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  More from Scribe


  The Very Edge of Things


  Chris Womersley


  So I’m lying in the darkness staring into space, listening to the crickets outside and trucks passing on the highway and Julia breathing beside me when — bam — it comes to me what I got to do. Fuck this, I think. I’m leaving. She breathes like a child. I hate her ability to sleep through anything, even what we’re going through today. The woman is like a corpse after dark. It isn’t just the breathing, of course. It’s a bunch of things, wearing me down like water dripping on a rock. But the breathing always gets to me.


  It’s past two a.m. and I feel, believe it or not, even shittier than usual. I am forty-seven years old, more than halfway there; probably three-quarters, taking all the variables into account. We are on our way to visit my brother in Adelaide who is dying from cancer. Barry is four years younger than me and has always been as strong as an ox, but I guess there’s not a lot you can do about the Spanish dancer once she moves in. After all, she got our father as well.


  The room is stifling. I fumble into trousers and a shirt before creeping across the thin carpet. Friend of mine left his wife a few years ago and said you got to do it before you think too much about it, so maybe I’m taking his advice because it seemed he had a good time after that, aside from those legal difficulties, but that was nothing to do with being a bachelor, that was just bad luck. That, and the thing with the bottle of massage oil and the ‘nurse’ but that could happen to anyone. Wouldn’t happen to me — not that I got anything against that type of behaviour, but, you know, horses for courses. What do you expect, name like Lionel.


  Coins and car keys jangle in my trouser pocket.


  ‘Are you coming back?’


  It’s Julia, of course — poor Julia, my wife of a thousand years. Sometimes she scares the hell out of me with what she knows, things I don’t even know myself. Although I can’t quite see, I imagine her tousled eyes and long hair like seaweed over the pillow. It’s a reasonable question, considering everything that’s happening, and I pause for a moment with the frayed lip of the door in my sweaty palm. ‘Go to sleep,’ I tell her after a while — because what else do you say? — and slip out, easing the door shut behind me.


  I wander beside the fence of the crappy swimming pool, which is just large enough so the motel owners can advertise a pool but not big enough to actually do anything in, unless you’re a child. Beetles are paddling on the blue water, which is lit by underwater lights that throw rippling patterns across the plastic pool furniture. Almost looks beautiful. A gritty wind brings the smell of other, better places. It has been a bad day and I’m pretty sure things are only going to get worse over the next week. A bird hoots out in the desert beyond the glow of the pool lights and the motel’s neon sign. I look behind, half expecting to see Julia padding across the warm concrete, but there is nothing, no one. She’ll be staring at the ceiling of our room, chewing her lip, waiting for me to do whatever the hell it is I’m going to do.


  I pause beside the car. Where do you go after twenty-three years? The keys are sweaty in my hand and I am just about to get in and drive away from everything when I hear music and there is something about it, a quality that makes me stop. I follow the music around the back of the Desert View until I find myself in the doorway of a room.


  Inside are a man and woman maybe in their fifties. Both have seen better days, although they have probably seen worse. They pause in their conversation to consider me, a stranger at their door, a man who has also, frankly, seen better days. A radio murmurs a country-and-western tune. It seems the couple had been sharing a joke but now, keeping her eyes on me, the woman fumbles about for a shot glass on the floor, which she refills from a bottle.


  It’s the man who speaks. ‘Were we too loud?’


  ‘No,’ I say. ‘I was just … It’s too hot to sleep. I was taking a walk.’


  The man nods. He has a wolfish look about him, with bristling sideburns and upper teeth that protrude slightly over his bottom lip. With a toss of his head he indicates the darkness behind me. ‘Well, you want to take care walking around here in the middle of the night.’


  I’m not sure if this is a threat. ‘Why is that?’


  He tosses back his drink and crunches on a piece of ice that sounds like a chicken bone, then points over my shoulder with a knobbly finger. ‘Go too far that way and we’ll never see you again. This is the desert. The very edge of things. Shitload of nothing out there. Place is littered with old mine shafts, apart from anything else.’


  He says all this like a tour guide listing the attractions and, frankly, I don’t care for his manner. Falling into an abandoned shaft almost sounds like an appealing thought, however. I look behind me: after a few seconds, I can make out the dark bulk of an abandoned bus Julia and I noticed when we drove in a few hours earlier. Otherwise, the old guy is right; shitload of nothing.


  ‘Want a drink, then?’


  I turn back to them. The woman is younger than him but looks like an air stewardess, you know the older ones who simultaneously realise the job they chose isn’t so glamorous and it’s too late to do anything better than fly around serving coffee at high altitude getting deep vein whatever-the-hell-it-is? Then I notice the couple are sitting in canvas deck chairs and that the room isn’t like the one Julia and I are staying in but more like an abandoned staff quarters. There are a couple of camp beds, an esky and what looks like an old school desk, arranged haphazardly in the small space. It’s late. I don’t really want to have a drink but I’m not in a hurry, so I shrug and step inside the room. ‘Sure.’


  The burning chill of the whisky is actually very refreshing and I sit there with a pair of complete strangers as the alcohol squirms into the furthest corners of my body. The room smells like an op shop, although it could be one of the pair; up close, they are more decrepit than I first thought.


  ‘So, what brings you out this way?’ the man asks.


  I take a slug of whisky, unsure how much I want to let on. It’s almost impossible for me to talk about my brother right now. I tell them I’m just passing through.


  The woman guffaws into her blouse. She sips from her drink and lights up a cigarette, sucking on it with a kind of venom. She’s smoked so many of the damn things in her life that her mouth is pursed as a cat’s arse. Already, before she’s even said a word, I know I don’t like her — although, to be fair, I doubt I would like many people in the mood I’m in.


  The man shoots her a look, then turns his peepers onto me. He seems to be pondering something and, frankly, I don’t feel very comfortable sitting there being inspected by some old guy out here in the back of a motel in the middle of nowhere. Just one drink, I think, and I’m out of here.


  But then, still looking at me like he’d never seen another white man before, he says: ‘Are you OK?’


  It’s one hell of a question. Does he mean in the head or does he mean am I, you know, above board? ‘Am I OK?’


  ‘Yeah.’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘Just a question.’


  ‘Are you serious?’


  ‘Sure.’


  ‘Why do you ask?’


  ‘I want to know.’


  I take a squiz at the woman, who is watching all this with interest, sucking every now and then on her fag. She’s giving nothing away. The whole scene is like some art film Julia made me watch once. Thing was supposed to be packed full of meaning but made no sense from go to whoa. There’s a mechanical cough and a bar fridge I hadn’t noticed before shudders into life.


  The old guy picks his teeth with a match. ‘What do you call a cowboy with no legs?’


  The stewardess snickers, but me, I don’t say nothing. I got no head for jokes at the best of times, let alone right now. But the old guy, his eyes are popping out of his head like he’s about to reveal the punch line to the funniest joke in history. Then he says, wheezing all the while, barely able to contain himself: ‘A low. Down. Bum!’


  The stewardess snorts like a pig. I rustle up a smile and sip my drink, wishing I was somewhere far away and didn’t have to worry about anything.


  Nobody says a word for a few minutes until the old guy pipes up and says, to nobody in particular: ‘I left my wife once,’ and I’m about to ask how he knows anything about me leaving Julia and what the hell business is it of his but the woman beats me to it. She chucks down her fag end and leaps out of her camp chair and has suddenly, God knows how, gathered all her things together — handbag and coat and smokes — and says, ‘Jesus, Frank, not this again. How many times do I have to listen to this story? You left your wife. Get over it.’ And so on and so on along those lines for more than a minute, while Frank slouches in his chair, looking the other way. This is probably just some sort of long-practised marriage routine. Believe me, we all have them; it comes with the territory.


  But I figure I’ll take advantage of the commotion to get away from these creeps and their arty movie thing but the woman has blocked the door with her arse so I stay put, meek as a little lamb, trying to figure out where to dump my drink because the whisky is not agreeing with me but then — bam — the woman is gone, leaving me alone with old Frankie who, I gather, is most certainly not her husband. A door slams somewhere and that’s it. Now all I can hear is the radio playing ‘By the Time I Get to Phoenix’ by Glenn Campbell and I realise that was probably what triggered old Frank off about his wife — by the time I make Oklahoma, by the time I get to somewhere or other, whatever the stupid lyrics are. And she’ll cry, just to think I would really leave her blah blah blah. Enough to make you kill yourself.


  And then before I can make my excuses and leave, Frank starts up again, almost as if nothing has happened. ‘Actually,’ he says in his old man’s whine. ‘It was a night very similar to this. Summer, you know. And I just woke up and couldn’t get back to sleep so I went outside. The house was boiling hot, no air. We were living in Sydney then. In Randwick. And, I don’t know why, I just got into the car, just a whim. And found myself driving away. And it was so nice to be in the car by myself, just me and the road. There is, I think, a special appeal there — a man alone at night with his means of escape. You know what I mean? And I just drove until I came to a beach and I walked on the sand for a while, staring out at the dark water and wondering about faraway places and then, I don’t know, I got the urge to go swimming. So. I just take off my clothes. Hot night. And walk into the water.’


  Frank speaks in such a manner that doesn’t leave much in the way of spaces between the words so it’s hard to butt in, but right then I slap my hands down on my knees like we’ve come to an agreement out here in the bloody back of beyond. I talk fast. ‘Well. Thanks for the drink, but I’d really better be going.’


  But Frankie pauses, turns to me and sips his drink. He’s got a fleck of white spittle on his lower lip and his scrawny neck shines with sweat and he says, real serious: ‘You need to listen to me.’


  The guy is really giving me the shits. ‘What?’


  ‘You heard me.’


  He’s right, of course, about me hearing him, although I’m pretty sure I don’t need to listen to anything, especially not this crap. He has a desperate whiff about him. Anyway, he takes my silence as agreement and lets loose again.


  ‘Stone-cold sober, I was. And I just walked into the water, past the waves until I … lifted off the sand, was lifted off the actual earth, can you imagine? It was wonderful because I had been so long stuck to the ground and here I was like a balloon being set free. The ground — the shells and sand — God knows how far beneath me. Because that’s what happens in the beach. You lift off the actual earth. And I just floated there in complete darkness, at the mercy of the ocean and all the creatures that live in there, the sharks and God knows what. Amazing. And I could hear my breathing, the loudest thing in the ocean. The loudest thing. And I just floated there, rising and falling, rising and falling. And I thought: Well, if the ocean wants me, it can take me. And I’m listening to my breathing getting louder and louder and I realise that I’ve drifted right out past everything. In a rip, you see.’


  I’m watching Frank and something happens to him as he tells this story. Right in front of my eyes he seems to age. He sags in his seat. Earlier you could see the guy he might have been twenty years ago, before whatever happened to him happened, but now he resembles an old bunyip with a comb-over. And get this, I’m actually starting to feel sorry for the guy. So I ask him what happened next.


  He gives me a sour, bloodshot look. ‘What do you fucking reckon?’


  I press on. ‘What happened to your wife?’


  He looks at me like I’m an idiot, which I probably am, and indicates the room with his glass. He’s drunk and clumsy and his drink slops onto the floor. ‘Well,’ he says, ‘the ocean was larger than I bet on. I never quite made it back, did I?’


  He’s giving off a swampy odour, like leaves at the bottom of a pool. Frankly, I don’t have a clue what he’s on about but when he offers me the bottle I pour some into my glass and throw it down the hatch. We talk about this and that and I find myself telling him weird things, incidents that seem so lost to memory that I wonder if they belong to my life at all, even though they must. I can’t explain it; it’s like confession. I tell him about the time Barry and me stole all the apples from Mr Willow’s orchard and chucked them into a neighbour’s pool. How we went to the Blue Mountains just before my sister Mary was born and Dad sat on an ant’s nest. The time I dared Barry to jump off the shed roof and he broke his leg in three places. When we went on holiday to Darwin. The time he loaned me ten grand when I lost all my money in that lousy run with the horses. And I weep. By God I weep.


  So me and Frank are drinking all this time, going at it the way that only two middle-aged men at five a.m. can and I lose track of everything until there’s just a stagger in my step, something hooting in a tree, the taste of bile in my mouth and a roar in my ears. Frank is helping me wobble through the muggy, half-lit dawn and I wake later, hours or days, God knows, still weeping salty tears to find Julia kissing me all over my face and neck. She’s sort of laughing and sobbing at the same time and I let her kiss me but it’s only after a while that I realise she’s saying, over and over and over: ‘You taste of the sea. Where have you been, you old fool? You taste of the sea.’


  Chris Womersley’s debut novel, The Low Road, won the Ned Kelly Award for Best First Fiction. His second novel, Bereft, won the Australian Book Industry Award for Literary Fiction and the Indie Award for Fiction, and was shortlisted for the Miles Franklin Literary Award, The Age fiction prize and the Australian Literature Society Gold Medal. Visit his website at www.chriswomersley.com.


  Small Change


  Meg Mundell


  The woman’s blink rate tells him she’s nervous: almost once per second, four times the normal count. Jack knows a touch of nerves can help soften up a client, especially in the waiting cubicles, but if he overdoes it she may fear opening her wallet. And that must be avoided at all costs.


  Today’s tuning strategy will combine his intuition with her file data: Kate Moore, thirty-six, legal consultant, IQ 128. Single, lives alone, one cat; decent income, eldest child, immigrant-made-good parents who scrimped to afford private schools. Non-smoker, gym-goer; moderate drinker, wheat allergy. Likes the ocean, cinema games, soul music, fresh flowers — especially jonquils. Favourite colour: orange. No illicit drugs, no major social transgressions. Dog phobia. Body issues. Unremarkable sexual history. Referred by her mentor, who’s treating her for Type B depression, mild anxiety and low self-regard. Anxious about ageing, lack of partner, declining fertility, career plateau, etc. Yep, he gets the picture. And visually? A six out of ten. For now.


  He has a few minutes before the medico summons her. He pipes a generic instrumental soul ballad into her cubicle, then dials up a subtle scent, a blend of seaspray and freesias, just below the threshold of consciousness. It takes less than a minute to bring her blink rate down, but hey, thinks Jack, if she gets too tranquil, he can always dial in some dog.


  Kate has just begun to relax when a woman’s voice addresses her from the ceiling. ‘Ms Moore, Dr Paige is ready for you. Please proceed to consult room three, on the left.’ Kate pads down the thickly carpeted hallway, self-conscious in her white robe and paper slippers. Senior Medico Elaine Paige, reads the door plaque, Rejuvenation specialist. BASc(Hons), MD, MSc, MAppPsych. All those letters, she thinks; they must spell experience.


  So she’s not prepared for the woman behind the desk: the medico can’t be older than late twenties, which Kate knows is impossible. Dark glossy hair swept back from her forehead, immaculate skin and symmetrical features, generous lips and a bright blue gaze. Slim, of course. And pale, fashionably pale. She stands to greet Kate, offers her hand: her smile is assured and perfectly aligned, her hand soft. Kate tries not to stare. The woman’s skin appears completely poreless. Focus, she tells herself. The medico is speaking.


  ‘Primarily we use infralight and dermaceuticals, so there’s minimal downtime. You’re an excellent canvas, so we have a decent substructure to work from.’ The woman checks her notes. ‘I’ve reviewed your profile and goals, and tailored a range of options, which can be package-purchased. If you decide to proceed, we can revise you from a Visual Six up to a guaranteed V8.5. That rating’s independently reviewed, of course.’


  Kate knows jargon when she hears it, but she also knows the commonsense translation: as her mum used to say, you catch more flies with honey. She’s read the research. Good-looking people earn more, court better opportunities and command higher-quality suitors. That’s why it’s called attractive — beauty is a magnet for good fortune. Client e-liaison at her firm is mostly face-based, and first impressions count. The software lets you make minor cosmetic adjustments — even skin tone, soften dark shadows — but it can’t fix genetic flaws or reverse the effects of time. Kate is overdue for promotion. And for other things, too. She won’t admit to loneliness, but knows the euphemisms: unsettled, adrift, disconnected.


  The woman glances up and smiles, and it’s like sitting near firelight: Kate is suffused by an amber glow, that watchable face turned full beam onto hers. Before she knows it, she’s removing her robe in front of a 360-degree mirror, as the medico uses a remote control to activate the body scanners and display screens. ‘You can pay by instalment, but it’s really an investment,’ she’s saying, ‘a way to advance your interests in a competitive market. When you weigh it against the payoffs, the doubled or trebled income-generation over one’s lifespan, it’s just small change.’


  Jack zooms in on the woman standing naked before the mirrors. He cranks the consult-room lights up high, creating a chilly glare that throws every flaw on her body into harsh relief, and lowers the room temperature: not quite cold enough for goosebumps, but too cool for comfort. That’s him for the time being: now it’s the medico’s move. Still, he can’t help thinking that this woman, Kate, looks more than uncomfortable. The word that comes to mind is mortified. He wants to look away, but that’s not an option. He has a job to do.


  Kate is huge. On every side, in the surrounding screens, she sees a magnified section of herself, a collage of fleshy surfaces filmed from every angle. It’s all there, blown up under the unforgiving lights — the pale stretch marks patterning her breasts and hips, purpled scars from childhood falls, the dimpled flesh of her buttocks. And her face: the tired skin with its blotches and gaping pores, a tracery of fine creases around her eyes, broken capillaries blooming like tiny undersea flowers. Thick hairs sprouting from the mole on her cheek, and those marionette lines, two sour parentheses etched around her mouth. ‘Oh my god,’ she hears herself say, the facial images quivering as she speaks. ‘What a disaster.’


  From behind Kate’s shoulder the medico makes a sympathetic sound. ‘Nobody looks fantastic blown up this big,’ she says, but Kate glimpses the woman’s forearm in one corner of a screen, the skin smooth and pale as pearl. ‘We just need to identify the trouble spots to help you prioritise, determine what’s most urgent.’ Kate resists the urge to suck her stomach in. No point in kidding yourself.


  ‘My first recommendation,’ says the medico, ‘is facial elevation. That will take off ten to fifteen years. We tone the underlying muscles, plump the skin, refine the texture and tighten everything back onto the bone structure. Watch.’ She tinkers with her remote, and one screen zooms out to frame Kate’s face. ‘This is just an approximation, but it gives you the general idea.’


  As Kate watches, the image softens, morphs, and materialises into her younger twin. A little thinner, yes, but unmistakeably Kate in her mid-twenties, when Aden was still around and her adult years lay ahead of her like an unwrapped gift. A heaviness falls away and she feels herself stand taller; her on-screen doppelganger shimmers a moment, then her face comes back into focus, fresh and unspoilt and optimistic. This is procedure A, apparently; the medico is detailing the cost, and Kate finds herself nodding.


  Now the woman has moved on. ‘Under career goals you’ve listed promotion — working with blue-chip clients in the European market.’ Kate nods. There have been rumours of downsizing, so she must be proactive. ‘If that’s a serious target, I’d also recommend dermal illumination, full body. It’s very popular since the China relationship soured and our borders tightened. Skinwise you’re a mid-four on the Fitzpatrick scale; we can lighten you to a mid-three, but unfortunately your Asian traces won’t let us go further without risking complications.’


  Kate’s read this research too, and although she doesn’t like it much, the evidence is clear: in her field some ethnic markers can be overlooked, but skin colour has an undeniable influence on earnings. These are suspicious times, and while the war might be geographically remote, everyone’s seen the enemy’s face. Australia’s old alliances have dissolved and there’s big money riding on the new ones. It’s paranoid nonsense, of course, but she’s seen the figures — and the unemployment queues. Even the new finance minister, whose grandmother was apparently Aboriginal, caved in to pressure and became noticeably lighter prior to his appointment. And look at her brother: stuck working in debt recovery, where your looks don’t matter and your salary reflects that. Why make life harder for herself? ‘The good news,’ the medico is saying, ‘is that it’s fully reversible. When the zeitgeist changes, so can you.’ This, she notes, is procedure B. The on-screen Kate is now several shades lighter, a colour the medico calls ‘bisque’. As the woman cites the cost, Kate is already budgeting the cutbacks in her head.


  The final procedure is no surprise; it’s commonplace these days. Kate has considered eye augmentation before, despite her brother’s oft-expressed contempt for it. That’s all very well for him, she thinks, with a flash of anger — but who does he call when he needs to borrow money? Procedure C does involve some downtime, the medico explains, as there’s a minor surgical element. ‘But is it safe? Will it look natural?’ asks Kate, watching her own eyes on the screen — or are they hers? Already they are widening, opening up, a neat eyelid crease appearing above each one.


  The medico’s lovely face joins hers onscreen. She smiles at Kate, a genuine smile, and winks one of her own bright, round eyes. ‘What do you think?’ she asks playfully. ‘Does it look natural to you?’


  Kate is smiling back now. ‘You’re kidding me,’ she says.


  The woman laughs, and her face disappears from view. ‘One-quarter Chinese. I can’t tell you what a difference it’s made for me.’


  Jack checks his controls for the final phase. The consult is almost over; the medico has left Kate alone, remote control in hand, to flick through her before-and-after shots. This is the critical point: without the doctor present, Kate will feel that she’s making an independent choice, a decision that’s all hers. She’s wrapped in her robe, settled in a comfortable chair, sipping herbal tea, and he’s raised the room temperature slightly. Beside her lies the contract, flagged at the spots awaiting her signature, and a silver pen.


  He watches her carefully, timing his sensual choreography to match her navigation of the slide show, switching between the old Kate and the one who lies just a click away. Thankfully, she’s slow and considered as she goes through the images; some clients go too fast, making his task near impossible.


  Scent lingers too long to be useful here. Audio is Jack’s trump card now: subliminal, immediate and quick to fade, it’s perfect for the closing stages. When Kate’s old self fills the screen, an unflattering body shot or facial close-up, he shoots a single pulse of infrasound into the room — a subtle touch, not enough to induce nausea, just a twinge of unease. When Kate flicks back to her rejuvenated self he rewards her with a gentle hum, subaudible and womblike, the softest touch of gold-tinted light, and a millisecond image of a handsome man, caught mid-smile. It doesn’t take long. Jack exhales as she picks up the pen: this month’s rent is in the bag.


  Meg Mundell has been published widely in Australian newspapers, journals and magazines. Her debut novel, Black Glass (2011), won the 2007 D.J. (Dinny) O’Hearn Memorial Fellowship and was shortlisted for the 2010 CAL Scribe Fiction Prize. Visit her website at www.megmundell.com.


  Camping


  Peggy Frew


  Through the side of the tent the fire makes a jittery warm circle. Dane’s not sure if he’s been asleep, or for how long. He stares and stares at the canvas for a sign of Mum, for her shadow to move out of the black, to lunge into the fire’s glow, but nothing moves, nothing changes. She must’ve gone to sleep. He listens for her, for a shuffling by the fire, or the metal snap of her opening another beer, but there’s nothing. No sighing, or humming, no singing, no laughing. No talking low in that broken, late-night voice, winding on and on like a car on a bush track, wallowing through the sandy bits, taking the bends slowly. Or that other voice, the one that rose up, left the words behind, a shapeless, animal call.


  Only Casey breathing, even and slow on the other side of the tent. And curlew moans, long and sad and far away.


  In the morning the first thing he sees is Casey’s eyes, lazy and mean.


  Dane lifts his head. It’s hot already. Outside, high up, birds chatter like crazy, a clear, open sound that makes his chest heave at the muggy air of the tent. He draws his knees up, rolls back on his shoulders and flails the lower half of his body until the sweaty sleeping bag flops off like an emptied cocoon.


  ‘Go on,’ Casey whispers. Jerks his head at the closed front of the tent, the line of the zipper.


  Dane rolls his eyes. ‘You.’


  Casey bares his teeth. He whips one fist out, middle-finger knuckle jutting, and corks Dane in the thigh.


  The pain grips Dane’s whole leg. He rolls away, bites down on his bottom lip, squeezes his eyes shut over tears. ‘Cunt,’ he whispers. ‘Fucking cunt.’


  ‘Do it.’ Casey moves his head again. Stern. Like a teacher. Like it’s not just his own rules he’s made up.


  Dane gets on his knees and goes to the zip. He takes the metal tab between his fingers and eases it up, bit by bit.


  Behind him Casey’s sleeping bag rustles. ‘Come on, shithead.’


  Dane puts his face down to the tiny gap. He feels cool air. He waits for his eyes to adjust to the light. He sees rough ground, sticks and patchy dry grass, Mum’s tent opposite, flap hanging loose like an open mouth. The dark space inside. Thick tree trunks in a wall behind.


  Casey’s foot thuds into his lower back. ‘Come on.’


  Dane works the zip a bit higher. He slips and it shoots up with a noise.


  He hunches. Freezes. Waits.


  Nothing. Just the birds.


  He pokes his head further forward, halfway through the opening. The dead fire. The esky, the scatter of empty cans, the whisky bottle. The dirty sole of a foot. Two feet. Mum’s legs, the twisted fabric of her pants, the torn hem of her jumper, the soft length of her back, her side, her shoulder. Her hair in a mess. One arm stretched above her head, fingers splayed, nails black.


  Casey comes up, pushes Dane aside. His breath smells. ‘She awake?’


  Dane folds down on himself, knees under, arms tucked in. He can feel the heat in Casey’s body, his leg right there. The hairs on Dane’s skin lift towards his brother.


  ‘Yeah,’ Casey whispers, to Dane or maybe to himself. ‘We’re right, I reckon.’ He takes the zip all the way to the top in one steady movement, the sound of it brisk and rude in the morning air. The birds above startle and shriek, but Mum doesn’t move.


  There’s nothing in the esky except a couple of bits of bread, floating in their plastic bag in the melted ice. Casey grabs them anyway. Dane tiptoes to the frypan that’s lying at the edge of the ashes, but nothing there either of course, just the fat gone white and hard, left from the last of the sausages, whenever that was — two, three nights ago.


  He looks down at Mum, the back of her head. There are sprays of silver hairs among the brown. They shine in the sun like they mean something, like they’re the tracks of lost thoughts that have shot off, escaped. He thinks of her tidy ponytail flicking as she looked both ways, steering the Kingswood out of Aunty Pat’s street and onto the freeway. ‘Let’s have a holiday,’ she said. ‘It’s nearly school holidays anyway, isn’t it? I’m giving you boys an extra week off, for being so good.’


  They’d eaten pizza that first night, stayed at a motel, watched a movie on the TV, paid extra for it. Terminator 2. Mum sneaking the mini-bar bottles when she thought they weren’t looking. Smoothing the slippery flowered bedspread every time she got up, going from side to side to get the edges even, talking quietly to herself. ‘Nice, nice, that’s nice.’ When she stood still she held her hands out in front, like she had to make sure she knew where they were. Once Dane saw her head do that sideways wobble, the way it used to before the hospital. But it was only for a moment — straight away she pulled her chin in and dropped her shoulders, brought her head up like a dog on a choke chain.


  ‘How long’s this going to last?’ said Casey when she went to the toilet, but Dane pretended not to hear.


  The ring is still on her finger. The yellow-gold band with the five diamonds in their star shapes. It shines more against the dirt. Dane sees her scrabbling at it, working it past her knuckle, her breathing loud even over the roaring air-con of the petrol-station kiosk, the last place they stopped. The credit card lying there on the counter, the man behind it saying ‘no, no, no’, in a quick, quiet voice, pulling at the peak of his cap as if he wished he could lower it like a roller shutter over his face. Casey and Dane staring at the floor.


  ‘My payment,’ she said. ‘My payment hasn’t come through.’ Her head wobbling out of control, tipping to the side. ‘It’s real gold.’ She dropped the ring. It bounced on the counter and she slammed her hand down over it. The credit card shot off and hit the man in the stomach. ‘Real gold. And diamonds.’ Her voice went quiet then, too, and she lifted her hand very slowly, like she didn’t expect the ring to be under there anymore. ‘It was my grandmother’s.’


  The man picked up the credit card and pushed it across the counter at Casey, together with the ring. Then he pushed the white plastic bag full of bread and frozen sausages over as well. Pulled at his cap, looking past them all at the door, at the dust-caked Kingswood. ‘Go on,’ he said. ‘Piss off, quick.’


  It was fun at first, camping. Setting up the tents every night, making a fire. ‘If we do everything in order,’ Mum said, ‘it all makes sense.’ Put up the tents. Get water from the creek. Dig the fire pit. Go over the map, planning the next day’s drive. Cooking, washing up, sitting by the burnt-down fire, Mum with her beer. Her head nodding in the red glow while Dane talked — talked and talked, he couldn’t help it — about school and the beach near Aunty Pat’s and surfing and the board one of the Year Tens let him borrow, the shark they saw one time. Mum just nodding, slowly, like she was concentrating, making sure she’d remember it all. Sometimes in a brighter flare from the fire Dane could see her lips moving silently, following his. Casey didn’t talk, just sat, a black shape off to one side.


  Just one beer a night. Then two. Then more and more, every night, until Dane couldn’t tell how many she drank, sitting up alone after they’d gone to bed. Empty cans everywhere in the mornings. And then the whisky, too.


  And the talking. The talking and the noises. Dane would lie awake, curling over the shrinking feeling in his stomach, trying to curl into himself.


  ‘Told you,’ said Casey.


  ‘Everything in order,’ said Mum, kneeling on her half-packed tent, eyes slitted, lips cracked, her hair all over the place. Folding it over and over, in a bulky uneven triangle, ropes trailing. Shoving the esky in the boot, squashing loaves of bread, a burst box of powdered milk spilling a yellow-white drift. ‘So it makes sense, it makes sense.’ Dropping the map in the dirt.


  She drove too fast on the unmade roads, so they fishtailed sometimes and Dane held his teeth locked together and his hands tight at the edge of the seat, either side of his knees. ‘Here looks good,’ he’d call over the rushing air from the wide-open windows. Any turn-off, any sign marking state forest, camping grounds, a rest stop even. ‘What about here?’


  He’d picked up the map, shaken off the dirt. Traced with his finger their movement — higher, higher, further north, further into the huge green tide of bush. Away from the proper roads and the towns, from school and Aunty Pat. Away from everything.


  Halfway to the waterhole Casey stops. He doesn’t turn around, just talks into the quiet spaces between the trees. ‘There’s no food left. We’ll have to walk to the road. Wait for a car.’


  Dane just stands there.


  ‘We can’t do anything …’ Casey kicks at a sapling and it whips back at him. ‘We can’t do anything for her now.’ He turns. His grinning teeth break out from his lips. ‘Aunty Pat’ll be over the fucken moon.’


  Aunty Pat’s house. The smell of her kitchen. The forests of china animals on the glass shelves in the TV room. Aunty Pat, the way she flapped and trembled like a chook when she couldn’t answer a question. ‘It’s best if we don’t visit,’ she’d said, eyes lowered, her fluffed-up hair bobbling as she dipped her head. ‘Your mother needs a rest, that’s all. She’ll be good as new in no time.’


  The phone ringing in the dim hallway. Aunty Pat’s pecked-off words. ‘Yes, yes … But will it work, this time? This new treatment?’


  And then at last the Kingswood in the drive. Mum in new clothes that didn’t fit her properly, op-shop clothes. Pants swishing when she walked. But clean. Mum’s smile, her hair washed and tied back, arms strong as she helped them load in their bags.


  When Mum grabbed her in a hug, Aunty Pat made what sounded like a frightened moan. But she was crying, her puff of hair shaking, a tissue scrunched in her hand. ‘Take care, Evie,’ she kept saying. ‘For god’s sake take care of yourself.’


  Driving through the next town Mum pointed out the hospital, low brick buildings with roses in front. ‘Never going back there,’ she said. ‘I’ve got my dignity. Don’t you boys ever call the cops on me again, alright?’


  Now Casey bends the sapling slowly and lets it go again. ‘We’ll have to get some help. There’s no fucken food. There’s no petrol in the car.’


  Dane keeps his eyes low. Around his mouth feels numb, thick with heat. Help: what did that mean? Cops. Mum fighting like she did the last time, pulling away so they had to grab her, force her onto the ground. The woman in the other uniform — not a cop, a mental-health worker or something — stepping forward with a needle. Whipping down Mum’s tracksuit pants and stabbing it right into her bum.


  An insect ticks somewhere close by. Dane pictures them from above, like on the satellite map he saw once at school — him and Casey, two little dots crawling along the thread of the track as it straggles through the bush, inching their way to the made road, the stronger line of it, darker and thicker.


  ‘We’ll have to find someone,’ says Casey, and Dane sees Mum again, twisting but losing force in the arms of one cop while the other spreads his big hand over the back of her head and bends it forward. Her body sagging as they fold it into the car.


  The cop with his hands on his knees, his face right there, eyes looking into Dane’s. ‘We’re going to get your mum some help.’ Dane looking back, stupid hope swelling in his chest.


  But then Casey’s snort. ‘Yeah right. Like all the other times.’ And the cop up straight again and already walking off anyway, back to the car to radio and find out what was keeping Aunty Pat. Casey spitting on the ground and Dane watching the spit ooze and feeling the hope sink, collapse into nothing.


  At the base of a tree trunk there’s a big gob of dried red sap, hard, shining. Dane reaches out with his toe and touches it. ‘What about …’ He pushes into the sap, breaks its shell. ‘What about we don’t tell them?’


  Casey goes still.


  ‘We can say we got lost, just the two of us. Hitchhiking.’ Dane presses gently all over the bauble of sap and its surface clouds.


  A car on the map, a little white rectangle cruising along and then slowing, stopping for them. Their two tiny dots getting in and the rectangle going off again, slipping along the dark line of road, moving through the empty green to where more roads waited, thicker ones; to where, eventually, buildings showed, bigger shapes, and the dark of the bush changed to the light, smooth patchwork of paddocks. Towns with their clumps of buildings, networks of roads in different colours and thicknesses. The sudden blue of swimming pools. A city even, a mass of grey and black with no green at all. And far, far behind, way off back where that first thread wavered out, lost in the woolly sprawl of state forest, the other little rectangle that was Mum’s old Kingswood, and the other tiny dot that was her.


  Casey starts walking again. ‘I need a swim.’


  They can hear her calling as they stand by the waterhole. She’s not calling them. It’s hard to tell if she’s even using words.


  Casey goes in first, jumping from a rock into the deepest bit, where the water turns dark and you can’t see the bottom. Dane follows, swinging out on the whippy branch of a small gum tree. The young shoots scratch his wrists as he lets go.


  The water’s cold. He closes his eyes as he goes under, down and past Casey. Lets the air slowly out from his lungs, drifting lower and lower, deeper and deeper. His feet reach into cold numb black. He stops and hangs there, arms spread, eyes clamped shut, ears dead with water. Waiting for the almost-last squeeze of air to leave his body, for the moment when he’ll need to start kicking, to turn his face upwards, open his eyes to the halo of sun spread over the surface. To his brother’s legs above, treading with their regular beat.
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  Handyman


  Melanie Joosten


  ‘I’ve come about the taps.’


  He presents as the archetypal handyman — red toolbox in one hand, King Gee trousers skimming the toe of his scuffed work boots — but there is something peculiarly sterile about him. Freckles crowd his arms and face as though to hide his unusual cleanliness. A grease mark has been artfully applied to the left leg of his trousers, just below the knee.


  ‘The taps?’ I say.


  ‘Yeah, the taps. They’re dripping, aren’t they?’


  They are. Two weeks ago I used a wrench to tighten the tap in the laundry cupboard; its drips had been compelling my bathroom to a constant state of melancholy, reverberating from the tub in a relentlessly descending bass line. I tightened the tap so well, however, that I need to use the wrench whenever I want to turn it on: soaking my delicates has become a satisfyingly physical task. The kitchen tap drips too. Its performance is given in a more lacklustre yet erratic manner, the drops captured in a blue ice-cream container for use on the herb garden.


  ‘Yes, they drip.’


  ‘Well?’ He brings his foot to the threshold and gestures at me to move aside.


  ‘But I didn’t call anyone to fix them.’ I’m not one of those women who have to get a man to do everything, you see. I have all the tools, I know how to find out what size washer each tap takes. I’ve just been busy lately, that’s all. I have a lot of commitments.


  The handyman shakes his head. His ginger hair is receding — he will be bald in a few years, in the usual manner. Top first, followed without pause by the sides. I wonder whether the top of his head is already covered in the same freckles that swarm over every exposed bit of his body, or whether they will come later. Without a word, he wipes both feet on the doormat and takes a step towards me, so I give way — I don’t want to be rude. As I move aside to let him pass, wine sloshes over the side of my glass, and my irritation follows its path to the carpet. Just because the wine is white doesn’t mean it won’t show up. Closing the door behind the handyman, I wonder whether it would be rude to keep him waiting here while I get the baking soda. But before I can even decide, he has headed down the hallway.


  ‘The bathroom’s just there,’ I say, pointing even though he has his back to me and seems to know where he is going. I suppose he goes into dozens of houses a week; they must all start to look the same. Still, it would be more polite to wait for directions, wouldn’t it?


  ‘The laundry tub is in the cupboard,’ I offer. I spy paint splatters across his t-shirt, drops of soft heritage colours that fan his back in a perfect arc, and I cannot help but wonder if they would come out with a good soaking.


  He strides into the bathroom and I pause at the door — it’s not really a room built for two. I hope he doesn’t find it odd that my bathroom is colour-coordinated. I think it’s elegantly restrained, but some have insinuated that it’s rather particular. The tiles and basin are white (easy to clean; you just have to take extra care with the grout, but it’s worth it) and all the accessories are red. Red towels, a red cup for my red toothbrush, a red soap dish. It’s a way of creating definition, you see; red makes a statement without being too much. But I’m not one of those women who have a thing for one colour. My kitchen, for example, is all yellow — quite invigorating. The magazines say yellow is a friendly colour, and that liberal use of it means you’re open to new experiences.


  As I watch, the handyman balances his toolbox across the basin. He takes the bathmat from where it hangs on the shower rail and flicks it out, laying it on the floor with a flourish. He is obviously a man well versed in the art of picnicking. Placing his toolbox squarely on the mat, he kneels with all the neatness of a geisha performing a tea ceremony, and opens the concertina lid. It’s such a pleasure to see a man in his comfort zone, doing something he knows well.


  Yet when he looks up at me, his eyes are accusatory. ‘Is there something wrong?’


  How embarrassing! To be caught watching so intently. I blush. ‘Sorry, I just wanted to make sure … I’ll just go … I’ll be out here, if you need anything.’ Goodness, he has thrown me off guard, this handyman. There is something so natural about him — he looks more at home in my bathroom than I ever have — I feel like I am trespassing in his space.


  In the kitchen I pour more wine and attempt to focus my attention on the task at hand, trying to remember what step I was up to before the doorbell rang. On the dining table lies the brown tissue-paper pattern for a summer frock. A shift dress, the website had said, is perfect for long summer days, croquet and Pimm’s. I’m not sure I really like Pimm’s; its excessive sweetness tastes to me like a tarted-up lemonade. And, let’s be honest, no one ever actually plays croquet. But Pimm’s is what everyone is drinking this summer (ironically or not), and it’s too stand-offish to order your own drink when someone is buying a jug.


  Arranging the pattern pieces against the fabric, I listen out for noises from the bathroom. Occasionally I hear the sharp chink of metal tapping against porcelain and I wonder how this man knew about my taps and their dripping. Does he just take a chance and walk the neighbourhood ringing doorbells? Or is it a council service, some kind of ‘friendly neighbour’ initiative?


  ‘Do you have a mop?’


  I look up from my pattern, pins pinched between my lips, and see him standing in the doorway. I go to take the pins out of my mouth, but he looks so impatient I just point to the nook beside the fridge.


  ‘Thanks.’


  He is back about ten minutes later, his hands adorned with pink rubber gloves.


  ‘Do you have any bleach?’


  ‘Bleach?’


  ‘There’s a mark around your shower plughole. I thought I’d just give it a going-over.’


  ‘Oh no, I’ve tried to get that out before. It just won’t budge,’ I reply, but, nevertheless, I find myself crouched in front of the cupboard, rifling amongst the cleaning products beneath the kitchen sink. ‘Here you go.’


  ‘Thanks.’ He takes the offered bottle. ‘By the way, my name is Paul.’


  ‘Melissa.’ I reach to shake his hand but we both look at its pink rubber casing and think better of it.


  We stand in the kitchen for an awkward moment before Paul shrugs apologetically. ‘Better get back to it,’ he says, and wanders out of the room.


  The sun has set, the wine bottle is almost empty and the pattern pieces are all cut out and ready for sewing when I hear the vacuum cleaner starting up.


  ‘What are you doing?’


  The handyman — Paul, I remind myself — is standing on a stepladder in the hallway, the vacuum nozzle pointing at the ceiling.


  ‘There were some cobwebs. I thought I’d get rid of them while I was up here.’


  ‘While you’re up there? I thought you were just fixing the taps.’


  ‘There was a globe out, so I popped another one in.’


  It is nice to see the hallway so brightly lit: I’d forgotten what a charming space it is. He must be one of those ‘do everything’ handymen, which is quite rare. Mind you, I’ll probably get a huge bill for all of his extra services.


  ‘You could do with a little table in here.’ He clambers down from the ladder, switching the vacuum off. ‘You know, something for your bits and pieces, to put your keys on when you come in, to leave the mail.’ He presses the button to wind up the cord, and we both watch as it whips up the length of the hallway and is sucked in with a satisfied sound, like the smacking of lips. ‘I could knock something up for you if you like.’


  ‘Don’t you have somewhere to be?’


  He shrugs and folds up the ladder. Again we stand, facing each other and waiting. I’m not quite sure what the next step is.


  ‘I’ll just have a go at the kitchen tap,’ he says. ‘Though I am a bit thirsty …’ He stares at me, and I realise he’s been here for ages and I haven’t offered him anything.


  In the kitchen I ask him what he wants. ‘How about some of that.’ He points at the wine and I think, sure, why not? If I’d fixed a tap, cleaned the bathroom, changed a globe and vacuumed away spiderwebs I’d want a glass of wine, too. And I don’t want him to drink on an empty stomach, it’s not the done thing, so I fix us some dinner (just something casual, not too much fuss) and we sit down at the kitchen table to eat.


  ‘Do you watch Masterchef?’ asks Paul, and I am pleased, because he must have noticed my plating up — presentation is very important.


  ‘I do,’ I say. ‘It’s very informative.’


  ‘I suppose it is.’ He smiles at me, and I realise it’s the first time I have seen his smile. His incisors press down on his bottom lip like two pegs on a clothesline. ‘Can we watch it, then?’


  I don’t see why not. It’s quite nice to have company when you live on your own. So I switch on the telly and we move to the couch, watching Masterchef, then NCIS and then another of those crime shows. It’s a bit stressful, choosing programs with someone new. You don’t want to assume anything, but you don’t want them to think you have no taste. So I stick to the main channels (I steer clear of SBS, you never know what might come on there) and we watch. He doesn’t say much, this Paul, but that’s OK. It’s a nice companionable silence, and every now and then we make little jokes about the ads or try to guess who the murderer is.


  By ten-thirty I am yawning and Paul looks across at me. ‘Time for bed, hey?’


  ‘Yes, I think it is.’ I pull myself up off the couch to show him out, but he doesn’t move. ‘Well, thank you for the jobs, Paul. It was very kind of you.’ I can’t help but feel I sound too formal, but I plough on regardless. ‘Do you want me to pay now, or will you send the invoice?’


  He cocks his head to one side as though measuring up my worth. Handymen do that, and so do mechanics, trying to figure out how much you’ll pay.


  ‘I was thinking I might stick around, if that’s OK?’ He bends down to pull off his boots, revealing red Explorer socks that are so new they’re not even pilled. ‘There’s a few jobs I can see to tomorrow, like the hall table, and perhaps a new towel rail in the bathroom? That way you can have your handtowel a little easier to reach — it seems a shame to have it so tucked away when it’s such a lovely colour.’ He gives me a little smile, no pegs this time.


  Is this some kind of come-on? I mean, don’t get me wrong, Paul’s an attractive man. But we barely know each other: he could be anyone. And I’m no prude, but I do like to take a little time to get into that kind of thing.


  ‘I’m sorry? You want to stay?’ I find myself wanting to put my hands on my hips but it seems a little ridiculous, so I fold them in front of myself.


  ‘There’s just so much to do here, Melissa. I could do a bit of plasterwork on the ceiling moulding. And while I’m up there, I could give the ceilings a lick of paint — you’d be quite surprised how much of a difference it makes. If you’ve got some spare sheets, I can just make up a bed here on the couch and then get straight to it in the morning.’ He gets to his feet and tucks his boots under the occasional tables.


  I feel like I’ve missed a turn-off. This isn’t normal, is it? Still, he is so sure of himself. And it would be nice to have someone do some work around the house.


  ‘But I have to work tomorrow, Paul. It’s not really convenient.’


  ‘Oh.’ His face falls. ‘Well, that’s OK. While you’re at work, I’ll just do the one-man jobs. And then any I need a hand with I’ll leave until you’re home, how about that? What time do you usually get in?’ His face has brightened and he gives a little nod as he begins to pull the cushions off the couch.


  ‘Six.’ It just pops out. ‘I mean, usually. But sometimes I get in later, sometimes I —’


  ‘Six is perfect. I’ll get the dinner on as well then.’ He has unearthed the mattress, and with one swift movement he pulls it out of the couch base and flips it open. ‘How about those sheets?’


  And so begins life with Paul. It’s amazing how quickly you become used to something new. Each day, when I come home from work, I find dinner underway and all sorts of things that have been fixed about the place. And, my goodness, that man can clean. He doesn’t miss anything. I’ve always been quite the stickler when it comes to cleaning, but Paul puts me to shame. He even cleans the grills in the range hood and the fan in the bathroom. Then one day I find him parked in front of the sewing machine, a measuring tape around his neck and my dress in his lap.


  ‘Almost there,’ he says, accompanied by one of those smiles he has. And when I try it on, it is near perfect, much better than I would have done. But he still wants to unpick and redo one of the darts. ‘The left one just looks a little off,’ he says, standing back with his hands on his hips. ‘If it’s worth doing, it’s worth doing right.’


  And it certainly is. I wear the dress to my work Christmas party and all the office women keep commenting, wanting to know where I got it. I don’t tell them, of course. I tried to get Paul to come with me but he just wouldn’t. ‘Too much to do here,’ he said. And there is a lot to do. I’ve picked out some colours to paint the bedroom, and we’ve discussed ripping up the carpet in the hallway and polishing the floorboards, which is quite a big job.


  Paul sleeps in my bed now. It’s much more comfortable than the couch, and it seemed so silly not to offer. There’s nothing going on there, mind you, neither of us is interested. Well, I suppose I wouldn’t knock him back if something were to happen, but I really don’t want to jeopardise the situation. After all, he’s chipped away all the tiles in the kitchen, and I don’t want to upset the applecart when there’s a job half done.


  But a little cuddle might not be such a bad thing. I mean, we’re two consenting adults. So when we settle down to watch the final of the Australian Open, I casually curl up my feet and tuck them under his leg on the couch, wiggling them every now and again so he knows that they’re there. But he just gives me a little look of perplexity and stays focused on the television, making little jokes about the ball kids.


  ‘The only time they’ll be on telly, and they have to wear those daggy hats.’ He laughs and lifts his bum off the couch, waiting for me to move my feet out of his way. ‘Thought I might have a go at a water feature in the garden tomorrow. Want to see some sketches?’


  And before long he’s got them spread out all over the table, and I’m left watching the tennis on my own. It’s not really a sport for that, is it? You need someone to chat to, otherwise it’s just a ball going back and forth.


  By autumn, I have to admit, I’m getting a little tired of Paul. He’s working on a gazebo in the garden, and he gets so tetchy when it’s raining too much for him to work on it. And he starts doing this thing where he waits while I get undressed every night and folds my clothes into neat piles before placing them in the laundry hamper. ‘It makes it easier to sort the colours when I’m doing the washing,’ he says as I get into my pyjamas. He still gets about in the sand-coloured work trousers, mind you, with a rotating collection of slightly distressed t-shirts that don’t ever seem to wear any further. And his socks never pill, not even on the heel. I’m forever having to buy new shirts for myself, replacing the ones that get too stained with sweat, or stretched out of shape in the washing machine. But his clothes just seem to keep for an eternity. ‘I just take care of them,’ he says with a shrug when I ask, and I can’t help but detect the criticism in his voice. I find myself getting up in the night and messing up the clothes in the hamper, tipping them all out on the floor and scooping them up again, throwing them in at random, but he never says anything.


  He doesn’t let me anywhere near the kitchen these days. He says he’s got a system, and he doesn’t want me using ingredients he hasn’t calculated for in the weekly shopping. ‘It’s all about waste management,’ he tells me. ‘You need a selection of recipes that use similar ingredients, but not so similar that you’re eating practically the same thing every night. And if you cook, instead of me, it will break the system. I might not have the things I need for the next night.’


  ‘What if I follow your recipe?’ I ask. He can be so bossy.


  ‘It’s best you just leave it to me,’ he says, and turns away to begin browning off onions.


  And then, one night, I come home to find the television gone.


  ‘Where’s the telly?’ I ask, looking about the room as though it might appear.


  ‘I thought we could just try without,’ says Paul, not looking up from his book. ‘It’s bad energy to have the television as the focus of the room. But I got you some books from the library.’ And he gestures towards a pile of books on the coffee table.


  ‘But what about Masterchef? You love Masterchef.’ I don’t like the whine in my voice, but it’s unavoidable and, really, the situation calls for it.


  ‘I got a book on the history of sugar; I thought you’d like that.’ And he doesn’t say another word all evening. I go to bed fuming, having read about travelling Buddhist monks bringing crystallisation methods to China and Christopher Columbus’s romantic liaisons in the Canary Islands, but still not forgiving Paul for having missed Masterchef. It’s almost elimination week, for goodness sake. What will I talk about to the girls at work tomorrow?


  In the morning I wake with that tied-up feeling in my stomach. I know I have to do something. I slip out of bed, leaving Paul snoring quietly to the ceiling, his incisors propping his mouth open.


  It’s light by the time I’m dressed. As quietly as I can, I gather up Paul’s red toolbox and walk quickly down the hallway, trying not to clomp on the floorboards (I do miss the old cream carpet). Out on the street, the day is just beginning and I walk at a brisk pace. I even start whistling; it feels quite appropriate. And when I come to a stop, I take a deep breath and swing open the garden gate. It squeaks loudly, so I know I’ve come to the right place. I rap on the door and wait, trying to look nonchalant and in control.


  A man comes out. He gives me a quizzical look, taking in my King Gee trousers and paint-splattered t-shirt.


  ‘I’ve come about the taps.’
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  Reward Offered


  Jon Bauer


  The old man smiles. This is his favourite bit.


  He opens their garden gate, brings the dog in, turns and closes the gate, a curtain twitching inside the house. The old man’s stomach a helium balloon in the sky.


  The sudden squealing of children, the kelpie straining on the string now, not wanting to sniff anything.


  The front door flings open and a woman beams, faces appear round her legs, little hands gripping on and lifting her dress inadvertently higher, the dog lurching forward, its tail batting the old man’s legs.


  He extends the lost-dog sign in his hand, corrects himself and lets go the string, the family falling on the animal then squinting up at the man as if at the sun.


  ‘Thank you so much. Where did you find her!’


  Back outside the house now, biscuit crumbs on his clothes, his hair sticking up from rough-and-tumbling with children. He waves enthusiastically at their steaming-over of the lounge window, turns and opens the gate, steps through, whistling, shuts the gate — glances up but the children are already gone.


  He makes his way as far as the next corner, out of sight, rolls himself a smoke, his face concentrated, the pleasure of the good deed already fading from his chest. He attempts to hold on to it, tries to stop it seeping out between his ribs.


  As he licks the paper his gaze is on the hills in the distance. Forty or fifty kilometres away, but there he is looking at them in the blink of an eye. What was distance when you had eyes? When you could see what you were missing.


  At the corner the old man joins the main street and its usual morning hubbub of food-delivery trucks and the unsteady old. Lapdogs are tied up outside the miniaturised supermarket, cafes are full of laptops and blue collars mixing with white — foccacias, lattes and Great, thanks, how are you?


  He travels among the throng, as ignored as if this was an old sepia photo and he’s that smudge of a person moving through the background.


  Outside the pub, he sits with a beer and a Winning Post, people wafting like bees in and out of the supermarket over the road — a woman coming along towing a chocolate labrador, the dog’s underbelly littered with distended teats.


  The old man puts his beer down and watches dog and owner pause outside the supermarket, then go on.


  He relaxes again, picking the paper up and shaking it straight, returning to the column he was reading for the third time. Staring at the picture of the writer.


  An old lady ties a dachshund up outside the supermarket, the dog issuing its outraged yapping at the automatic doors — making them indecisive. The dog jumping back, confused too. Both dog and doors making each other stutter. Both of them seeming panicked.


  The yapping stops and the old man looks up, noticing the chocolate labrador tied up there now.


  He leaves his paper and beer, waits at the crossing, hammering the button.


  The lights change and he’s marching before the beeping’s started.


  On the other side he steps over the dachshund, becomes entangled with it — hops on one leg, the door juddering against him, the labrador at the full extent of its lead, wolfing down some Friday-night vomit near the ATM.


  The old man peers into the supermarket for the owner, then quickly unties the lab and crosses the road with it, darting between moving traffic and away.


  Once home he inspects the labrador’s collar: Chocolate, it reads. A phone number. He removes the collar and heads outside with it, crossing the expansive parking lot at the end of his street — checking for any obvious observers before wiping off the evidence with his hanky and chucking both in the bin.


  Back indoors he turns on the radio, horseracing commentary coming at him. He likes it on in the background. The snaffled excitement of the voice. He only hears that on the radio now — that familiar voice.


  He stands at his front window for ages, peeking through the drawn curtains. The dog watching him. The racing commentary turned right down now to just a bubbling stew on the stove or a waiting taxi.


  Eventually he gives up his window vigil and surrenders to the TV in the corner, the labrador by his slippered feet, unsettled but playing the part at least.


  Spring carnival is around the corner and that familiar voice is a face on the news, talking about the influx of overseas contenders and Can Australian racing stand the competition? The chocolate lab plonks her head on his lap, and even though he could never think the same way about dogs again after what happened in the hills those months ago, he leans over the animal and buries himself in the solace.


  Next morning he shuffles out of his bedroom in slippers, lifts the kettle from its throne, gives it a wiggle, shuffles over to the sink, his hair squiffy. His head fogged over with last night’s scotch. He turns on the tap, letting it run into the kettle, gazing out at the back garden and groaning at the piles and piles of unearthed soil and chewed bamboos that once supported the first creeping of beans. The dog out there too, looking at him, jowls on paws. The man’s own jowls to-ing and fro-ing as he shakes his head, standing with his hands on the stainless steel of the sink, the kettle grumbling.


  He’s outside later, traipsing about the garden in his dressing-gown, using a small shovel to fill in holes and pick up dog-dirt. The lab sulking, or twisting round occasionally to fuss over her breasts that are almost neon with rawness. Small cries filling her throat.


  The old man can’t recall seeing a dog like that, mammaries hanging down. More naked somehow than when male dogs get their erections in the park — cantilevering behind some bitch with her bum on the ground.


  It’s been three days now and still no posters up. He looks for the collar in the parking-lot bin but it’s been emptied of everything but stench.


  In the newsagent’s he picks up the special-edition Winning Post and the daily papers, both of which have a picture of a glistening racehorse on them.


  FREE Cup Day Form Guide!


  He scans the sports sections of the nationals and there it is, a column in each paper. He’s aflame with pride. His smile sustaining all the way through the usually curt transaction with the shopkeeper.


  He sits at the pub with a celebratory beer and smoke. Reads the articles both. Then reads them again. Raises his beer to the hills. Cheers, the old man’s mouth says, and a little girl in the back of a car looks like she’ll remember it forever. A lonely old man with nobody to cheers.


  People come in and out of the supermarket with armfuls of alcohol. Men and women go by in the garb of pageantry. Every other car is a taxi.


  The man sees the woman sticky-taping a sheet of A4 to a power pole then moving on, a stack more of them under her arm.


  Back home he hurriedly unburdens himself of keys and newspapers, the sticky tape from the poster catching on his sleeve, the old man arrested for a moment by the dog’s agonised yelps.


  He opens the laundry door and she remains distressed, the smell of ammonia, a puddle on the floor. She comes out, stopping to lick at her underbelly, walking away, a perfunctory wag of her tail, then pausing again to fuss and fuss at her swollen teats.


  Please help, the poster says (a picture of Chocolate with an array of snuggling, suckling puppies, their eyes closed). Her puppies and family miss her! Reward offered.


  He takes the piece of paper to the phone, shutting both the back door and the one in the hallway against the yelping.


  Ordinarily he’d wait, give it a few days. But it’s Cup Day, his first without an invite to the hills. Last year it was little Jerome and Daniel cheering the telly, the dog barking, the old man laughing — their dad working his busiest day of the year.


  He shaves again, drinking from a bottle as he does. Runs a towel under a hot, hot tap and puts it to his face, dancing a little in the bathroom. He brushes his hair. Dresses in his suit, chooses a tie. Takes the suit jacket off. Looks at himself. Puts the jacket back on. Takes off the tie. Goes out and pats the dog panting on the lawn, listless, whimpering.


  He opens the cupboard and tries to remember which of the dangling leads is Chocolate’s. He chooses string instead, for authenticity.


  They leave the house, Chocolate putting on a smile despite her discomfort. That same dachshund yapping at the automatic doors outside the supermarket, working them open and closed like its bark is a clicker.


  As he turns the last corner he can see the woman at her gate, her hand up to her forehead to keep out the sun. Then she’s coming along the footpath, halfway between walking and jogging, Chocolate straining on the string until the old man lets her go and her claws click-clack away, teats swishing.


  There’s a tangle of hair and fur and wagging tails, the woman looking up from the embrace to smile at the man’s approach, then turning back to Chocolate, checking her over.


  As he gets close she stands, holding the string, Chocolate attending to her teats again. The woman keeping her hair behind her ear. A kind smile.


  ‘I can’t tell you what a relief this is!’


  ‘As I said, right out in the middle of the road.’


  ‘It’s crazy, I was only in the shop two minutes.’


  ‘Maybe she slipped her collar?’


  She shakes her head. ‘It would have been left behind. No, someone must have taken her then thought better of it and let her go. I’ve given up trying to understand what motivates some people.’


  ‘Well all’s well that ends well, I suppose.’


  ‘I suppose,’ she says. ‘We’ve got a house full for Cup Day but, come in and meet the puppies?’


  ‘I’ve just finished work, and —’


  ‘Sarah, by the way.’ An outstretched hand. ‘Don’t you want your reward?’


  ‘Ted. No need for a reward, Sarah. Any decent person would have done the same. I love dogs.’


  He wipes his feet before entering the house. Does his hair again. Struck by the sheer homeliness of everything. All the different-sized shoes by the door. The faces posing together on the walls. The distant sound of voices, as well as yelping. The aroma of damp newspaper, and that sickly-sweet puppy smell.


  He catches up in time to see Chocolate let loose and racing to the wooden board barricading the puppies in the laundry, all of them jumping up towards her face. Little tails thrashing. A garden of people through the windows, the barbecue going.


  ‘Hopefully they’ll get a moment together before the kids notice,’ she says and removes the partition, the pups standing on each other’s saggy faces to get to their mum. Chocolate licking and licking at them then giving in to the nudging and rummaging for nipples, her body moving on the lino with the seven heads pushing into her side — Sarah turning to Ted and beaming at the moment, bottles and little rubber teats drying on the draining board.


  ‘I can’t tell you what the kids’ve been like. And the pups. Lucky it’s pretty much time for weaning. D’you have a dog?’


  ‘Haven’t been able to face having one since … He was a chocolate lab too, actually.’


  ‘Oh you poor thing.’


  ‘It was my son’s.’


  ‘Did it go missing too?’


  He shakes his head and says to the lino, ‘An accident. My grandchildren were in the car at the time. It was always a bloody stupid mutt, chasing car tyres. They encouraged it.’ And their faces come back to him, the way they looked just after. His car still running.


  Sarah’s hands are up covering her open mouth, Chocolate giving a warning snarl at one of her pups.


  ‘I haven’t driven since. Haven’t seen my grandchildren, either.’ He gazes at the row of wagging tails. ‘I suppose he’s just busy, my son. Sports journalist.’ Ted’s face urging hers to understand — her hand down now but her mouth still a little open. ‘Posh house in the hills.’


  There’re squeals then as the kids come in and happy-hell breaks loose, Sarah looking at him looking at the children.


  He loiters in the garden, an outsider among the inclusive throng. He doesn’t know how to feel. On the one hand here he is, their new best friend and hero, people getting him sausages and does he want mustard or red sauce? Beer, Ted? This is Ted, everyone. Ted’s the one that brought Chocolate home. Inebriated cheers.


  But behind the smile and the polite platitudes of his replies there are those hills staring at him.


  … She came home with nipples like brake lights!


  He goes into the relative quiet of the house, watching those swigging aliens through the window. The light in their eyes. He sets his beer down on the kitchen surface, feeling drunk suddenly. His innards sagging.


  He wanders through and has a look in the laundry, the barricade there, the puppies back inside now having been paraded and cooed at — chased round the garden. Or left to put tiny puncture marks in things, like four-legged ticket inspectors.


  They’re curled up now. Seven yins. Or yangs. Sprawled all over one another like they’re one organism, pink skin on their bellies. Breathing quickly as if excited to be alive even when they’re asleep. Giant paws. Everything dawning and new and beginning for them. Sagging skin, but sagging with capaciousness.


  A little TV is on in the kitchen, showing footage of children at the racetrack, releasing hundreds of helium balloons into the air. The children’s excitement backed by manipulative music and shots of the multicoloured balloons shrinking into the sky.


  There’s bedlam in the kitchen, people moving in a tacit congo through to the big TV in the lounge, turned up loud for race time. Like it’s New Year and close to midnight. Betting slips and drinks jutting from hands, children shooshed sternly but weaving themselves in among the tense, excited bodies of adults. The TV blaring and Ted walking out to the garden but Sarah fetching him in again — telling him he can’t miss the race.


  So he stands at the back, ready for that voice. The excitement in it like his son is a child again. Like his voice in the days he wasn’t yet old enough to chide Ted.


  You left them, Dad. I don’t care if it was to get him to the vet … You can’t be trusted with them if you panic like that. You can’t even be relied on to drive.


  But it was just a son getting his own back for his childhood, Ted thinks, watching the families around the TV. He takes an urgent slug of drink. That was parenthood for you, eighteen years of giving everything but still feeling it isn’t enough. Then the rest of your life waiting for them to realise. The rest of your life waiting for them to take their love away.


  SLAM. The gates open, hooves on the ground, divots flying, gaping nostrils, the whites of the eyes. That voice galloping along too and everyone in the lounge happy and bouncing and delighted. The children wrapped up in adults. Fingers in half-open mouths. Laughter. Screaming. Ted in the corner, the crystal glasses tinkling in the cabinet beside him from the vibrations.


  He leaves his beer on a coaster, slips out of the lounge, then the front door. Walks down the path, not wanting to leave but unable to stay. The street quiet. The race that stops a nation. Ted moving through the open gate.


  ‘Ted?’


  He stops, still focusing on the footpath. Sarah’s tentative hand appearing on his shoulder. He turns a little, eyes downcast and wet.


  ‘What is it?’


  ‘I don’t deserve your hospitality.’


  ‘After what you did for us! Wait here, just for a moment. Then you can go. Promise me you’ll wait.’


  He fidgets in the sunlight while she’s gone. His son’s voice calling from indoors. Ted feeling unsteady now, his hand on the gate post. All those households listening to his son.


  Sarah reappears with three sleepy brown bundles in her arms.


  ‘Sarah, I can’t.’


  ‘Now Ted,’ she says, a gentle forcefulness in her voice, the sweetness of alcohol on her. ‘Choose one.’


  ‘But I —’


  ‘No matter what you might think, Ted, all I see standing here is a dear sweet man who misses his grandchildren. Now, choose one. Or two, if you like. Maybe they’re ready for another by now? Anyway, what are we going to do with seven little terrorists.’


  Wednesday — The day that jades a nation. Ted wakes earlier than usual, showers, shaves. Gathers up all the empty bottles and rollie stubs in his lounge.


  He’s hungover and dry-retching as he clears up the little messes in the laundry, a clumsy chocolate-drop chasing his shoelaces round the house. Ted shooing her off then picking her up and letting himself be licked in the ear — wiping it off again, tiny puncture marks on his formidable earlobes. The radio sitting silent in the corner.


  He carries the pup and her sweet smell out to the garden, his mind occupied with a soup of feelings in his stomach, the dog’s tiny pulse fluttering insistently against his hand, and a heart-shaped balloon floating high above him in the blue, heading for the hills.


  Jon Bauer has written short stories and plays for stage and radio. His novel, Rocks in the Belly, won the 2011 Indie Award for Best Debut Fiction and was longlisted for the Miles Franklin Literary Award.


  Cross-Country


  Cate Kennedy


  It’s the language that gets you. The way it tells you you’re through a portal, just when a portal, a doorway — something, anything — is exactly what you’re groping around in the dark for. And the idea of links — such a sly touch, coming at the precise time you feel that every link in your life is sundered, every piece of the chain snapped apart. Links are what you’re after; linked hands, connections, answers, the web like a big stretched safety net. So you point and click. After all, you’ve got all the time in the world now.


  Peeled. That’s how you feel, when it happens. Flayed. People who tell you to get out and move on, they’re standing there in a thick layer of skin, cushioned and comfortable, brimming with their easy clichés like something off a desk calendar. What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger. Living well is the best revenge. You were too good for him anyway. Down their smug fingers come, tapping their phone numbers in your book. Call anytime, they say, if you need to talk.


  I don’t know about you, but I don’t need to talk. I need someone else to talk. I need answers. I wrap myself in the spare-room quilt, and watch the screen verify my password, then let me in. Like a bouncer, taking pity on me, eyes sweeping my try-hard clothes and unclicking the rope barrier with nothing but disdain.


  Live in the world, and there’ll be a trail you leave behind you, even if it’s a trail of crumbs. That’s what they call them, don’t they? Cookies. No matter how carefully you try to cover your tracks, they’ll be there. The recorded minutes of a meeting you attended, some team you’ve been on; there’s your name on the screen. Try it for yourself and see. Google in your name, in one of these extended empty sessions of free time when the cursor’s waiting like a foot tapping, and there’s nothing else in the universe you can think of that you need to find out about. There you suddenly are, undertaking all the trivial pathetic things you think are hidden, so that anyone in the world can see you exposed.


  My workmates ring me and pretend I’m on some kind of sabbatical or planned holiday, assure me that all I need is a nice long rest. Rest — here alongside the looted stack of cookbooks and the depleted pile of unwanted, rejected CDs.


  It takes a special kind of thoroughness, a particular grim determination to sever all ties, for him to redirect even his superannuation statements and book-club pamphlets to his new address. Even the mail he would have thrown away immediately never arrives now, suggesting that he’d do anything rather than leave a single excuse for re-contact.


  So I am reduced to this — typing in his name. A man of forty-two, a successful man with a wide circle of friends and acquaintances, a man armed, let’s face it, with the cream of the recipe books, kitchen utensils, bed linen (I’ve only taken what I’m sure is mine) and CDs he’s picked over, a man unable to disguise the excess of his baggage — that man shouldn’t be hard to locate. It’s not as if I’m going to go over there, drive past his house, lie on his lawn drunk and make a scene, harass him. It’s just a few shreds of information I want. I supported him for a year, after all; surely I have a right to know whether he’s finally submitted that thesis and where, incidentally, the graduation ceremony is to be held. If he’s joined a church group or a golf club, I need to paste that into my new identikit. I’ll take any crumb, any trail, any vague lead.


  What I really want is a chat room. Under the cloak of the spare-room quilt, all I would do is eavesdrop, just for the sound of his voice. Well, not the sound, of course, but the cadence. Ideas expressed without that clipped and guarded reservation he suddenly adopted — I think it’s pointless considering mediation at this stage. I think it would be best to make a clean break. I think it’s clear to both of us it’s not working.


  It’s two-thirty in the morning when I enter the portal, stoop to the keyhole and whisper the name that turns the deadlock.


  I don’t know why they call it surfing. They should call it drowning.


  Down through the layers of US family-tree pages and rambling travel blogs of dull strangers, I finally hit paydirt. My heart knocks in my chest. I find he’s attended a conference, but not presented a paper there. Thesis still unfinished, then. Too many emotional upheavals. His thoughts too scattered after a traumatic breakup, distracted by guilt and second thoughts. I’m settling into this train of thinking, hungry for its possibilities, as I spoon up the dregs of the instant noodles from my styrofoam cup, grimacing at the taste of polystyrene which permeates them no matter what sachet of pseudo-flavour you sprinkle in.


  I could of course tip this dehydrated space food into a real mug before I pour on the boiling water, but that suggests a familiarity with habitual loneliness that even I draw the line at.


  See, this is the difference. Your partner dies, and everyone comes over with casseroles, they clean your house and hang out your washing. Your partner leaves, though, and you don’t need nurturing, apparently; you need avoiding. Your washing grows mouldy in the machine, your friends who told you that what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger look at you uneasily, taking in your greasy hair and unwashed pyjamas, and leave you to go back to bed at five p.m. Impossible to explain to them the humming, welcoming warmth of the screen later, the peaceful blue light, the endless possibility of an explanation that would make sense.


  There’s the full name, match sixteen of about three thousand red herrings. He’s on some kind of roster. Show cached text only. A roster for a sporting club. Not interstate, then. Just the other side of the city, probably. One of those beachside suburbs he always said he’d like to live in. The banner across the top of the page shows that it’s a cross-country running club.


  I sit back in the quilt in my chair, staring at that page. Obviously no time for the doctorate. Not when he’s decided it’s time for some social contact, time perhaps to get fit, to shed academia a little, to make some new friends who don’t know the disastrous details of the last few months. I picture him struggling up a hill, teeth gritted, grateful for the after-parties and barbecues, the light-hearted neutral banter of friendly competition. Or maybe punishing himself, pushing himself to physical exhaustion so that he can sleep nights. Running from something — that’s it. Can’t he see the symbolism?


  It’s ten past four. Jittery with caffeine and MSG, I snoop in the desk drawer Google has no qualms about throwing open for me. He’s way down the ladder: coming thirty-fourth. That must be humbling. Thirty-fourth in a field of what — fifty or so. That would make anyone feel like a nameless nobody in a crowd, a face blurry in the back of someone else’s photo, reduced to nothing but pixels.


  ‘See, you can reduce all this to just a system of binaries,’ I remember him explaining when he showed me how the computer was programmed. ‘Just infinite combinations of zero and one.’ I wonder if he understands that better now, struggling home in the middle of the pack. How it feels to be rendered, finally, to those low-resolution dots of shadow and light, a conglomeration made up of nothing and one.


  ‘Getting fit how?’ demands Julie from work when she rings. ‘Volleyball? Aerobics?’


  No, I tell her, I need something bigger, more of a challenge. I’m just going to start out with light jogging, then join some kind of club. Some kind of running club.


  ‘Running? Are you serious?’


  ‘Sure. I’m going out today to buy the shoes.’


  There’s a short film endlessly looping in my head, and in it, I’m pounding easily along over a hilltop in an interclub event. I’m not even puffing as I overtake him, despite the spurt he puts on. He glances sideways; he sees it’s me. I flash him a surprised yet calm smile of recognition, a flutter of the fingers, and pull away. Later, at the picnic, I’ll turn when he approaches, and let that awkward moment stretch out. In some versions, I have a little trouble placing him, so that there’s the slightest hesitation before I say his name. Then I ask him how his thesis is going, and watch his face fall.


  Any day now, I think as I lie heavy as a stone under the quilt, I’ll go out and buy those shoes.


  From the thin stack of discarded CDs, I pull out the country-and-western collection a girl group sold us one night at the pub. They were great, those girls. Big hair and pointy boots and, up close, plenty of in-your-face eyeliner and juicy-fruit lipstick as they laughed and signed my CD. He hadn’t liked them, though. Didn’t like the venue (too smoky) didn’t like the audience (nobody there to converse with about Thesis) didn’t even feel comfortable ordering a couple of beers at the bar. All twitchy about the two guys playing pool, the ones who might have even had a dance with me or at least found it in themselves to at least relax and enjoy some live music.


  ‘You’re not playing that Tammy Wynette Hormone Band again, are you?’ he’d say when he came out of the study, irritable and peaky, mind on higher things. ‘Jesus, it’s like three cats being strangled.’


  I put them on now and hear that mandolin, their harmonies start up. The high lonesome sound, they’d called it in the song’s intro, as I’d smiled apologetically at the guys at the pool table while one of them held out a cue to me and raised his eyebrows, that smile never leaving his face. I’d shaken my head. High lonesome, and high and dry, standing there with a guy who checked his watch every three minutes and coughed pointedly all the way home.


  Oh, I’m too far gone, they sing now through the speakers as I turn up the treble and fiddle with the volume. I know I’ve loved you too much for too long, but I’m too far gone.


  Take care Rebecca, they’d written on the CD cover when I’d handed over my twenty bucks, and enjoy! Take care — that’s good advice. Like all the revelatory news I’ve received over the last three months, all the bombshells — I’m leaving, say, or the doctor’s blunt you’re depressed — it comes in a handy two-word dispatch, so there’s no excuse for not paying attention.


  What are they doing now, those girls, I wonder. Not surfing the web all night eating two-minute noodles in a pair of stretched tracksuit pants, I’ll bet. When they’d sung those words, they’d sounded sincerely sorrowful, but their cowboy hats and red fingernails had said otherwise. They’ll be sound asleep, ready to rise late and meet each other for breakfast, wearing sunglasses at a street cafe, wondering whether to have the hash browns or the bacon.


  All I need to do is get up, wash my hair and get dressed and go to the mall to buy the shoes, and I can get started. I need that torso tight as a rubber band, my number tied and flapping across my chest, my shapely arms working like pistons as I make him eat my dust. That’s the main thing.


  What do you actually do in a cross-country? I have a hazy picture of splashing through streams and jumping fallen logs, slogging up muddy hillsides and crashing down the other side through rugged bush. Climbing racks of tyres bound together with rope. No, wait — that’s the army. Do you follow a system of flags, or does someone give you a map? Do they start you off with the crack of a gunshot, abrupt as a slap in the face or the slamming of a door?


  I wonder too if there’s a back-up vehicle, some support staff who tail-gun the runners, just in case you fall into a puddle or a ditch and lie there overwhelmed with the pointlessness of it all, the ludicrous challenge you’ve imposed on yourself; your foolish, desperate need for purpose. I imagine being lifted from the dirt by kind hands, and given a bottle of Gatorade and a sympathetic pat on the shoulder. Oh, I would give in without even a pretence of fighting spirit if someone offered to drive me to the finish line. Who wouldn’t?


  I’m shaken from this reverie by a phone call from my boss, ringing me to remind me that my sick leave has run out and I need to return to work the following Monday. Until now I’ve let his calls go through to the answering machine — this time I finally lift the receiver.


  ‘How are the stress levels?’ he says. Carefully casual. ‘Getting plenty of sleep?’


  ‘I was dozing when you rang, actually.’


  ‘Good on you. That sounds like just what the doctor ordered.’


  No. What the doctor ordered is still an unfilled prescription in my wallet as I self-medicate with net-surfing and the Tammy Wynette Hormone Band. I wander into the study as he talks, my fingers absently, lovingly, grazing the keyboard of the computer. Double-click on the internet icon, go straight to the club site. Last week’s results are posted, and there he is, placed forty-second now. A nagging cold, maybe. Slipping down the ladder into numb mediocrity, driving back to his new beachside apartment to sit slumped on the new Ikea sofa and wonder bleakly whether he should open a couple of those cardboard boxes, pull out the old photos from where he’s hidden them, and then, and then … swallow his pride to pick up the phone. He’ll ring late, sheepish and sad, voice thick with tears. Ask me if I feel like some Thai takeaway, or just a bottle of wine. If we could talk. It seems so possible, so likely, I feel my throat tighten in anticipation.


  ‘Rebecca? Hello?’ My boss is still on the line.


  ‘I’m here,’ I say. ‘Monday morning, then.’


  ‘We’re all looking forward to having you back.’


  ‘I’ll bring a cake,’ I say.


  So what I’m going to do, I’m thinking, since I have every right to, nothing to do with him, is ring the club and ask about joining. I’m looking for a phone number I can try, and I refresh the screen and start again.


  It’s amazing, isn’t it, the level to which we’ll invent what we need. I’m actually expecting that phone call, the high lonesome sound I’m certain will come, from a man beaten into remorse and resignation after a day’s cross-country running.


  I’ve convinced myself of it, despite knowing that he hated sport so much — it’s coming back to me now — that he couldn’t even bring himself to pick up a cricket bat at a family barbecue in all the time we were together. Couldn’t jump up and have a good-natured hit, couldn’t have a light-hearted game of pool, couldn’t bear ever doing anything he wasn’t an expert at. The portal opens, and his name is listed again, his beloved, lost, unique name, but I suddenly notice that this list is headed by a title I’ve somehow missed on the cached page.


  Just two small words again, going off in a blinding flash like a grenade. What they say is: Under fourteens.


  I sit staring at them, dully open-mouthed. It’s like being doused with a sheet of muddy water, like a final jarring stumble on wrenched ankles. I take in a gulped breath at the sensation of some huge distance being covered suddenly, a long stretch of terrain rushed through with a whiplash jerk, and then, as it all skids to a halt, my face cools as if raised to a merciful and unexpected breeze.


  Click on the icon, close the screen. Windows is shutting down. I almost hear it, the decisive thud as it hits some imagined sill somewhere. I need a shower, and then I need a long cold drink of something at an outdoor table, but first I linger, watching the innocuous sky-blue screen. I’m waiting for the little melody it always plays before it sighs and switches itself off, that melancholy minor-key tune that tells you that whatever you’ve been watching, ready or not, it’s time to roll the credits.
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