weeks before the end of first term, Eve found herself in the common room with Rebecca and a group of other senior girls. They were discussing the critical differences between French, Italian and German boys, while Eve sat off to the side on the worn carpet, marking important dates in her diary with different-coloured pens. She dawdled on the floor, bent forwards and slowly packed away her pens, zipping up her pencil case as the bell summoned them for dinner. She saw out of the corner of her eye Rebecca dawdling too. Eve’s neck pulsated so obviously that she rubbed at it and then let her hand rest there as she pushed a pink fluoro highlighter into an already packed pencil case. Rebecca sat on the lounge nearest Eve and crossed one leg over the other, her long hands smoothing her navy school skirt down around her knees. Rebecca’s knees nearly touched Eve’s head.


      ‘Evie, you have to help me with music. I’ve got so rusty. I’m terrible.’


      ‘I’ve heard you play, Rebecca,’ Eve said, not turning to face her. ‘You’re fine.’


      ‘Eve, you are too nice. You know I am crap.’


      Rebecca bent over to pick up Eve’s diary from the carpet. She placed her hand on Eve’s back as ballast.


      ‘Here you go,’ she said brightly, placing the diary on top of Eve’s pile of books just as Eve came to a standing position. Then Rebecca threw her head back in an exaggerated ‘just seen a snake smoke a bong’ look. ‘You have grown so tall and so thin, Eve. You should be a catwalk model. Not one of those hopeless Australian models doing editorial for Country Road, but one of the skinny girls in Europe who do the fashion shows. You would be perfect. All limbs. Come on. My bet is on beef stroganoff. When I’m out of here, I’m becoming a vego.’


      Rebecca waited for Eve at the doorway, and Eve had no choice but to follow. They walked to dinner together, with Eve holding on to this piece of hope that had been clutched for so long it was smooth and shiny and almost slipping away, that Rebecca would say something about that year. She would explain, have a reason, acknowledge, maybe apologise. And Eve had a few lines ready in response. On the way to dinner, though, Eve discovered Rebecca couldn’t believe that Mrs Trevor got that perm.


      When they arrived together in the dining hall and stood momentarily under the gold-lettered honour board to survey the room, Meg raised her eyebrows at Eve, and Eve returned the gesture before joining her at the table. They squashed in together down the end, with thighs and elbows touching. Eve sat to Meg’s left, because that gave her a better position to survey the room. To survey Rebecca.


      Eve had developed a sixth sense when it came to Rebecca. She knew when Rebecca was about to leave her room and come down the hallway in the dorm before she could see her. She would hear her packing her books or straightening something up in preparation for leaving. Eve had memorised, without consciously doing so, Rebecca’s timetable and habits. She knew when Rebecca studied, when she did her laundry, when she was due to return from after-school activities. She knew that Rebecca didn’t like tomato or bananas or too much chocolate in her hot chocolate. She could spot Rebecca’s blonde ponytail in a sea of blonde ponytails in seconds. She could mimic perfectly the way Rebecca bit her lip when she pretended to be confused or unsure about something. Rebecca swam around Eve’s head, twisting and turning, day and night.


      Rebecca sat opposite Meg and Eve this evening instead of in her usual spot near Jenny and Camilla. Eve pretended not to watch her as she ate individual pieces from yet another casserole.


      At the far table, a group of Year Eights suddenly burst into uproarious laughter. One girl poured her water onto another’s dinner plate. There was another burst of laughter and a few high-pitched screams, and it was such a novel idea that more water was tossed across more plates at the table. It was an endless circle of merriment.


      ‘God, look at them. They think they are so cool. Such rebels without a cause,’ someone said from the Year Twelve table.


      ‘We were like that,’ Meg said, spooning some ice cream and tinned peaches into her mouth. Meg understood why the tinned peaches tasted metallic, but everything tasted that way: the beef casserole, the carrots, the soft celery. Meg imagined someone mixing dinner in a paint tin.


      Everywhere, girls sat in groups, eating and talking. Talking and sipping. Wiping crumbs off laps. Swapping carrots for broccoli, meat for bread, peaches for ice cream.


      Rebecca began discussing a problem in extension maths with Meg, and, although Eve tried, she couldn’t follow any of it. They were the only two boarders sitting the maths extension two exam, and Eve had noticed they were spending time in each other’s rooms every now and then, going over mysterious mathematic equations.


      ‘Ask Mr Christian tomorrow,’ Meg said when they failed to resolve the question.


      ‘Why did we take this maths in the first place?’ Rebecca asked. ‘We are the only two morons doing it. We must have rocks in our heads.’


      ‘I just want to get through polynomials,’ Meg said. ‘I can’t get my head around them.’ Meg tipped the contents of Eve’s dessert bowl towards her to check if there was any ice cream left. ‘You ate it all,’ she said to Eve. ‘You never eat it all.’


      Eve turned her spoon around and sucked on the rounded curve overly dramatically. ‘It’s the quick and the dead, Meg. The quick and the dead.’ Eve plucked the spoon out of her mouth and held it up to the air. ‘What does that expression mean anyway? Mum always says it.’


      ‘Der, Einstein. I suppose if you’re not quick, you’re dead,’ Meg said, pushing Eve’s bowl back towards her. ‘You’re a goner, Eve.’


      Eve clutched her heart and made choking noises. ‘I’m dying,’ she gasped. ‘Help me.’ She began to slip from her seat.


      ‘Don’t worry, I’ll save you,’ Sarah said, pulling Eve’s hand and helping her to sit back up.


      ‘You’re an idiot, Eve,’ Meg said, pushing Eve on the shoulder and smiling.


      On the edge of their laughter, Rebecca leant forwards and said, ‘What about him saying we could beat the boys if we did just one more session after school with him each week? I mean, I think it’s a bit odd he keeps asking if we want tutoring after school.’


      ‘He’s just trying to help,’ Meg said.


      Rebecca raised her eyebrows. The noise was rising and circling in the dining room. Rebecca grabbed Meg’s wrist and pulled her towards her. ‘Do you think we should get the extra tutoring? I’ll do it if you will.’


      Eve watched Rebecca’s fingers curl around Meg’s tanned wrist and Meg not pry them away. Rebecca had two of her fingers around Meg’s watch. It must have been uncomfortable, noticeable, for Meg, Eve thought. Meg was always civil to Rebecca but nothing more. A line had been drawn, and Eve had never seen Meg cross it. The line worked because Meg did her best to avoid Rebecca. She was businesslike around her. It was a professional relationship.


      ‘Umm.’ Meg sucked in her bottom lip. She didn’t pull her wrist away. ‘Okay. Could be a good idea to get on top of things now. Give us time to work on big problems before exams.’


      ‘Brilliant,’ Rebecca said, and she jumped up and down a little bit in her chair. ‘Brilliant. I know it’s maths, but we’ll make it fun, Meggie. We’ll have fun.’


      ‘Meg, can I have your knife for a minute?’ Eve asked, leaning into the conversation.


      Meg had to pull her arm away from Rebecca to grab the knife for Eve. She didn’t ask why Eve wanted it and handed it to her without turning. Eve put Meg’s knife on her plate and put her own knife on her lap.


      ‘Extra maths. My dream come true,’ Meg said.


      Eve could feel the weight of the knife on her skirt.


      ‘What’s everyone doing this Easter?’ Sarah said, trying to ignore dessert. ‘We should do something. It’s our last Easter together.’


      ‘Are we going to count down like this for the rest of the year, Sarah? Second-last English assignment, third-last netball match ever, fifth-last lecture from Mrs Oswald over manners.’


      ‘Seriously, Meg. Before we know it, this year will be gone. After Easter, it will all be about study, study, study for exams. We won’t be able to relax. Let’s do something this Easter. Together. Before we have our head in a book for the rest of the year.’


      Sarah leant across the table. She was sitting opposite now and had to move the plastic salt and pepper shakers and her dessert bowl so she could get close enough to be heard. ‘C’mon, Meg, Eve.’


      ‘Those girls are in for it now,’ Meg said, a nod of her head indicating the girls who had been free and easy with their water glasses over their dinner plates. Every plate on the table had food swimming in water, and now, behind them, stood a mistress with her arms crossed and her eyes narrowed.


      No one turned to confirm her presence, but the table felt it and all at once fell silent.


      ‘And who would think it amusing to waste food? Is it funny to pour water into other people’s dinner? Why don’t you tell that to all those children out there who are starving tonight? Clean it up, and all of you see me in my room when you are done.’


      The mistress called across the now-still dining room. ‘Rebecca Thornton. Could you come here, please, and supervise these girls? I want this table to be spotless. Spotless.’


      Eve could have kissed all the girls in Year Eight and given them her old assignments to copy. She had registered Rebecca’s expectant face when Sarah put out an all-points bulletin for anyone to join in for an Easter getaway. She was so relieved that she took the risk of clipping Sarah for bringing it up while Rebecca was still in the room. ‘Jesus,’ she whispered to Sarah. ‘What were you thinking? I reckon Rebecca was about to try and join us.’


      ‘No, she wasn’t,’ Sarah replied with a sting in her voice.


      ‘I have to tell you something,’ Meg interrupted, her voice low.


      They turned in unison and leant in, elbows on the table, one eye on Rebecca in the corner of the room, busy supervising.


      ‘I don’t know how it has happened, and I have tried to get out of it,’ Meg said, taking a breath. ‘But Rebecca is coming home with me, with us, this Easter.’


      ‘What?’


      ‘Her mum called my dad last week and did this big spiel about how Rebecca and I do the same advanced-maths and Latin subjects and how they are unable to make it back to Australia from Germany until August and how Rebecca speaks often of me and how they would really appreciate it if she could come home with me for Easter. She’s going to an aunt’s place for the rest of the holidays. Her aunt’s really old, so her mum doesn’t want her there the whole holidays.’


      ‘I don’t understand.’ Eve spun her bowl around and around and around on the table until Meg slammed her hand on top for it to stop.


      ‘Eve,’ Meg said. ‘I told Dad I didn’t like her and I didn’t want her to come. He did the old “You girls are so funny. One week you like each other and the next you don’t”. Then he said her mother had asked him to do a favour for her and he had said yes and that’s it. I argued, Eve. I argued. But Dad said that, in the six years I have been at this school, not one parent has ever asked him to do anything. It’s four days, he said.’


      ‘Why didn’t you tell us earlier?’


      ‘Dad only told me last week, and I kept thinking I could talk him out of it. Come up with another plan. But I couldn’t. He’s really determined.’


      ‘Well, I hope she knows I’m coming too,’ Eve said as Rebecca began walking back towards them.


      ‘And you’re coming too, Sarah,’ Meg said quickly and quietly. ‘You get on best with The Chosen One.’


      ‘Oh my god!’ Rebecca suddenly screamed, putting both hands over her mouth. She screamed again and again and again. High and sharp. Every single head turned in the dining room, following Rebecca’s gaze. There was a black rat running along the length of the wall. Mrs Evans screamed too. Every single girl in the dining room started to scream. Most jumped up on the chairs. They flapped their hands and pointed, and the rat stayed still, pressed against the wall by the piercing noise in the room, the hysteria.


      ‘Look at its tail. It’s disgusting,’ Sarah screamed from her chair. ‘Ooh. It is disgusting.’


      ‘It’s as big as a cat,’ a Year Eight girl yelled.


      Eve grabbed the butter knife from her lap, jumped up and held it in front of her.


      ‘What are you doing?’ Meg started laughing. ‘Eve, it’s a butter knife, and that’s a rat. Are you planning to butter it to death?’


      The sight was so ridiculous that the table momentarily transferred its attention from the rat to Eve with her butter knife held out. Everyone started laughing. Eve threw the butter knife on the table, and it bounced off and hit Amanda in the stomach.


      ‘Watch it,’ she said.


      ‘She didn’t mean to,’ Meg said. ‘She was trying to kill the rat. She’s a ninja.’


      ‘Good luck, Evie Chan,’ someone said from up the end.


      ‘I’m scared. If anyone can kill a rat with a butter knife, Eve can,’ Rebecca added.


      The table laughed again. All except Eve. Meg gave Eve’s arm a quick rub.


      From the corner of the room, Mrs Evans came running over with a broom, and as she came, her weapon held aloft, she said in an overly steady voice, ‘It’s all right, girls. Calm down. Calm down. Time to calm down. It’s just a rat.’ The rat moved along the wall then stopped. Mrs Evans stood in the middle of the room and yelled above the renewed din, ‘For god’s sake, everyone stop screaming!’


      Mrs Evans crept up on the rat as though it was completely unaware of her presence and she was an expert at killing rats with brooms. Heads craned forwards. A few girls walked towards her to get a better look. Then Mrs Evans brought her broom down with a crack, and the rat ran from it along the wall, changing direction suddenly, then again, and out through a crack in the far door, to the sound of a room full of girls screaming as hard as they could.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

    


    
      Rebecca lay in her pastel-striped bikini in the outdoor bathtub, her feet poking above the waterline at the bottom end, her hands swatting at flies at the top end with a folded orange place mat she had stolen from the kitchen.


      ‘I don’t know how you fucking stand it,’ she yelled to the sky. More water sloshed over the edge. She sank her head underwater and stayed there until she needed to breathe. ‘A pool instead of one bath would be a start.’


      There were no clouds in the sky, only a great wash of blue. Rebecca had been told once by her cleaner that if you looked up and there was enough blue sky to make a lady’s apron, it wouldn’t rain. ‘There’s enough blue sky to make a whole city, a whole universe,’ she yelled.


      The girls didn’t understand; they didn’t try to. The heat had stolen every ounce of energy. It was unseasonably hot, it said on the news. A heatwave for Easter instead of eggs. Meg, Eve and Sarah sat in the shade of the long verandah, sometimes sipping from tall glasses of water, sometimes putting down and picking up cards in their slow game of Uno. They would look out to the distance, past the fence surrounding the house, across the paddocks, across the moonscape: the pebbles and earth and patches of sharp, long, wheat-coloured grass. Apart from a handful of bent box trees in the distance, everything was low-rise.


      Bill had left Nellie – Meg’s favourite dog, a black kelpie with tan eyebrows and paws – with them, and she lay on the steps of the verandah, watchful for any movement and smart enough to ignore Rebecca in the bathtub to the side of the house. He was due back at any minute. He had promised to get home early to take the girls into Bourke to pick up supplies for the party tonight. ‘Get yourselves something special, have a shop, buy some chips and treats, get a new tape to play if you want,’ he had told them.


      Meg knew he was trying so hard.


      Bill was having a barbecue for a few neighbours. Lots of meat, minimal salads. The Williams had the adjoining property. The Taylors would have to drive at least an hour, and the Finches nearly two, to get to Bullaburra station, but that’s what you did out here, Bill had explained to Rebecca, who was sprawled across the kitchen table that morning, her outside catatonic with boredom, her insides on fire with rage. ‘You make your own entertainment out here,’ Bill said, finishing the last of his coffee. ‘You girls will have fun. There’ll be other kids your age. You know, someone different to talk to in case you’re bored of each other already.’


      He then kissed Meg on the top of her head, went through the laundry, grabbed his hat and walked out the back door to put his boots on.


      Meg followed him out. ‘Thanks, Dad,’ she said, leaning over to pick up his hat. Bill had put it on the door mat so he could pull his boots on.


      ‘It’s nice to have people over,’ he said, squinting up at her, brushing nothing off his knees. ‘I get to make my coleslaw, do my secret marinade.’


      ‘Soy sauce, Worcestershire and a splash of beer while you’re cooking? Big secret, Dad. Huge.’


      Bill stood up. He was nearly fifty, but he was still a big man, and he took up the doorway. Meg had her hand out towards him with his hat resting on it.


      ‘She’s a trick, that one,’ he said, motioning inside at Rebecca with his eyes before taking the hat and putting it on his head. ‘I didn’t know they made them like that.’


      ‘Told you.’


      ‘I know you did. I know. I thought you were just digging your heels in. You’re older now. I should have listened. I keep forgetting you’re not a little girl any more. You would have had a much nicer holiday, all of you would have had a much nicer holiday …’ Bill didn’t finish his sentence; he held the screen door open instead. ‘I’ll take your word for it next time, Meg.’


      Meg walked past him and paused inside the laundry, the tiles lovely and cold on her bare feet. ‘I’m having a great holiday, Dad. Being here.’


      ‘I hope so.’


      ‘See you later,’ Meg said and then called through the netting as her dad slipped away. ‘Dad. Maybe we should do a vegetarian dish.’


      ‘Sure,’ he said, walking away, shaking his head. Meg could see the back of his hand stuck up in the air. ‘Great idea.’


      Watching Rebecca in the bathtub was proving to be half-decent entertainment. The girls had been on Bullaburra station for two days and had two more to go. They had watched seven videos and written top-five lists about: favourite actors; what they would study after they left school; places to get married in; favourite children’s names; favourite teachers; favourite European cities; and items they would buy from Sportsgirl when they got back into the city. They had gone to bake cakes but decided it was too hot to put the oven on, so they ate the mixture instead.


      Bill would drive them nearly a thousand kilometres on Monday back to Sydney and deliver Meg and Eve to Eve’s parents, Sarah to her parents in Sydney and Rebecca to her aunt.


      ‘Uno!’ Sarah said, holding one card up and waiting for Meg’s move.


      Rebecca kept going under the water in the bathtub, thrashing her body around in the tight space, coming up for air and going down again. Then she abruptly pulled herself out of the bathtub and stormed past the girls into the house. Her feet trailed red mud. Red footsteps all up the hallway. They all looked at each other and the bathtub full of water. Inside the house, they could hear drawers opening and closing, cupboard doors banging, and then it went silent for five minutes.


      ‘What do you think she’s …’ Sarah stopped mid-sentence as Rebecca marched out with the plastic shower curtain covered in multicoloured fish under her arm and made for the bathtub. She placed it across the tub and the girls said nothing, because this was better than Knots Landing. Rebecca returned to the house and came back with a long pole used to open the high louvre windows in the living space, all the while her red footprints dotting the house and front garden. She surveyed the dust around her and set upon a tall, well-built stick – a branch by city standards.


      ‘Fucking stupid flies.’


      She twisted the stick into the ground beside the bath, halfway along its length. Then she forced the louvre pole into the ground by the head of the bath, grunting with the effort. She draped the shower curtain over the makeshift supports and slid underneath it into the bath, to recline under a sky of cartoon fish.


      Meg, Eve and Sarah laughed as one, their chairs creaking beneath them.


      ‘You right, Rebecca?’ Meg asked.


      ‘Why would you do it? Why would you live out here?’ A hand emerged from under the shower curtain and swirled itself around in the air. ‘It doesn’t make sense. Your father’s a spunk, Meg, and he’s stuck out here all by himself with flies. Flies and dust and sheep and crawling furry insects that travel in a line on the ground. I can’t believe he hasn’t topped himself.’


      Rebecca’s innate abilities had become temperamental since arriving in the ‘shithole’. It was as though the heat and the boredom, the space and the isolation, were playing tricks, were turning her inside out.


      ‘Dunedoo? What a stupid name,’ she had said to the passenger window in the car as they’d driven through the town. ‘It looks like a toilet. It sounds like a toilet. It is a toilet.’


      ‘More road than town,’ Bill had joked to the three slumped girls in the back seat.


      Rebecca was overheating. The girls ignored the moans coming from below the shower-curtain tent. Words couldn’t compete with the sight. Then the figure of Bill moved beside the shed. He walked slowly towards them, putting up his hand in acknowledgement and taking off his beaten hat.


      ‘I might have one of those,’ he said to the girls on the verandah. ‘It’s a ripper out there.’


      When he turned, saw his shower curtain over the bath and registered the voice within, he put his arms on the verandah rail and yelled towards Rebecca, ‘A for innovation, Rebecca. Should have done something like that years ago myself.’


      Five minutes later, Rebecca got out of the bath, and ten minutes after that she emerged from the bedroom, dressed ready for the drive into Bourke. She hopped into the waiting car, and Eve was the one who said it. ‘You might need to stick your head out the window like Nellie on the way into town, Rebecca. You’re as red as a beetroot. You nearly suffocated yourself.’


      The girls laughed. Rebecca sat in the back seat by the window staring down at the white line on the side of the road and didn’t move a muscle.


      


      ‘What can they still be talking about?’ Tom Finch asked the crouched shadows in a circle at the back of the shed.


      It was 11.40 pm, and the adults were glued to their seats around the dining table, half with cups of tea, the other half making good work of the port, except for Mrs Williams, who was enjoying a few Midori and lemonades. They made her feel less dust-bitten, like she was by the pool in Ko Samui.


      Tom and Meg had just stolen back into the house to find another bottle of alcohol and could hear the parents in the dining room involved in a conversation they couldn’t be bothered to follow. Something about train lines. Boring. Between the eight of them, the first bottle of sherry had disappeared within fifteen minutes. The sweetness had made Eve gag, but she’d taken another sip just to show she could do it.


      Rebecca’s mood had picked up as soon as she’d spied Tom and his brother, Rob Finch, unroll themselves out of the car around 7 pm. They were back from boarding school for the holidays too. When Pat and Fraser Williams appeared fifteen minutes later, it was like the world, or at least Bullaburra, was a different place. Four boys, sixteen to eighteen years old, who had outgrown their fathers, had come home for the holidays, already sunburnt on their noses and shoulders. Fraser Williams had brought a backpack that he’d told his mum and dad contained compilation tapes and a jumper, in case an evening chill came. There were also a bottle of Scotch and two longneck VBs, all wrapped up in his mum’s tea towels so they didn’t clink in the car on the way over.


      The earth radiated cool behind the shed, which sat a couple of hundred metres west of the house, and Rebecca started to rub at her bare arms. All the boys took in the sight of her sitting in the dirt by the shed, out here, within reach, the girl returned from Europe whom everyone at school would share their sightings of.


      ‘Rebecca Thornton and I have the same orthodontist. We were in the waiting room together yesterday.’


      ‘I saw Rebecca at the bus stop. I could see her bra through her shirt.’


      ‘Do you think Rebecca Thornton has done it?’


      Sarah sat next to Rebecca and had worked out before dinner she was see-through. She was getting cold and hungry, too, and her bum was beginning to get pins and needles. Fraser took his jumper out of his backpack and put it around Rebecca’s shoulders before sitting down next to her, his knee slamming into Sarah’s thigh, causing her to inch her way to the right, out of his way. Rebecca whispered into Fraser’s ear, and he swung his head around to take in the bulbous shadow to his left. He leant over to Sarah and put his hands on the rolls on her stomach, then cupped one of her breasts.


      ‘Definitely more than a handful. I’d be suffocated in there.’


      Rebecca slapped his arm playfully. ‘You’re cruel. Sarah is just cute and cuddly. Like a big teddy bear. With tits.’


      They whispered and snorted again and inched themselves away from Sarah as though she was so heavy she might crack the earth underneath her, causing everyone to fall in.


      The sound of sticks being broken and dry grass being ground down came from behind, and Tom and Meg produced a bottle of nearly full Baileys that had a crust of dried cream around the screw-top opening. Nellie and Bingo ran around and through the circle, sniffing under the occasional armpit and across the backs of necks.


      ‘It was the best I could do,’ Meg said, holding up the bottle.


      The eight of them began passing it around and taking gulps from its mouth. Eve didn’t mind the taste. It was kind of like a milkshake. It was a shame this wasn’t her first drink of the evening instead of the Scotch and the sherry, their near-empty shells now leaning against a tree stump.


      Even though it was dark, their eyes had adjusted and they could see each other. Beyond their circle, they could hear rustling in the bushes and the clicking of insects. There were scratching noises coming from inside the shed, which everyone ignored. A few bored sheep in the distance could be heard having their own get-together. The moon, not yet full, kept slipping behind clouds, and leaves rustled in the wind, sounding like rain, but that was just wishful thinking.


      Eve put her head back and looked at the stars. She passed the bottle on to Rob and wondered whether he liked her. She wondered whether she liked him. Everything began to happen in fragments. Fraser and Rebecca began to whisper. Meg and Tom and Sarah were planning the next raid on the house. Rob raised his eyebrows at Eve either to thank her for the six-year-old Baileys or tell her he hadn’t a clue what was going on. Pat, the youngest of the group at sixteen, began a series of handstands against the shed wall, his heels hitting the side, making a noise like two saucepan lids clanging together.


      ‘Shut up, you dick,’ Fraser yelled, turning his head to the house. ‘They’ll hear you. I reckon we’ve got twenty minutes until someone works out we’re not playing pool out the back.’


      ‘Let’s do something,’ Pat said, upside down, his shirt hanging over his pink face. ‘This is boring, sitting around talking. What about spin the bottle?’


      Rebecca groaned. ‘That’s for fourteen-year-olds, Pat. What about truth or dare?’ she asked, disappearing further into Fraser’s jumper. ‘But proper truth or dare, not pathetic truth or dare.’


      The game began without consensus.


      ‘I dare Pat to run up to the house naked and touch the verandah,’ Rob said, leaning back on his hands and tilting his chin up.


      The game then continued along gender lines: the boys dared and partook in the dares; the girls questioned. There were more nude runs, mooning, hitting another boy as hard as possible in the gut and climbing on the shed roof. The girls asked the boys which girls they liked. They asked each other who they hated most in their year. Rebecca asked Sarah if she thought Bill was a spunk. Sarah asked Meg if it was true that she never stayed for the holidays at her place, it was always Eve’s, because she didn’t like her mum. Meg lied and said she just didn’t want to spend her holidays in the city. Sarah took another sip of the Baileys – it was her favourite.


      ‘Eve?’ Rebecca asked, her hands hiding under the oversized rolled-up sleeves. ‘Have you ever masturbated?’


      ‘Rebecca, I’m not …’


      There were sniggers, and Rob asked for someone to pass him the end of the Scotch.


      ‘Okay, then, is it true that you’ve had sex with two boys from Grammar this year?’


      ‘Shut up, Rebecca.’


      ‘Eve, you’re being a spoilsport. You have to answer or we will just assume it’s true.’


      ‘Rebecca, you’re being an idiot.’


      Eve searched for definition in Meg’s face. She waited for her to pounce, but there was just a hazy outline of Meg leaning into Tom and grabbing the longneck of beer and tipping it so far back she looked like she was playing a musical instrument.


      ‘C’mon, Eve, answer,’ Fraser said.


      Pat joined in, and then Tom turned from Meg and said it, and Rob, right next to her, so close she was touching his knee, came up the rear. ‘Answer.’


      ‘Maybe you’ll answer this one?’ Rebecca paused before continuing. ‘True or false: do you cut yourself when things don’t go your way?’


      ‘Shut up.’


      ‘Oooh,’ Fraser said. ‘Careful, she’s getting upset.’


      ‘Shut up!’ Eve yelled, and then she stood up to leave and fell straight back down, just like one of the drunks outside the pub at closing time. Everyone laughed hysterically.


      ‘What the fuck is cutting yourself about anyway? I don’t understand,’ Fraser said, pulling Rebecca towards him. ‘With what? Scissors? How do you cut yourself with scissors? What do you cut? What the fuck is cutting yourself about?’ he repeated.


      ‘Shut up, you dickhead,’ Meg said, helping Eve to a sitting position.


      ‘Stop it. Stop it,’ Sarah said, getting groggily to her knees.


      ‘She looks like she’s about to topple over,’ Fraser yelled, pointing at Sarah.


      ‘Big boobs can be a blessing and a curse,’ Rebecca said. ‘Sar, don’t get worked up. It’s a game. It’s just a game.’


      ‘It’s not a game,’ Sarah said.


      ‘What should we be playing, Sarah?’ Rebecca asked. ‘The chocolate game? That would be fun.’


      Sarah sat back down on the dirt.


      ‘Jesus, Eve,’ Meg hissed. Eve’s head was lolling on her neck. ‘Say something. Tell her to fuck off. Ask her if …’


      Then, as Meg was trying to pull her up, Eve fell over a twig as big as a ruler and everyone laughed again. Meg couldn’t help laughing.


      Eve sat on the dirt, feeling every individual particle beneath her. The breeze began to sting her shoulders. The moving grass; the insects chiming; Meg laughing, sprawled on the ground beside her: it was too loud. She tried to think of something to say to Rebecca. Nothing came. She reached out to Meg to help her up again, but she had no strength. It was like she was made of jelly.


      ‘Eve, this is not baby truth or dare. You’re in or you’re out,’ Rebecca said.


      ‘I’m out.’ It took all her energy to say the words. She needed to just sit for awhile, she thought, collect herself, and then she was going back to the house. She just needed a couple of minutes. Meg mouthed to Eve from the dirt. Get up. Say something. Eve?


      ‘Okay, well I get another turn because Evie is a tad delicate and may be raiding Bill’s bathroom later for razor blades.’ The boys laughed. ‘I dare Sarah to kiss Rob. With tongue.’


      There were a few moments of hesitation and sips of the last of the sherry and they did. Eve put her knees up to her chest and watched on, digging her toes into the dirt, making lines. Every configuration of kissing was then hit upon. Rob and Meg, Tom and Sarah, Fraser and Rebecca, Rebecca and Tom. Pat waited impatiently and was rewarded with a kiss from Meg, and the circle of kissing continued. Rebecca dared Fraser to kiss Sarah, and he did, and then he turned to Rebecca and wiped his mouth like he had drunk poison. Kissing was the missing piece of the game and it had just been found. It took up the next ten minutes.


      Meg had found some gin, and she took a swig before passing it around. Eve declined when the gin was offered to her in a failed attempt to show Meg she was upset that she hadn’t left the game in protest with her twenty minutes ago.


      ‘I’ve got one,’ Fraser said, with Rebecca now nuzzled in his lap like a cat. ‘Rebecca kiss Meg. With tongue.’


      The boys chortled like old men in a gentleman’s club who were deliberately asking the waitress to lean over and clean up a spot on their table so they could look down her cleavage.


      ‘Fraser,’ – Rebecca hit him weakly with her hand – ‘we’re not lesos.’


      ‘It’s the dare. C’mon, Meg, or are you already taken?’ Fraser asked, throwing a stone at Eve, who had her head down, looking at her feet.


      ‘I’ll do it,’ Rebecca said, standing up.


      ‘Meg, you going to pike?’


      ‘Don’t care,’ Meg said, standing up and walking to Rebecca.


      She leant towards her and kissed her. They opened their mouths, and Rebecca reached out and grabbed Meg’s hands, holding them and pulling her closer. Meg went to pull away and Rebecca grabbed the back of her head with one hand and kissed her hard. When they pulled apart, Rebecca leant in and licked Meg slowly around her lips.


      The boys were staring and speechless, and Eve and Sarah were the ones who noticed it was Rebecca who stopped holding hands first.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

    


    
      Out of the corner of her eye, Eve could see Meg still asleep, face down, in the bed across from her. She was breathing heavily, her back rising up and down rhythmically, like the sea. Eve was lucky. She had vomited last night before she went to bed and then had a glass of water, brushed her teeth and actually put pyjamas on. After her purge, she herded everyone into bed and was the one who said goodnight to Bill, explaining that the girls were tired and had fallen asleep. He wished her sweet dreams and wandered up the hallway to his bedroom, where she saw the bedside light go on, and she was lucid enough to breathe a sigh of relief.


      Meg lay in a singlet with one arm and one leg dangling off the side of the bed, her mouth open. A fly sometimes landed on her top lip and inspected the contents of her saliva, obviously finding it tasty.


      Fresh air and water. Eve opened the bedroom window as far as she could; it was jammed, and she pushed out hard. She padded from the kitchen with a glass of water, which she placed beside Meg’s bed. She looked in on Sarah and Rebecca’s room. They were still asleep, sheets twisted around their feet, arms splayed out above their heads, their hands trying to utilise the cool of the double-brick wall.


      I need to get everyone up and ready before Bill comes back for lunch. It was 11 am. Bill would be suspicious if they were all still asleep and the place smelt stale and used.


      ‘Meg, Meg,’ Eve said, gently shaking her back. Meg groaned and tried to swat Eve’s hand away. Eve kept at her. ‘Meg, Meg, you need to get up and have a shower, before your dad comes back.’


      Meg remained motionless, and then suddenly her entire body reared up like a startled horse and a combination of Scotch, sherry, Baileys, beer, gin and bile splattered across the wooden floor, hitting the edge of the throw rug.


      ‘Shit,’ Meg said, lying back down.


      Eve ran to the laundry, found a bucket and put it beside the bed. ‘It’s okay.’ Eve sat on the edge of the single bed and combed her fingers through Meg’s hair.


      ‘That’s nice. You always calm me down, Eve.’


      Meg tried to move and vomited again. ‘I’m going to stop vomiting. I’m listening to that piece in my head you played last week in assembly. The one you’ve been practising for months. What’s it called again?’


      Meg would often go down to the music room after school and open her textbooks on the navy carpet, lie on her stomach and do her homework as Eve sat on her chair with her cello between her legs, practising. Sometimes, Eve would stop to swear or lean into her music stand and squint at a note on the page, tapping the offending black ink with the tip of her bow, trying to make it be kind to her. Once or twice in a practice session, she would stamp her feet on the ground when she finally nailed a tricky bar. Sometimes, too, Meg would stop what she was doing – a pen in her mouth, her head tilted, completely still – say nothing and listen. Then she would go back to physics or biology or English, her hand scribbling words and numbers across the page, her ankles crossed in the air behind her. Eve worried she was playing too loudly for Meg.


      ‘No, Eve,’ Meg would answer on their walk back up to the dormitory before the dinner bell told them how their next hour was destined to be spent. ‘The music helps me get things right.’


      Eve shooed a noisy fly away from the wooden bedhead and pushed a clump of sticky hair away from Meg’s eyes.


      ‘“Air on the G String”? It’s a popular one.’


      ‘“Air on the G String”,’ Meg repeated, flat on her back. ‘God, it’s sad. Who wrote that piece?’ Meg knew by now not to ask ‘Who wrote that song?’.


      ‘Bach. You know he had twenty kids by two wives?’


      ‘Bach was a clever, busy man.’ Meg let her head fall back on the pillow. ‘It’s on repeat play in my head. It helps. It’s still sad, though. I don’t know why I like it so much.’


      ‘I think it’s graceful. It has grace and melancholy. It’s one of the ones that take you somewhere.’ Eve picked up the bucket and pulled a face. ‘Maybe try getting up again in ten.’


      Meg closed her eyes. Eve knew what Meg was doing and left her to it.


      When Eve returned fifteen minutes later, as soon as she entered the room she heard a hoarse voice from the corner. ‘I’m good.’


      Meg stood up and marched into the bathroom, with Eve trailing behind.


      ‘I’ll be right, Eve.’ She gripped the sink. ‘I just need a shower and some toast and I’ll be right.’


      Eve helped Meg out of her clothes and cleaned up the bedroom while Meg finished off her shower with cold water and a few dry retches. In another fifteen minutes, they were sitting at the kitchen table, nibbling on toast and drinking black tea, Meg’s hands shaking as she put the mug to her lips. It wasn’t the right moment for Eve to ask about last night.


      ‘That was rough,’ Meg said, wrapped in a towel, her knees up at the table.


      Sarah stumbled into the kitchen and propped herself up at the counter, putting two slices of bread in the toaster. Her long, grey T-shirt clung to her body but Sarah lacked the clarity to itemise her physical failings and try to cover them this morning. ‘I think the Baileys was a mistake.’


      ‘I think seeing Pat’s pimply bum was a mistake,’ Meg added.


      Knees up at the table, they crunched and sipped and gingerly worked out a schedule so they had a chance to appear human by the time Bill walked in for some fish fingers and salad for lunch. Their euphoria at getting away with it was beginning to work magic on their physical states.


      Eve listened out for any Rebecca movement coming from down the hall. She couldn’t hear footsteps or the toilet flushing or the creak of taps being turned on, so she participated in a conversation around the table about the evening’s happenings or supposed happenings, or what-if-they-did-it-again happenings. She attempted to manoeuvre the conversation around to Rebecca’s truth-or-dare questions, her truth-or-dare questions, why was it her again, why Rebecca had chosen her, but no one seemed capable of following a thread of conversation for more than a minute. It was as though it had never happened. Eve’s humiliation never happened. Under the table, Eve pulled her shorts away from her legs and let her fingers trace around the fine, puckered lines at the top of her thighs.


      ‘I’m just going to air our room and spray some perfume around. It stinks,’ Sarah said, departing the kitchen with half a piece of toast in her hand.


      ‘Can you wake up Rebecca?’ Meg asked. ‘She should clean up and have something to eat before Dad gets back.’


      ‘Speak of the devil,’ Rebecca said, both arms gripping the doorframe, her body leaning forwards to take a bow. ‘Morning, ladies.’


      Rebecca was showered and fresh. Her sweetness could be smelt from the kitchen table.


      ‘How come you’re so bright?’ Sarah asked, swallowing the end of her toast.


      ‘I took a leaf out of Eve’s book and did my throwing-up last night. Got it all out of my system. You may pretend otherwise, but you are such a smart cookie, Eve.’ Rebecca ruffled Eve’s hair like she was a four-year-old and then dropped two pieces of bread into the toaster.


      ‘So, what are we going to do today? It’s our last full day.’ Rebecca spun around from where she was buttering her toast on the kitchen counter and stabbed her knife in the air for emphasis. ‘Shall we knit? Bake cookies? Look at more sheep’s arseholes? Take a quick ride? Visit the boys? We could all ride there.’


      ‘It’s too far to the boys’ place. Just go for a ride,’ Meg said, before walking to the sink to rinse her plate.


      Riding with Rebecca today would be a frustrating exercise in stopping and starting, waiting and talking about nothing. On Saturday, they had taken a ride across the paddocks in the afternoon, and they seemed to spend the whole time pulling up and waiting under a gum tree for Rebecca and Sarah. The crab holes and long grass, the uneven earth, the sudden rocky terrain were a different game than dressage at Rebecca and Sarah’s Sunday-morning Forest Hills pony club. Eve thought they must be very skilled at plaiting a horse’s mane.


      ‘Why don’t we stay here, watch some videos and cook something special for Bill?’ Sarah suggested. ‘We could make a few meals to put in the freezer.’


      ‘Sarah, I don’t want to spend the day licking bowls like a dog,’ Rebecca said flatly. ‘Why don’t you stay here with Eve and cook up a storm, and Meg and I will go for a ride?’


      But Meg was more interested in tucking her faded blue towel around her chest than in the conversation, and Sarah was hurriedly putting the lid back on the strawberry jam.


      ‘If you’re desperate to do something, I’ll go with you,’ Eve said, although she had no idea why.


      ‘I’ll go too,’ Sarah followed.


      ‘Well, that’s good. There’s enough of you so I don’t have to go,’ said Meg. ‘I feel like crap. Anyway, I need to clean up around here, put some washing on and stuff for dad, fix up the chooks.’


      Rebecca smiled and raised her eyebrows towards Eve and Sarah.


      Feet moved quickly across the lino kitchen floor. The kitchen table was wiped clean, plates put in the dishwasher, bread in the bread bin. After a few body clashes in the doorway, everyone retreated down the shadows of the hallway to prepare to put on a show for Bill.


      


      When Bill had finished recounting the day he’d mixed up the wheat in the oats silo and caused the structure to bow and collapse, Rebecca was the only one still looking in his direction. She touched his dry, brown forearm and exclaimed she had no idea that wheat was heavier than oats. When Rebecca rested her hand there, Eve knocked her knife to the floor. Bill moved his arm gently away from Rebecca’s fingers. Eve looked at Meg, who was transfixed on the clock in the corner, wondering how much longer she had to stifle her burps.


      When Bill left to ‘check on a few things’, Rebecca led the goodbyes, standing up and following him into the laundry, beside the row of dirty shoes, her hand leaning on the tub. She asked him what the weather would be like this afternoon, her head tilted just like it was the night before with Fraser.


      ‘They always say the best way to predict the weather is to look outside. So I’ll say it’s going to be dry and hot. Maybe I’m a genius,’ he called as he put his hat on and left via the screen door.


      Meg put her boots on in the laundry. Her head was down, busy, thinking about the chooks and the chores and the rooster called El Diablo, which she hated.


      ‘Well, off you guys go,’ Meg said. ‘You don’t need me to hold your hand.’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

    


    
      A male voice with the soured quarter of an upper-class English accent was on the TV talking about Palestine and Israel. The blinds had been pulled in the lounge room, turning it into a cave hiding a collection of treasures. On the coffee table stood three wooden elephants from Bill and Meg’s holiday to Thailand. Next to them sat a tower of twelve silver coasters that Bill had won at the bowling club ten years ago. On the corner table, an ornate lamp, switched off, was flanked by a pile of books. Behind the ruby couch stood a collection of photographs in odd-shaped frames on a piano that hadn’t been opened for twenty years. One frame had red, drooping and decaying pompoms around a sepia picture of Meg’s mum as a teenager in a mini-dress. Another was gold and gilt edged, housing a long-dead relative holding an axe and sporting a well-kept moustache.


      Meg was asleep on the couch. Eve knelt beside her and tapped her on the shoulder. Sarah stood by the coffee table, her shins digging into its side. She was biting her bottom lip.


      ‘I should get up,’ Meg croaked, her face buried in the side of the couch. ‘How was the ride?’


      ‘Meg? Rebecca wouldn’t come back with us.’


      It took a while to register, and then Meg turned her head to where Eve sat on the floor next to her. ‘Where is she?’ Meg asked, her olive skin and long, brown hair running like treacle into the softness of the ruby couch.


      ‘She wouldn’t come back with us,’ Eve repeated.


      ‘She wanted to ride to the Williams’ property. She wouldn’t come back.’


      Meg sat upright, leaving all that ruby behind. ‘She’s an idiot. It’s too far. She’ll work it out. I’ll get Senator and let’s have a look.’


      ‘She’s on Senator.’


      ‘What?’ Meg searched the room, trying to comprehend. Dust danced around the light that framed the closed blinds. Eve stood in front of her, straight and tall, Sarah by the coffee table looking like she needed to go to the toilet. ‘Why didn’t she take Emma? She’s lazy, wants to eat all the time. She was happy on her last time. Why would she bloody take Senator?’


      Senator was temperamental, and that was being kind. He was the only horse in the world who preferred snakes to people. Meg had learnt early how to handle him, and even then she would only take him out if she was with her dad or riding in a group.


      ‘We better go,’ Meg said, heading for the back door.


      In single file, Sarah followed Eve and Eve followed Meg, Meg talking to herself, mumbling under her breath, kicking stones as she walked. Past the shed, halfway to the stables, Sarah stopped and said to their backs, ‘Maybe I should wait here.’


      Meg kept moving, and it was Eve who turned to face Sarah and tell her it was a good idea.


      When Meg and Eve set out, both straight-backed and tall in the saddle, into the glare and gold of the western sun, Meg spoke. ‘Don’t worry. She’ll be fine. She won’t be far.’


      For two hours, they rode in single file, searching for a dot that moved or a figure in the distance that looked like a horse and rider, sweeping the horizon, the foreground, staring into the glare. Eve didn’t mention that Rebecca had spent the whole walk to the stables talking about their next holiday, that maybe they should all go to Sarah’s beach house in June. As the sun began to fall and creep behind the odd tree and across the earth, Eve didn’t tell Meg that she saddled up Senator and handed Rebecca the reins as though she was handing her a book on the solar system. That Sarah watched the handover, kissing Amber on the neck, as she did it. She didn’t tell Meg that, before they had even gone two kilometres, Rebecca said she wondered why it took Meg and Tom so long to get the alcohol and didn’t Meg turn into a lemon tart when she drank. Eve didn’t tell Meg that both she and Sarah nodded as they moved carefully through the scrub.


      When Meg turned to Eve and shook her head, looking distressed, dirt running down her cheeks, Eve didn’t say that Rebecca asked twice to swap Senator while they were riding. He had a mind of his own, Rebecca said. Eve yelled too, when Meg called Rebecca’s name, again and again into the gold. Eve didn’t tell Meg that when Rebecca asked where Fraser’s property was, her perfect, full lips forming perfect ‘o’s and ‘r’s and ‘p’s, when she finally stopped those lips moving, Eve dropped the reins onto Shadow’s neck, raised her right arm and pointed west. ‘Past that scrub. It’s not far. That way,’ Eve said.


      Under her black riding hat – Bill insisted they wear riding helmets, not soft hats – Sarah’s head tilted upwards and her eyes followed Eve’s fingers past the cunning landscape, past the simplicity that hid so much. Sarah patted Amber hard on her long, graceful neck and nodded too. ‘That way,’ Sarah repeated.


      That was all it took: a hand pointing west and the simplest of directions, and Rebecca was gone.


      Twenty minutes after Meg and Eve left, Bill arrived home, sweaty and dirt blown, startling Sarah in the kitchen, who was making herself some pasta with a rich tomato and garlic sauce. Standing in his army-green socks in the kitchen, his knees grubby with dirt, Sarah offered him a bowl of pasta.


      ‘You all alone? Where are the others?’


      ‘They’ve gone for a ride,’ she said, spooning the hot sauce carefully onto his pasta and putting the kettle on for a cup of tea later.


      


      Senator strolled home the following morning and busied himself eating grass by the shed, ignoring Nellie’s incessant barking. Police, volunteer search-and-rescue teams and Bill were already out looking for Rebecca; they’d headed out at first light. Bullaburra station covered around 80,000 acres, followed by the Williams’ station. If she was headed in that direction, there was a lot of land to cover. By the time Meg and Eve had returned the previous afternoon, it had been too late, too dark to look. Bill had gone out anyway, to no avail.


      A young probationary police constable, Kristin Wran, a city girl who was in her fourth month of a two-or three-year stint at Bourke Police Station and was no use on a horse, asked the girls the same questions they had been asked the night before by the police, by Bill.


      ‘Where did you last see her?’


      ‘Can you take us to where you last saw her?’


      ‘What was she wearing?’


      ‘Did she take any water?’


      ‘How skilled a rider is she?’


      ‘Is she capable of handling Senator?’


      ‘Why did she take off on her own?’


      ‘Are you girls okay?’


      Only Bill had mentioned Rebecca by name.


      Over the course of that day, a strange circle of comfort developed. In the kitchen, Probationary Constable Wran comforted the girls, telling them not to be upset, it would all be okay, that it sounded like this girl had a mind of her own and there wasn’t much they could have done about it. In the bedroom, Eve comforted Sarah and Meg, telling them that Rebecca should never have ridden off, it was her decision to ride off. Back in the kitchen, Meg comforted the searchers by making endless cups of tea.


      When Bill arrived back in the afternoon, he sculled a glass of water over the sink in the kitchen and called Meg into his bedroom. He had been searching for nine hours. There were black patches all over his face and down his arms. He smelt. On the edges of his panic and in the centre of his planning, he’d had time to think since he’d spoken to all the girls one more time that morning, since he’d asked his questions, since they had all lied to him. Meg stood at the end of his bed, the bed she used to walk up to to tap her dad on the shoulder at night when she was scared. He would roll over and whisper, ‘Cuddle up to my back, Meggie,’ and she would. Her hand would just make it to his neck, and it would stay there until she fell asleep.


      ‘I don’t understand, Meg. I don’t understand why you would let her ride that horse. Why you would leave her to ride to the Williams’?’


      ‘I’m sorry, Dad. I’m sorry.’


      Bill’s raised voice came crashing down the hall to Sarah and Eve, who sat on the floor in the bedroom. Meg never told her dad that she was at home when all this happened, that she was asleep on the ruby couch in front of the TV. It was too big now to go back.


      ‘She was my responsibility,’ he said.


      ‘I never wanted her to come.’


      ‘Meg!’ Bill’s voice thundered.


      ‘I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.’


      ‘Stop. Stop, Meg. It’s too late.’


      Eve and Sarah heard Meg scream. Bill had punched the wall so hard he broke two knuckles. They heard Meg beg him.


      ‘Dad, let me clean it,’ she said, reaching for his bloody, broken hand.


      He snatched his arm away from her. ‘Stop it.’ He pushed past her. ‘I have to go.’


      They could hear Meg through tears, repeating, ‘I’m sorry, Dad. I’m sorry. We’ll find her soon.’


      ‘Don’t be stupid, Meg.’


      The sound of Bill’s heavy footsteps stopped at the back door. There was that pause to put on his boots. Bill whistled for Nellie to jump on the back of his motorbike. Eve and Sarah found Meg on her dad’s bed, curled up in the foetal position, her hands over her face.


      ‘Go away!’ she yelled at them through her hands. ‘Go away!’


      In the end, it was David Wilson, an electrician, who found Rebecca – eight kilometres east of the homestead in tall scrub and small rocks. She hadn’t got as far as they’d believed, and the searchers had been combing the wrong territory for the day. Rebecca had come off Senator, giving her a compound fracture of the femur, so she was unable to walk. Drag marks showed she had crawled about three hundred metres.


      David shrugged. ‘If it was her arm and not her leg. If she came just one kilometre to the west, we wouldn’t have missed her. If the bone hadn’t gone through her skin and made her bleed. If she had been found earlier.’ He took a deep breath. ‘Ants got her,’ he said.


      The ants in her nose, mouth, eating her leg, moving up her torso: it would become yet another story out here to balance the heartwarming tale of the loyal kelpie who, when her owner came off his horse, kept running to the dam and jumping in and returning so he could lick her fur to stave off dehydration. This one would be about the city girl who fell off a horse and was eaten by ants.


      Bill sat at the all-in-one telephone stool and table in the hallway. He wrapped the twisted telephone cord around his fingers. There was a light on at the bottom of the hallway, far away, and he cleared his throat and then hung up.


      ‘I just need a second,’ Bill said to the telephone. He went and poured himself a whisky and sculled it. Then he poured another and took it to the telephone table and placed it near the phone.


      The three girls sat in a circle in the bedroom, barefoot, facing each other. Eve grabbed Meg’s hand, and Meg snatched it back. The door was closed. They were still. They didn’t say a word and knew they never could. Bill had told the police he should be the person to tell Janice, Rebecca’s mum.


      ‘I’m sorry, Meg. I’m so sorry,’ Eve said.


      ‘I’m sorry, Meg,’ Sarah repeated.


      Sarah wiped the tears from under her eyes. Then Eve did the same. Meg was still. Eve grabbed her hand again and wouldn’t let go. Meg tried to pull her fingers through Eve’s grip, and Eve added her left hand, grabbing the top of Meg’s wrist so tightly that Meg gave up, letting her hand go limp. Meg didn’t pull her hand away and Meg didn’t look up.


      ‘Hello, Janice, it’s Bill Patterson. God, I’m so sorry. There’s been a terrible accident.’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

    


    
      Her shadow mocked her. It was stout and dumpy and formed a messy puddle in front of her feet as she walked around the car, packing it with bits and pieces, making sure she didn’t forget a thing. Eve rechecked her tote bag, opening it up on the footpath and bending over it to make sure everything was where it should be. She closed it, picked it up and put it on the front seat.


      Kat began to cry, and Sarah patted her back firmly, Sebastian and Ben tucked into her hips, both looking up at their mother. Tomato sauce from lunch was smeared on Sebastian’s top lip. Sarah passed Kat to Eve. Eve kissed Kat’s belly and the cry grew. Eve put Kat’s face into the soft curve of her neck and rubbed her back and sang, in a small, tentative voice, into her ear as she carried her around to the back door of the car.


      
        You are my sunshine, my only sunshine.


        You make me happy when skies are grey.


        You’ll never know, dear, how much I love you.


        Please don’t take my sunshine away.

      


      She saw the long, straight stretch of bitumen in front and Bill’s thick hands on the wheel, as he sang to Meg in the car. She saw Meg hitting him in the arm and calling him a dag. She saw Meg standing at his wake with an uneaten cucumber sandwich in her left hand, and she didn’t understand how Meg could forgive her. She took the sandwich, and Meg flinched. Eve knew that her sin was contagious.


      Kat’s mouth opened and sucked in the heavens, and then replaced the emptiness, the nothing, with an almighty roar. This giver of strength roaring at the endless stream of cars.


      ‘I better get her home, Sarah.’


      Eve knew she lacked courage, but she didn’t need it. She knew her fingers were numb, but she didn’t need to feel just yet. She fumbled at the door handle with one hand and held Kat close to her chest with the other.


      She needed one moment. To take one moment and use it. One moment, one step, one word, one hand outstretched pointing west into the golden light, and everything could change.


      Her new life began with six words. No fire and brimstone. No screams or shots fired beneath the flesh. ‘Richard, I didn’t take my plane,’ she said. He said he would come and get her. She said just try. He said she was stupid. She said it was time to stop caring even if she was. Richard dropped his voice. He told her she was his princess. She was his princess.


      The horse, its mouth open, being pushed on by its master, charging, soaring over Richard’s shoulder, came towards her.


      Just try to catch me now, Richard. I’ve gone.


      Eve put her hand on top of Kat’s head and leant into the back seat of the car. Kat’s sweet smell was bigger than her cry. There was a map of New South Wales on the back seat, and Eve brushed it onto the floor, out of her way. A guide to the earth, the earth that opened up and swallowed things. It opened up. It opened her up.


      She traced the soft curves of Kat’s right ear with her thumb and forefinger. She would return after the Saturday-morning cello lesson with the little girl who pouted. The girl whose mother sat in the corner of Eve’s front room, pretending to read her book, always watching, making sure her money was well spent. She would go back to Tallow again.


      She would take Kat to see her mother, and they would lay down fresh flowers. Kat would crawl over the stone, and Eve would take the pebbles out of her chubby hands as she raised them to her mouth. ‘Meg Patterson. 1976–2010. Mother, daughter, friend. She loved and was loved.’ Eve thought it still wasn’t enough. She wanted to tell everyone that Meg was the one who knew. Meg knew who she really was. Before and after. She hadn’t wanted to save Eve this time, but she had. Meg knew what Eve could do.


      She would visit Sam in Tallow. Sam liked to see Kat. Kat liked sleeping in his arms, her face flushed and sweaty when she woke. He let her sleep on his chest for as long as she wanted. Then Kat would crawl up the verandah, a biscuit in her hand, victorious. Eve would sleep with her in the spare room beside the curtain that danced in the breeze. Kat on her lap in the early morning as they watched the sun rise on the verandah. Eve playing Bach in her head, her knees bouncing Kat in time. Sam stumbling out the doorway in half-light, hair a mess, with two cups of tea.


      She saw Rebecca in her uniform, waiting by her locker, fixing the top button on her white blouse, so beautiful and ready, and Eve knew it wasn’t only fools who confused power with strength, control with love, fools who thought the weak needed courage.


      She saw Kat. In the end, it was simple. It was pure.


      Eve strapped Meg’s daughter into her capsule – her mouth wide open, still roaring at the world – and she kissed the soft, pink soles of Kat’s feet one at a time.
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