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The split second before he caught sight of his wife, Jasper
Scragg spotted the single biggest mistake of his life. The hair
gave her away. Her complicated arrangement of braids and
dreadlocks in fire engine red would stand out at a Rastafarian
convention after dark. Come to think of it, in her pastel pink
cashmere dress and blond ponytail, so would his wife.

Zoe and the woman—whose name slipped his
mind, whom he’d nicknamed Red before she introduced
herself—stood on either side of a table talking.

Jasper stopped dead, two stalls up. His idle Sunday
market stroll evaporated. The surrounding greenery of tall
oaks and golden yellow wattles, the aroma of home-cooked
curries and ground coffee, the syncopated drumming that
filled the air, and the sound of children having fun—all of it
vanished. Riveted to the spot, as if his feet had thick roots
buried deep in the soil, he stood and stared, hoping the
myriad of people gave enough camouflage, wishing he’d not

forgotten his sunnies.



If they looked up and saw him, he could well picture
what scenario would follow—his taut hand wave, like a
king greeting his subjects, his rigid walk towards them,
Red blurting out a wide-eyed ‘I remember you’, and
he stuttering something unintelligible in a high-pitched
voice.

Zoe was holding cupped hands close to her face,
inspecting something. Red talked and pointed. She’d laid
claim to the space under a massive oak and around
the wide trunk tied strings upon strings of triangular
buntings. She was selling colourful egg-shaped clutter
things. Zoe would love that.

Over the years, she’d filled each rental with
ornaments. He’d assumed it would all be coming with
them to Woolloolobah, so when Zoe declared a novel
approach to house decorations—the relief. She’d stoically
wrapped up her figurines and sent him to the op-shop
with five big boxes. ‘We’re not solely closing a chapter in
our lives,’ she’d said. ‘We’re closing the book. Poor plot,
pathetic characters. Out goes the dreary story.

In keeping to her metaphorical rant, his version held
an extra scene, no longer than a few paragraphs. It wasn’t
memorable. It was irrevocable. If only he could chuck his
infidelity in a box, tape-seal, and drop it off for someone else
to deal with. Before they left Newcastle, as he’d filled in all the
dugouts from the bandicoots, little buggers, in the backyard,
he’d imagined burying his betrayal, heaping soil on top, and
stamping the ground hard after. Unbelievable, but here she

was at Woolloolobah’s spring fair with a stall. Red was a



Sydney woman. Surely she didn’tlive here now? These people
travelled, didn’t they, the stallholders, all over the state?

Zoe would buy something. She couldn’t help it. Contrary
to her best intentions, she would walk off with one of the
woman’s artefacts. Once they had their own place, once their
shelves were up, that thing would take centre stage—an
eternal reminder.

Jasper considered disappearing in the opposite
direction, to go find the Ackerman members, and say he’d lost
Zoe. Butin their sixteen years of marriage, he’d never lost his
wife. He’d never cheated on her for that matter, except that
one time. Jasper squeezed his eyes tight and focused on the
surrounding sounds. The random visuals were always blurry
but made him nauseous every time.

When he opened his eyes again, a sudden and sizeable
gap had opened between fair-goers. Zoe was turning her
head, looking for him. In two quick seconds, he dislodged
from the earth, sidestepped, skidded behind a couple, dodged
someone’s backpack, then stumbled into a table and a
woman. The woman said something under her breath
whereas the table unleashed plastic containers stacked on
top of each other. Jasper spread his arms wide to keep them
in their place, and in doing so, elbowed the woman again.

‘Do you mind?’ she said sharply.

‘I'm ... so sorry, said Jasper, who stood bent over, holding
his arms still. The containers lay in a tumbled heap but were
all intact as far as he could see. No lids had opened.

‘You made me drop mine,” said the woman. ‘You're

standing on it



Jasper looked down. Under his right Blundstone boot,
bits of green poked out. As he moved his foot, the shattered
plastic crackled. ‘So sorry’

‘You’ll need to pay for that.’

‘A bit of spark in your reflex there, son?’ said someone in
broad Australian.

The voice belonged to the stall holder, a man his father’s
age—if he’d still been alive—in a checkered shirt, a black
beret swallowing up his head, and enlarged eyes behind
thin-frame glasses. He was stocky and not much taller than
Jasper. There was a lot of beard and a smile among the grey
frizz.

‘He ruined my broccoli,’ said the woman.

‘Broccoli?’ said Jasper, hoping Zoe had paid no attention
to the ruckus.

‘Best sprouts,’ said the man. Was he holding back a grin?
Tll get you a new one,’ he said to the woman. ‘No charge.’

‘No, I'll pay.’ Jasper straightened up and began turning
the containers upright. ‘Of course, I'll pay.’

‘Don’t listen to him,” said the man, picking up a paper
bag. ‘So one broccoli. Pick two more. The radishes have a bite
in them and the blend suits all tastebuds.’

‘Sprouts?’ said Jasper.

‘Yeah, mate. Pure life force in these babies. Enzymes.
Vitamins. Polyphenols. Four dollars each or three for ten
smackers. You heard of seedlings?’

‘Sure, but I plant mine in the soil.’

The woman picked two more that were added to the bag,

and off she went. The sprout man reached across and took



over from Jasper with efficient speed, piling everything
back just so.

Jasper crouched and picked up the broken plastics. He
placed all the pieces and the sprouts in a small pile on the
table. ‘T’ll fix you up for this.’

‘Don’t worry about it, but stay light on your feet, son.’
The sprout man offered an exaggerated wink, which moved
the spectacles down his nose.

Behind him, Jasper heard Zoe laugh. It always travelled
above other sounds, made him think of glass baubles filled
with water, gently knocking one another. Jasper loved
how it shaped her face—how her eyes narrowed and her
mouth widened, how you could see even her back teeth.
Her laughs had been missing for a long time, though while
staying with the Ackermans, Sabine had brought it out of
her. She and Zoe would sit in the kitchen with their cups of
tea after the children had gone to bed and reminisce doing
their best to keep their voices down. Jasper, in bed with a
book, would hear his wife’s suppressed giggle, and despite
a snippet of envy, he’d smile to himself. He was thankful
that Sabine could do what he couldn’t.

And now Red had. The woman he’d shagged. That
bothered him. That his mind had used the word shagged
bothered him. Was that the taste of bile in his throat?
Swallowing hard, he stooped his head and fingered the
now neat piles of containers. He was thirsty. He would go
find the Ackermans and his drink bottle, ask them if they’d
seen Zoe.

‘They’ll crunch up your salad,’ said the sprout man.



He should at least make a purchase. Jasper picked one
up, held it towards the sunlight and looked closer at the thin,
pale shoots and the small, hopeful leaves. ‘Tenacity in a jar,
he said.

‘Yep.

‘Tll have the three. You pick.’

He turned his head towards Red’s table, hoping Zoe had
moved on to the next stall. No such luck. She was staring
right at him. They both were. The bits of Zoe’s hair that
always fell out of her ponytails fluttered around her beautiful
face. She smiled and waved for him to come over. When he
reciprocated in the same way, she shook her head and held
a hand up, rubbing her thumb to her fingertips. Dang. He
carried the cash for once. Murphy’s law. Jasper sighed. He
couldn’t not walk over there.

Get a grip.

Wasn’t it more than plausible that the woman
wouldn’t recognise him? After all, he was an unremarkable
three-day-stubble-five-foot-eight-Australian male. And that
disaster night three months ago, his hair had been longer,
and he’d been clean-shaven. Also, if the woman recognised
him, was she likely to blurt anything out? Jasper’s attempt
at a little self-bolstering didn’t loosen the band that had tied
around his inner organs like twine around pressed meat. The
night they met, she’d come across as impulsive.

Zoe held out her hand, showing him, and waved again.

‘I see your friend’s taken to Yasmin’s eggs.’

‘My wife’s a bit of a collector.’” Yasmin. Of course. Not
with the j-sound, she’d told him.



‘Yasmin’s third year at Spring Fest,’ said the sprout-man.
‘Does different stuff each time. Gets bored with the same old,
same old, she reckons. Pottery last year, awful jewellery the
year before that. This year’s conception—from what she tells
me—there’s a bit of work involved.’

Jasper thanked the older man and started towards
Yasmin’s stall with a taste of acrid at the back of his throat. As
an adult—using the traditional twenty-first birthday as the
starting block—he’d had sex with two women. And here they
were. What were the odds?

Jasper pulled out his wallet. He would not hang around.

‘T know what you’re thinking,’ said Zoe, holding out a
painted egg.

‘You take the money, I'm going to check out plants—’

‘No.” She grabbed his arm. ‘Take it Jas. You need to hold
it. Oh, that face’

Jasper shoved the wallet into his back pocket again
and surrendered his hand, only nodding at Yasmin without
looking at her. Zoe placed the duck-sized egg—painted in
delicate and colourful patterns—in his palm. It was heavier
than an actual egg, smooth, and warm from Zoe’s nursing.

When Yasmin had mentioned in passing about being
an artist, he’d imagined sizeable canvases, thick layers, and
generous brush strokes, bewildering images. This seemed
tame, too small and too neat. Her detailed eggs didn’t
fit his impression of her. The buntings around the tree
did. Her black satin tablecloth with neat rows of eggs,
resting on simple stone holders, didn’t. Yasmin herself, in

an oversized denim overall covered in paint splatters, did.



The night he’d crossed paths with her, she’d worn black,
fitted and short, showing a lot of skin and it had seemed to
him a stunning mismatch with her crimson—what Jasper
thought of as—hippie hair. Yasmin seemed intrinsically a
contradiction. She also seemed younger now. The night he’d
met her, he’d assumed early-thirties. Was she even twenty?

‘This young woman makes these from scratch. Isn’t she
clever? Look at the details.” Zoe thought of herself as devoid
of any creative genes and was in awe of the fortunate ones.

Jasper meant to say, ‘Yes, thatis clever’. All that came out
was ‘Yup.’

‘And the paint won’t come off. It’s been coated.” She
sounded like the old Zoe—or rather, the new. Zoe grafted to a
new tree. ‘You can use these stones for meditative thinking.’
She took the egg from him. ‘Like this, see.” She rolled it in
her hand with her fingers, around and around. ‘It helps you
focus’

‘They’re not just ornamental,’ said Yasmin to Jasper. As if
she thought she had to win him over. ‘They’re useful eggs.’

Zoe’s fingers stopped rolling the stone around. Jasper
watched her intently. Would she drop it back on the table and
walk off? As much ashe didn’t want her mood to change, he’d
be more than happy to leave. She stood still, considering the
stone in her palm. Her cashmere shoulders moved with her
contemplative breaths. He wanted to lay an arm around her
and lead her away. He didn’t move.

‘Super for spring cleaning the headspace, if you know
what [ mean,’ said Yasmin. ‘Helpful for busy minds. I use
them,’ she added. ‘They’re for luck as well.’



‘Mmm,’ said Zoe.

Jasper felt Yasmin’s eyes like a laser on his jawline. He
was about to reach for his wallet. This time he’d insist on
leaving.

‘You try it.” Zoe handed him the egg again. ‘I think
there’s something in it,” she said casually, before turning
to Yasmin and the table.

While Zoe picked up and put down eggs, examining
the colours, Jasper held his still, scared that rolling it
around would conjure up images he didn’t want.

‘The teals and aquas are stunning too.” Zoe held one
up between her fingers, turning it in the sunlight.

What did you do with guilt? As much as you wanted to
tell your wife, hand over the burden, ask forgiveness—you
didn’t. You couldn’t. Your wife wouldn’t forgive. She’d
wake up to her mistake of marrying aloser, and walk away.
It wasn’t her job to carry your treachery. You buried it and
got on with life.

He had buried it, or rather, her. And now she’d popped
up like a fresh bud in spring. A stubborn weed was more
like it. Well, as soon as they’d left her stall behind, he’d
pull her up by the roots and discard her—symbolically.
He didn’t harbour ill feelings towards the actual real-life
Yasmin. His philandering wasn’t her fault.

Jasper moved closer to Zoe and whispered in her ear.
‘We should go.’

‘I know I said, no more clutter, but these are special. I'll

need to take one home.” Zoe took the egg out of his hand and



returned it to the empty stand where it belonged. ‘Wait while
I select which one.’

Jasper sighed with surrender. Then, in a careless split
second, he looked up and found Yasmin eyeing him.

She cocked her eyebrows and smiled a crooked smile.
Then she shook her head, and for a second Jasper thought for
sure she’d burst out laughing. She mouthed a soundless, You.

He grimaced regret to let her know he knew what kind of
arsehole he was.

Yasmin observed, pinching her lips with her fingers.

Zoe was oblivious. How did she not notice how the air
settled like a thick blanket over them?

‘Youremind me of someone,’ said Yasmin. ‘Have we met?’

Jasper stared at Yasmin, straight into her pupils and the
goodwill he hoped lived there.

‘Aidan Turner,” said Zoe, without looking up. ‘That’s
what Sabine reckons, Jasper. She says you’re a spitting image.
He plays Poldark, in Poldark.’

Jasper had no idea what she was talking about.

‘I don’t know that show, said Yasmin.

‘'d like this one.” Zoe handed over the original egg she’d
shown him.

Yasmin wrapped the egg in tissue paper and dropped it
in a drawstring bag. ‘You have good taste ... in eggs.’ She held
it out to Zoe.

‘My hubby will pay.” Zoe took hold of the bag. Yasmin
didn’t let go.

Jasper wondered what was coming. A small part of him

wanted Yasmin to come out and say it—I slept with him, you
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know.” The truth would be like the swing of an axe.
Slaughter and freedom in one. ‘How much?’ he blurted out.

Ignoring him, Yasmin let go with a, ‘Wish you all the
best.’

T'll treasure this.” Zoe held the bag to her chest. ‘Tip
her extra,’ she said quietly to Jasper. ‘Food’s next,” she said
before wandering off.

Jasper was ready with his wallet, relieved the ordeal
was over. ‘Keep the change,’ he said, handing her a
fifty-dollar note.

‘They’re forty-five. Not much of a tip, is it?’

‘T've only got fifties on me.’

She shrugged. ‘I could literally do with a few fifties.’

‘I’'m sorry about—’

‘Save the apologies for your pretty wife, hey.” She held
her hand out. ‘I reckon you should hand them over. You'll
feel better.

Tl feel better?’

‘Aha.’

‘If anyone, shouldn’t I be paying my wife?’

‘Totally. But she’d want to know why. Should we call
her back?’

‘No.” Jasper slapped his last two notes into her palm.

Not smiling anymore, Yasmin looked him straight in
the eyes, and he had a feeling she wanted to hurl abuse at
him. She had freckles. He’d not noticed that before. ‘See
me as the stand-in.” she said. She withdrew her open hand
and picked up a fresh bag instead. ‘T'll give you two more

eggs if you like.
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‘No thanks, one’s plenty. But I was supposed to buy lunch
for us.

Yasmin pulled out a twenty-dollar note from her hip
pocket. ‘The samosa stall. Go there,” she said. ‘Cheap as.’

Jasper tucked the sad note back into his wallet. ‘So ... you
live here now?’ What if she’d moved to little Woolloolobah,
just like them? No, that was incomprehensible.

Yasmin shook her head. ‘Based in Noosa. I’'m just
travelling around the different markets. I left him. Freedom,
at last, Jasper. Intend to keep it that way.” With that, she

waved him off as a group of teenagers crowded around.

‘Talk about soggy samosas,’ said Zoe. “‘Who told you these
were the go?’

‘They’re not that bad.

‘Not a modicum of crunch. You can have mine and I'll get
somethingelse.”’ Zoe dropped her plate on the grass next to his
leg and held her hand out. ‘Hand me some moolah. Imight go
find a curry.” She got up on her knees, ready.

She’d stood right next to him at the ATM, suggesting two
hundred in cash should do it. Jasper was not prone to lying,
not in general, but in particular not to his wife. However,
admitting to tipping Yasmin one hundred and thirty-five
dollars—never.

‘Hang on,’ he said, dropping his floppy plate next to hers.
He licked his fingers and pulled out his wallet, the size of a tea
bag which held only his licence and bank card, and five coins.
He slid the debit card out with his thumb and index without

Zoe noticing before handing her the wallet.

12



‘Back shortly with something delicious,’ she said. ‘If I'm
feeling generous, I'll let you dip your samosas.’

‘Sure,’ said Jasper, picking up his plate again, pretending
to make himself comfortable. He guessed he’d get atleast ten
minutes—if lucky, fifteen—before she’d come running back,
freaking out about the missing cash.

Thankfully, they’d not sat down right among all the food
stalls, but had found a quieter spot. She had a bit to walk. So
did he.

As soon as Zoe was out of sight. Jasper stuffed his last
samosa in his mouth and got up. He considered bringing
Zoe’s plate, but then he’d forget their spot. Besides, he needed
to run. He left it and took off in the opposite direction.

Like the regular markets once a month, the spring fair
was held at Woolloo Park. Shea oaks and native shrubs
lined the four acres of well-mowed grass, where at least
two hundred stalls followed along the edges while picnickers
claimed the open space. Everywhere, people were eating,
lapping up the sun, sitting back on sun chairs with coffee in
hand, or beer. A group of teens were playing laid-back cricket.
A dozen younger children were kicking a ball around. And in
the middle of the field, the expansive circle of drummers kept
atit, cheered on by a handful of enthusiastic dancers.

Jasper halfjogged across the field, half sprinted when he
could. Once he reached the lane along the green, he sped back
to the main street and the bank.

An elderly couple was busy going over all their account
balances. As far as Jasper knew, this was the only place to

get money out on a Sunday when the banks were closed. He
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checked his watch. The minutes were ticking away. Why
had he given Yasmin the money? What if he’d walked
off? Would she have created a scene? For sure. Probably.
Maybe.

He asked the couple if everything was all right. Yes,
yes, all fine and no help needed. After sorting out how
much they had in their account, they argued about how
much to withdraw. When Jasper suggested maybe he
could go in between while they were deciding, both the
woman and the man gave him a dirty look and he shut up.
His mind returned to Yasmin.

When she’d landed next to him in the bar, he’d been
on his last whisky and had every intention of leaving, but
she’d convinced him to get back on his stool for another
drink. And another. Yasmin had taken his mind off things
and allowed him to press pause on his life. What they
talked about, he couldn’t remember. He didn’t mention
Zoe. That much he remembered. They played a lot of darts,
and she won every game. She played all his favourite songs
and even had him dancing to the last one before the place
closed. Not a touching dance, nothing like that.

Jasper had a vague memory of her begging him if she
could lodge with him for the night. And he—idiot—had
given in. He’d insisted she’d take the bed while he’d sleep
on the sofa. She came on to him not long after he’d
crashed, not long after he fell asleep. She came on to him,
and he could have pushed her away, but he didn’t. He’d
claimed the sofa with no thought to make a move on her,

yet when she did, he was nothing but a first-class wanker.
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The oily samosas wanted out. Opposite, along
Woolloolobah’s quaint and heritage-listed stone church,
stretched a row of weeping bottle brushes. Jasper scrambled
across. He forced his head as far into the hedge as he could
reach and threw up as discreetly as humanly possible. After,
he waited with his head down until the couple was gone
before he crossed the street again, thankful shops were closed
and the town centre deserted.

Thirteen minutes after he left, he was back at their spot.
Zoe was not there, and someone had nicked the samosas.
Jasper picked up their rubbish and headed for the food stalls.
He found her queuing by a caravan, its side open and three
people inside, taking their chilled time serving the endless
supply of hungry customers.

In front of Zoe stood a man holding and patting a small
bundle on his shoulder. The baby’s head lay flopped to one
side with a clenched fist squashed under a chubby cheek, its
eyelids giving in to sleep. Mesmerised, Zoe was stretching her
neck, leaning closer like an animal searching for a scent. The
man moved a few steps. Zoe followed. She reached out as if to
touch the baby’s tiny pink fingers, but stopped mid-air. She
dropped her hand, then her head. The man moved again and
this time Zoe didn’t. She fingered Jasper’s wallet, lost in her
thoughts. The two women behind tapped her on the shoulder
and Zoe moved again, not looking up.

What was she thinking—genuinely thinking? Zoe had
always been superb at keeping up appearances. Until she
wasn’t. She’d been an excellent midwife. Until she wasn’t.

Her meltdown at work had been like an implosion when the
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framework that had held her up for years caved in. A
more than capable nurse had stepped in until the doctor
showed up while Zoe sat in her car for two hours. After
that incident, Zoe’s superior ordered time out. Here she
was six months later, claiming she was ready. Jasper had
his doubts.

Zoe reached the woman, who took the orders, and
Jasper hurried over.

‘You’ll need this.” He handed Zoe a fresh note, his gut
queasy with samosas and guilt. ‘I forgot to put the money
back in the wallet.

Zoe helditasif it were a peculiar insect. Then, just like
that, she changed her persona and smiled up at him.

He wanted to kiss her, a big fat pash. But his mouth
carried a sour aftertaste; he needed a drink of water; and
kissing in public had never been their thing. It definitely
wasn’t their thing at the moment.

Once Zoe had her Chicken Korma, she insisted they’d
stroll while she ate. He insisted they walked the longer
way back, not the way they’d just come. He held their bags
while Zoe focused on her food. Her egg bag seemed heavier
than physics counted for.

‘So, Jasper, got any regrets about coming here?’

Jasper missed his job. Not so much the job. The weekly
income. He’d been able to take out what he had left of his
long service leave—the insignificant amount they’d not
used up over the last five years. He had no holiday pay
owed. ‘Not sure,” he said.

‘What do you miss the least, then?’
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That would be her father. He wouldn’t say as much.
Zoe knew all her father’s pros and cons, but she loved
him. ‘Him being overprotective and overbearing is an only
child—motherless one at that—kind of thing,’ she’d say.
‘Not to be taken personally.’

The first words in private, man to man, had been,
‘You’re notright for my daughter.’ Jasper had never shared
this with Zoe. Something in him, as small and sharp
as a splinter, sympathised with his father-in-law. Jasper
was no catch. He knew that. Not producing offspring
was only the tip of the termite nest. The older man had
wanted grandchildren, but he’d also wanted a son-in-law
who would bring his daughter back to church, someone
who shared the same belief, someone who earned better
money. There were no bells and whistles about an agnostic
gardener with incompetent sperm. And now he could add,
unemployed.

‘Earth to Jasper,’ said Zoe, nudging her elbow into his
side. ‘Okay, so the answer to that one is Dad.’

‘No.

‘You are the worst liar.” She elbowed again. ‘What do
you miss the most, then?’

‘Nothing,’ said Jasper. He would miss two of his work
colleagues. ‘You?’

‘Dad,’ said Zoe. Then she giggled. Just kidding. Believe it
or not, there’s more room to breathe with a few hours’ drive
between me and him.” She made a dramatic gesture with
the fork as if conducting. ‘I can breathe,” she proclaimed to

the sky. ‘I've got to say, it’s brilliant catching up with Sabine
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again. It’s not exactly how it was, but we’re finding our way
back’

‘You don’t think we’ve overstayed?’ They, or rather
Sabine, had suggested Zoe and Jasper gave themselves a week
to get used to Woolloolobah, take a breather, reconnect, and
get to know the children. Ten days had rushed past.

‘Sabine would have let me know.’

‘'m more thinking about—’

‘Don’t worry about Willow. She knows she can come
home anytime.” Zoe scooped up some sauce on a piece of
poppadom and offered it to him. When Jasper shook his head,
she dropped it back on the plate. “‘You’re not yourself,” she
said. ‘You worried about finding a rental? Or is it Ned? Is he
getting to you?’

‘Ned?’

‘He’s edgy, over Willow, says Sabine. It’s not us. But he’s
edgy. You cop it a bit.

‘Tdo?

She stroked his arm. ‘Like water off a duck’s back, hey?’

‘Must be,’ said Jasper.

It wasn’t. Ned could be fun and was good to Zoe, but his
subtle remarks had never quite rolled off Jasper’s back, and he
didn’t make Jasper feel welcome. Jasper was no duck. Around
Ned, he was more like a sad dog, his coat a little damp. Ned
had clashed with his stepdaughter—that much was obvious.
Having Zoe and Jasper in their cottage for this long, he’d
resent that. At least he wouldn’t want Jasper around. When
he first met him, Jasper looked up to the older, well-travelled,
and confident Ned. Jasper had suffered what they now called

18



a man crush. He’d shown Ned a wedding photo of him
and Zoe and the bridesmaids. When Ned commented on
Sabine, Jasper suggested the double date. So Jasper was the
reason Ned was in their lives. The four of them worked better
than Jasper and Ned on their own. Ned was the alpha, and
whatever they called the ones that weren’t alphas, that was
Jasper.

‘So if it’s not—’

‘It’s the samosas,’ said Jasper.

‘I told you they were too greasy.’

He nodded.

‘There’s that infamous Jasper sigh,’ said Zoe.

Had he sighed? He had. Jasper sighed again. And it wasn’t
over Ned who was a distant cumulus compared to the one
hovering right above his head now—the kind of low-life
traitor he was. They had the rental cloud, something they’d
not foreseen, and his finding-a-job cloud. And the Zoe cloud
had only been forced into hiding by today’s shock encounter.
‘Are you sure about going back to work in two days?’ said
Jasper, hoping to refocus on the worry he was used to.

‘Yes.” Her word held no surety—nowhere near her
everyday yeses. She was talking herself into this. To Zoe, the
three-month trial in Woolloolobah had seemed the work of a
higher power. A smaller maternity ward in a new town would
be perfect. Jasper’s resistance didn’t even make a ripple in
Zo€’s mind, nor did her father’s protests. She followed her
own heart and mind. ‘What I need is a pinch of Sabine
in my life,’ she said, pulling Jasper out of his thoughts

again. ‘Too many years apart, living with such opposite
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circumstances—I thought that was the end of us. But that’s
the past. We’ve all moved on to a different phase in our lives.
The separate detours are behind us. You and I get to be auntie
and uncle to a bunch of kids while Sabine and I can pick up

where we left off.’

N~

Ned was speechless. A minute ago, Sabine had been resting
her hand on his knee, leaning into him. Then she’d
dropped the bomb, leaving him dumbfounded. Now she was
crawling around on all fours, flicking ants off their grubby
picnic blanket with great determination. Sabine’s triangle
sandwiches had been devoured. Left were corner crusts with
children’s bite marks. The cookie box had been emptied.
If Ned hadn’t seen Molly and her brothers devour them,
he’d swear the cookies must have exploded in the air. No
wonder the ants had found their way onto Sabine’s quilt—a
landscape of spilled cordial patches and choc-chip debris.
Their family party had lasted all of five minutes before
Scott and Lewis spotted mates of theirs kicking a soccer
ball around. Molly had hurried after but been predictably
snubbed. She sat thirty meters away in the grass with her
back to Ned, cross-legged, her elbows on her knees, head
resting in her palms—sulking. Every so often she’d look over

her shoulder at him, demanding an intervention, little Molly,
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who was to start school in the new year. Then they’d finally
be ready for the next phase of their lives. Or so he’d thought.

Ned didn’t mind his wife’s body in the state of
pregnancy—quite the opposite. He had a weakness for how
it softened her contours and how it energised her, how she
wanted him more, ‘craved him’. The kids they’d produced
together, and Willow—he couldn’t imagine life without
them. Well, most of the time. But a new baby now they were
done with nappies and broken sleep? No. In the new year,
Sabine was meant to look for work unless, of course, he could
persuade Bryam to sell the nursery. Anewborn was not on the
cards.

‘Thought being on the pill meant this can’t happen?’ he
said.

Sabine plonked herself on the blanket. ‘It’s not
foolproof.’

‘Ninety-nine percent effectiveness if used properly.” He’d
read that online. ‘You're telling me we’re part of the unlucky
one-percenters?’

She shrugged. ‘T kind of don’t mind.’

‘You’re on the pill, right—were on the pill, yeah?’

‘Molly will love having a baby brother or sister. She hates
being the youngest.’

‘Sabine?’

She started pulling grass with two fingers, one straw at a
time, dropping them. ‘I ran out, forgot to buy—’

‘You took yourself off. Didn’t you?’

She flung her long hair over the shoulder closest to him

and let it fall in front of her face as if to shelter from his gaze.
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She’d never been able to keep the truth from him. He’d wait
her out. Ned watched her wall of brown curls, her fingers
harassing the grass, pulling, dropping, pulling, dropping. It
didn’t take long. She stopped pulling and just sat, her hair
hanging between them. ‘My last chance,’ she said.

‘We have enough on our plates.’

‘“This will be positive for us, Molly, the boys, for Willow.
Not that our children have a say—’

‘DoI?

‘Don’t—’

‘You’re doing what you did with Scraggs.’

Sabine flicked her hair away and gave him a death stare
over her sunglasses thathad slid down her nose. “‘What’s that
supposed to mean?’

‘Twasn’t asked—’

‘About what? Them staying with us? What’s wrong with
you, Ned? It’s what you do. Zoe is my oldest best friend. You
and Jasper are mates. And they’d do the same for us.’

Contrary to how Sabine saw it, he and Jasper were not
that close. Never had been. It was Jasper who'd latched on
to him during their college years. If Jasper hadn’t shown
him a photo of his wife, and Ned hadn’t laid his eyes on the
prettiest bridesmaid, no mate-ship would have eventuated.
Ithad been Zoe’s and Sabine’s friendship that forced them to
socialise. Jasper annoyed him. The guy lacked gumption.

‘You can’t tell me Willow doesn’t mind her room being
taken over by Scragg’s suitcases and Jasper’s aftershave,’ he
said. ‘I swear, they’ve brought their entire walk-in wardrobe,
garden shed, and the kitchen sink.’
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‘It’s the fruit pickers,” said Sabine. ‘It inflates
the prices, you know that. Almost impossible to find
something affordable and we need to show some patience.’

‘Poorly planned.’

‘T wouldn’t say that. Just one of life’s surprises.
Unplanned. Zoe was offered this job out of the blue. They
need this, but you don’t get it. You never get things.’

‘I get your pregnancy doesn’t classify as a surprise.’
His words hung for a bit—no retaliation from Sabine.

‘They are not the reason Willow’s not home,’ she said.
‘You are’

Twisting things her way again. Never played defence.
And she’d told him this was going to be a relaxed day with
tamily and had nagged him to come. He’d wanted to stay
home and deal with paperwork. He wished he had. Wished
a lot of things. This surprise was not on the list.

‘So again,’ she said, adding a pause. ‘What happened
between you and Willow?’

‘What happened to the next phase of our lives?’

Sabine looked out over the grassed area where the
boys were running, her lips pressed tight, her neck
strained, her sunnies halfway down her nose again.

He would tell her, but not while Jasper and Zoe were
still living with them. He didn’t want Sabine to freak
out while they were there. And she would freak out. And
he wasn’t even so sure that it would be Willow she’d
be most upset with. Somehow, he’d end up having to
take the blame for all of it. ‘T keep telling you, this new

Melbournite—’
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‘It’s aphase, Ned. The new girl is the new flavour. It won’t
last’

‘Along with the colour black. I, for one, find it
depressing.’

‘She’ll grow out of that. You need to get off her case. I
think Willow feels like you’re continuously judging her. So
she’s taking a break while Zoe and Jasper are staying. If she
wants to come home, she’s happy to sleep in Molly’s room,
she told me. But she and I agree, a break is not such a bad
thing. The girl’s mum’s—’

‘Yeah, yeah, a counsellor. Don’t know why you think that
matters. Also, don’t know why you think today was a suitable
day for dropping your bomb on me. We need to talk about
this.’

‘We need to talk about what?’ said Zoe, collapsing next
to Sabine.

‘Oh, nothing,’ said Sabine, startled. ‘Boring business
stuff’

‘Sorry for interrupting your peace.” Jasper planted
himself next to Zoe, looking positively miserable. Sabine
started twisting her hair, glancing at Ned with furrowed
brows—her attempt to get the code across ‘No more baby
talk.

He let his eyes rest on hers for one second, then turned
to Jasper. ‘Was that you I saw running across the field like a
madman?’

‘What? Me?’ Jasper stared, all round-eyed. ‘Nah.’

What a stupid thing to lie about. ‘I was sure—’

‘Where’re you working tomorrow?’ Jasper interrupted.
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The question threw Ned. ‘Umm ... Domestics.’

‘T'd like to chip in if that’s okay?’ Jasper raised his
eyebrows and squinted at him.

Ned thought about tomorrow. Did he want Jasper to
come and work with him? No.

‘Best idea,’ said Sabine. ‘Me and Zoe are having a
girl’s lunch tomorrow with a mum from school who knows
everyone in town. If she can’t find a place, then no one will.
But she will.” Sabine placed a hand on Zoe’s arm. ‘She will.’

‘Tdon’t know if I have much on—’

‘He does,’ said Sabine. ‘Ned can rearrange. There’s
always, and I mean always, bush regeneration. Never run out
of that’

‘Isuppose,’ said Ned. Jasper was a solid worker, and they
wouldn’t have to talk much, but he glared at Sabine, letting
her know he was not impressed with her interfering in his
work routine.

A shriek and Molly came skipping towards them, her
neat braid—done by Sabine that morning—long gone, hair
flying around her cute face. No doubt she’d spotted Jasper.
Molly seemed to have her father’s exact opposite view of the
guy.

Molly was timid with strangers and she had been shy
when they first arrived, hid behind Sabine and Ned for two
days. Little by little she’d become braver. She’d started with
spontaneous and awkward show and tells’—her favourite
teddy bear, a photo of her and her bestie friend, her coloured
pencils. She’d progressed to asking questions, Jasper that

was. Had he been to Dreamworld? Did he know there was a
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rabbit on the moon? Did he know the meaning of the word
supercalifragilisticexpialidocious? Then one evening she’d
squeezed in next to Jasper in the lounge and fallen asleep on
his arm.

Flushed and eager, she came to a halt in front of Jasper.
She was wearing hand-me-down shorts from Lewis that
were held up with a glittery belt. Her T-shirt with a bleached
and faded sloth on a skateboard had also once upon a time
belonged to one of the boys. Molly would have pulled it out
of Sabine’s rag box. Too darn cute, thought Ned, wanting to
pinch his daughter’s rosy cheeks, but he knew better. She
turned her back to Jasper, plonked herself down in front of
him, and reclined as if he were a comfy armchair.

Molly was about the same age as Willow when Ned met
Sabine. Willow had taken to him like a duckling to its first
stimulus after hatching and called him dad within weeks.
They’d been best buddies, often ganged up on Sabine in
those early years and well into high school. Now she couldn’t
stand being in the same house as him. Ned wondered if
Molly would ever detest him the way Willow did. Would she
stop calling him Dad? To Molly, he was still daddy. From
previous experience, he suspected she’d drop the second
syllable in year four. Lewis occasionally added it when Scott
was nowhere to be seen. Would Molly and the boys also
become anti-Ned?

‘Look whatIfound,’ said Zoe. She pulled out a drawstring
bag from her pocket. ‘Wait ’til you see what’s in here, Molly.’

From her Jasper-nest, Molly watched Zoe unwrap tissue

papers.
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‘Isn’t it pretty?’

Molly nodded but didn’t ask to hold it, which
surprised Ned. His daughter had a thing for Uncle Jasper,
not so much for Auntie Zoe. Was it the desperation in Zoe?
She was trying too hard. He could feel it. Could Molly?

‘The pattern is quite spectacular,’ said Sabine, picking
the egg from Zoe’s open palm.

‘Speggtagular,’ said Molly.

‘Spectacular,’ Sabine corrected. ‘It has the wow factor.

‘Am I speggtactular?’

‘You are,’ said both Jasper and Zoe.

What was it like for them to want a family but not
be able to create one? And why was it so? According to
Sabine, Jasper had slow sperm. Zoe’s eggs didn’t quite
seem up to the task either. Unfair. He’d liked Zoe from their
initial double date. She was calm, made you feel at ease,
and—as he found out after the first blow-up he and Sabine
had—she was a peacemaker. She invited him and Sabine
for a mediation-meal, as she called it. Despite being
friends with Sabine since their kindergarten days, she’d
not taken sides. Zoe would have made a compassionate
counsellor.

Midwifery however was her calling. He’d seen her in
action at Scott’s birth. She’d been with them through the
twenty-two hours at the hospital, positive, encouraging,
in the background or taking over when Ned needed a
break. She was fresh out of uni, but a natural. Zoe, of all
people, deserved to have kids of her own. And she deserved

Molly to like her. The Scraggs had missed out, for sure.
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Yet, they had freedom. With only each other to consider,
they could buy a place or they could travel. If he were them,
he’d travel. Forget about Woolloolobah. Forget about buying
Bryam’s nursery. See Australia. He’d not done that yet. In his
youth, he’d been to the States, to Europe, and some of the
Pacific Islands. He’d never seen his own country. If Sabine got
ither way, he’d be sixty and still have teenagers. No. One more

baby wasn’t happening. He was going to fight this one.
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2

meadows & mildew

Jasper and Ned got up while the house was still quiet. As
soon as they were in the work ute, Ned plugged his earphones
in. Jasper didn’t mind. He enjoyed the silent drive out of
town. Mist rested over the meadows. The distant trees stood
ghostlike, shimmering from the rising sun in hazy, milky
orange. Jasper opened the window on his side and breathed
in the cool air.

An hour later he was flat out, pulling vines off trees
and cutting Lantana. He enjoyed using his muscles again.
He and Ned didn’t work side by side. Ned had walked out
of view. Sounds of breaking branches gave a clue to his
whereabouts. Jasper cared not. He found physical labour in
solitude, meditative. Working on the council was endless
wisecracking jokes and gossip—who got laid, who won
the meat tray at the club, who punched the footy ref. In
comparison, this was bliss.

He loved the smell of mulching undergrowth, wood,
dry earth, and eucalyptus leaves after rain. Ned had his
earphones while Jasper preferred the sounds of nature—the
vegetation under his boots, the scuttle of bush turkeys, and

the snap and coo by the whip-bird. He immersed himself in
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the work at hand, only disturbed now and then when Ned
started the chainsaw.

They didn’t bother with smoko, but midday when
Jasper walked back to the car for some lunch, Ned joined
him. ‘We’re making some headway,” he said, taking his
earphones out. And why wouldn’t they? With double the
manpower. Ned fetched their lunch boxes while Jasper set
up foldable chairs side by side, close but not too close.

‘This is my kind of labour,’ said Jasper, unwrapping
one of his sandwiches.

‘Yeah, I don’t know.” Ned sighed.

‘You prefer mowing lawns and cleaning out garden
beds?’

‘I don’t know about that either.

‘Sounds like you need a holiday.’

Ned grunted something unintelligible. He sat
hunched, elbows on his knees, sandwich in one hand, a
cup of coffee in one, staring straight ahead.

‘If you and Sabine want a break, we’ll look after the
kids.’

‘Thanks, but all good, mate.’

‘We so appreciate you having us,’ said Jasper. When
Ned said nothing, he continued. ‘I bet the girls will find
something today.’

“Yeah.’

They ate without talking. All you heard was chewing and
the occasional slurp, and the scraping of Jasper’s boots as he
kept moving dry leaves to the side with his heels, creating

a circle of exposed earth. After finishing his sandwich, he
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cleared his throat and said, ‘Sabine tells us, no, but between
you and me ... Have we put Willow out?’

‘Nope,” said Ned curtly. ‘She’s sweet sixteen and does
what she wants.’

‘Last time we saw her, she was twelve.

‘Willow’s changed, that’s for sure,” said Ned. ‘Didn’t you
come up for her thirteenth?’

‘We got the invitation, but bad timing for us—in the
middle of IVF and stuff.

‘Oh, shite.

‘It’sfine. Zoeis ... moving on. She’s come to terms with—’

“You?’

‘Definitely.” Failing the IVF was harder on Zoe, who’d
talked babies on their first date. She was the one that kept
insisting on another round, another round. He would have
been happy to quit years ago. He had Zoe. Once she made
the decision, once she’d finally had enough, Jasper had felt
as if someone lifted off the heavy burden suffocating him.
‘Honestly,” he said, ‘I've never seen myself as father material’

Ned burst out in something between a dry cough and
a laugh. ‘Molly might argue that one. In any case, I'm sorry
about that whole mess.’

‘It’s life,” said Jasper.

Ned said nothing.

‘You guys have done well,’ said Jasper. ‘Cutest bunch of
kids. Cosy home. Charming town.’

‘Not all roses, mate.

Not all thorns either thought Jasper. The Ackerman
family was everything Zoe had wanted. She’d loved her
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midwifery, but she’d longed to be a stay-at-home mum.
They had dreamed of buying a house. If not for the years of
IVF—and his father—they would have been further ahead
now. ‘Your parents have acres out this way, don’t they?’ asked
Jasper to change the subject.

‘Yeah, too manyj, if you ask me,’ said Ned. ‘And who’s left
to look after it while they’re travelling the country?’

‘T'd love to see it.’

Ned shrugged. ‘Yeah, may as well when we’re out this

way.’

The turnoff was in the extended curve before Nella’s
nursery—the nursery he’d rung before they’d left Newcastle
where they had no need for a horticulturist. On its last leg,
according to Ned. Ithad been for sale but taken off the market.
Jasper wouldn’t mind seeing the state of the place. Maybe
the owner would still sell. What could a place like that be
worth? He and Zoe had enough for a deposit if they could find
something cheaper in need of repairs. Delusional. Well, he’d
need to visit if only to get the idea out of his system.

Ned slowed down and turned into a private road, curving
up a slight hill, lined with young Jacaranda trees with spindly
bare branches.

‘They’ll flower this year,” said Ned. ‘And Mum and Dad
will miss it.’

He’d talked about his parents’ grey-nomad adventure
the previous evening. One day, Ned had said, he would get
around to travel around Australia, with or without his wife.

The vibe between him and Sabine had seemed strained.
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Jasper had felt very much like the intruders they were.
Hopefully, Sabine’s contact could dig something up for them.
If he’d known how hard it would be to find a place to
rent, Jasper would have sent Zoe on her way and kept
working himself while they looked to find something. But
Zoe had been desperate. When she made her mind up about
something, she took action. They’d been packed up in less
than three weeks.

‘T'll bring you guys and the kids up here when the
Jacarandas bloom. We’ll have a picnic. Anyone who’s brave
enough can swim in the creek.’

‘Cold?’

‘There will be shrinkage.’

Jasper laughed. Ned had finally thawed.

Atthetop of the hill rested a one-storey, sandstone house
girdled by a wooden verandah with a bullnose iron roof and
matching double garage. Both buildings carried solar power
panels on the roofs.

‘Self-sufficient electricity wise?’ asked Jasper.

‘Yep. And there are two giant underground water tanks.’

The property lacked fence and gate. Ned drove all the way
to the steps of the front porch. ‘Welcome to Meadows,” he
said, turning the ignition off. ‘Tusually come here on Fridays,
but since I've rearranged the schedule, may as well water the
plants. I'll leave their lawn until next week. Are you coming?’

They got out and Jasper followed Ned up the steps. Ned
lifted a stone by the welcome mat and picked up a set of keys
out of its hollow.

‘Not worried, someone will help themselves in then?’
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‘Nah,” said Ned. ‘It’s quiet around here. You're
welcome to house inspect, but boots off.

The interior welcomed with open plan, exposed
rafters, and timber floors. The kitchen windows overlooked
a back veranda, a disappearing slope, then gum trees
followed by meadows and cows grazing in the distance.

‘Awesome spot,’ said Jasper.

‘They could have done worse.” Ned began filling up a
water can.

T1l do that if you like.’

‘Thanks. I need the dunny. Mum’s pedantic,’ he said.
‘Too many plants.’

Jasper didn’t think there were too many plants, only
too many sad ones. One corner hosted a wilted fern. Behind
the lounge, a meter-high Monstera with surrounding,
complimentary plants were all yellowing. He was about
to suggest they might need some fertiliser, but Ned was
gone. Jasper saturated the dried up pots and removed dead
leaves. How could Ned not manage something as basic as
indoor plants?

After watering, Jasper walked out on the back
verandah. He pulled off his socks and continued down
the steps, sat on the grass warmed by the sun, watched
the cows and breathed in the air. As much as he loved
the ocean, Woolloolobah suited him in a way Newcastle
never could. With a bit more money saved and the first
homeowner’s grant, they should be able to get in on the
market. He wouldn’t mind an acre or two in a place like
this.
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What if he and Zoe could rent Meadows while Ned’s
parents were away? What a dream spot. Surrounded by
nature, they’d find it easier to reconnect with each other. He’d
look after the place and revive Mrs Ackerman’s plants.

‘Oy!’ Ned waved at him. ‘“Time to go!’

As they drove past the Jacarandas, Jasper had already
mentally settled in. Before bringing it up with Ned, he’d talk
it over with Zoe. It was a bit of a drive out of town. ‘How
come they’ve not rented it out?’ he said. ‘They could earn
extra cash’

‘They don’t need the money. Thought you’d met my
mum. What tenant could meet her standards? She gets all
over the top finicky about stuff. When we bring the kids up,
she’s got her rules, you know. Doesn’t want any toys around
the house. She was always like that. They’re better off playing
outside. It’s Mum’s weak spot.’

‘The plants—?’

‘Oh, I'll be in trouble for sure. Dad will defend me. He’s
got my back.’

Jasper thought of his own dad then. He’d always had his
backside. Jasper couldn’t recall the pain, how the leather felt
on his bare skin. It was the sound that didn’t go away, the
swish and the slap, and his father’s heavy breathing. What
might have been going through his father’s head while he
belted him? Too late to ask. Even if he was finally ready to
muster up the courage, the patriarch in his life, the man he’d
never made sense of, was gone.

‘Ilike your dad,’ said Jasper softly, conjuring up the time

he’d tagged along for a camping weekend. He’d envied the
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banter between father and son, their perfect sync, setting up
camp, building a fire, preparing fish. Despite being a grown
man, he’d felt a childish jealousy. He’d thought of Ned as
lucky as they come.

That’s when Jasper’s phone rang. Zoe. The girls had
found a place. Jasper passed the address on to Ned. Once the

phone call finished, he received a text from Zoe.

| hate it

N~

Jasper didn’t hate it. He reserved the word hate for people
who hurt children, corruption in high places, and the maniacs
that set forests on fire. However, he didn’t like it. Apart from
the advantage of a two-minute walk to the hospital and the
maternity ward where Zoe would work, there was nothing
much ¢o like, at least from an exterior point of view.

For one, it wasn’t an apartment or townhouse, but a
granny flat in someone’s backyard, a weatherboard cottage
on top of a brickwork shed, as if a bodged afterthought. The
dwelling had its own long driveway past the owner’s house,
but there was no fence, no privacy, no indication of where the
tenant’s lawn ended and the owner’s began.

Ned parked behind Zoe’s Honda where she and Sabine

sat waiting. The real estate woman had left and entrusted
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them with the key. Jasper wondered why Zoe even bothered
showing him.

As soon as he stepped out of the car, Molly came running
and took hold of his hand. In Newcastle, he and Zoe had
friends with children, but they’d never been close to any of
them. Not since Willow was young had he held a child’s hand.
The trust, the acceptance, and the warmth of this tiny human
filled him with a strange nostalgia.

‘Cheap as chips,” said Molly, looking up at him. ‘That
means afforbadle’

Zoe came up alongside. ‘There’s mould,” she whispered.

Tl show you,” said Molly, pulling him towards the
wooden staircase. Jasper would have liked to lay an arm
around Zoe’s waist and drag her along too, but it had been
months and months since they touched like that—how
couples touched without thought—so he didn’t.

Molly escorted him up the steps to a small landing, then
hung on to his hand while they waited for Zoe to open.

The all-in-one living room, bedroom, and kitchen had
chalky walls, and a chipboard floor which had at some stage
been painted light grey then worn off in patches, revealing
yellow varnish underneath. The owner must have scrubbed
the place, but underneath the citrus and bleach, you could
still smell mildew. There was no furniture atall, so if they said
yes to this, Jasper would have to go to their storage and try
to dislodge the necessities. That could be problematic. He’d
been there the previous week to check on their belongings
and their bed had stood upright at the back wall, trapped

with boxes upon boxes piled in front of it and on top of the
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dismantled dining table. He couldn’t recall even seeing their
chairs.

‘Sabine insisted I show you,’ said Zoe under her breath.

Molly let go of his hand and ran up to the kitchen
cupboards. She opened the double doors under the sink. He’d
not seen chipboard shelves for years. That alone would put
Zoe off.

‘Deader than Loui the fly,” said Molly, pointing at two fat
cockroaches, stiff on their backs.

‘No babies. The place’s been fumigated,’ said Sabine as
she walked in with Ned in tow, trying to sound upbeat.

‘Can’t swing a cat in the loo,” said Molly and opened the
one internal door.

Jasper peaked over her head. The bathroom was hallway
with a toilet and a miniature basin at one end while the other,
showed off a round shower capsule with plastic walls that
looked like something that might qualify for a time machine
in a 1950s science fiction.

‘The owner will let you use her washing machine,’ said
Sabine.

Zoe was looking out the kitchen windows that faced the
owner’s balcony, giving a solemn wave to someone.

‘Therentis a positive,’ said Sabine. ‘So is walking to work
for Zoe’

‘Keep in mind, it’s temporary, said Ned. ‘You’ll have your
own place before you know it.’

‘Is this really all there is?’ said Jasper.

‘Notmuch available 'm afraid,’ said Sabine. ‘And you can

triple the rent.
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Zoe looked at him across the room. ‘T don’t know.’

But she did know. Jasper could see that. Zoe was
not a camping fan, but she’d rather sleep in a swag than
live in this billet. She’d shown him this out of obligation.
She felt it too—their old friends wanting them out as
soon as possible. Ned had mentioned in passing how they
rarely ate late dinners, that the kids usually went to bed
earlier than they had since Zoe and Jasper had arrived. The
evenings were hectic with homework, preparing for school
the next day, finding clothes, and arguing about whose
turn to have a shower. Regardless of them always washing
up, offering to cook to no avail, and trying to stay out of
their way, waiting until each family member had used the
bathroom both mornings and nights, Jasper and Zoe were not
wholeheartedly welcome anymore.

‘You could spruce this up,’ said Ned.

‘Tdon’t know,” said Zoe again.

‘T'd help you give it a clean,” said Sabine. ‘And I've got
fresh curtains or it might be worth getting blinds at the
hardware store—’

‘T doubt these windows are standard size,’ said Zoe.

There was nothing standard about the place.

Zoe looked at Jasper, expecting him to back her up.

‘We should let you discuss without us here,’ said Sabine.
‘Come on Molly, we’ll give Uncle Jasper and Auntie Zoe some
peace.

‘Molly can stay, said Zoe. “‘We don’t mind.’

But Molly was already on her way out. She’d seen what

there was to see.
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‘Thanks for today.” Ned gave Jasper a slap on the back
as he walked past him. ‘I'll fix you up with cash.’

‘You’re not paying me. It’s the least I can—’

‘We’ll argue about that later,” said Ned. He was gone
without even acknowledging his wife.

Sabine stopped in the doorway, hesitated,
scanning the walls. ‘Look,’ she said, avoiding their eyes. ‘1
get it. But ... it is short term. With this cheap rent, you’ll
save up a deposit quicker, wouldn’t you say?’ She waited
all of a second. T'll see you at home then.’

Jasper heard her tell Ned, at the bottom of the stairs,
that she was going to walk.

Zoe gave him a look. ‘That’s not about us,” she said
as Ned started his car. ‘Something to do with Willow, I
think.” Zoe pulled the elastic out and released her fine hair.
She ran her fingers through, tousling it while viewing the
space with a look of defeat.

‘We don’t have to say yes to this,’ said Jasper.

‘Maybe we do. Berry pickers and Airbnb. You have no
idea’’

‘That bad?’

‘And beggars can’t be choosers,’ said Zoe, deflated.

He wanted to cross the metre to Zoe and draw her close.
But he found it impossible to break the spell of that space
between them, charged with disillusionment, and on his
part—guilt. Guilt and longing. Zoe obviously didn’t long for
him that way. She could stand, walk, sit next to him, touch

him in passing—all very casual. At night, she slept soundly
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next to him while he held one hand lightly on her thigh and
one on his erection.

Masturbating had been his biggest challenge through
theirinfertility journey. Compared to what Zoe had to endure,
ithad been nothing to whine about, but he’d always despised
it. He’d never been interested in porn. The way to make it
work had been to close his eyes and imagine Zoe. He didn’t
imagine Zoe at night, didn’t allow himself the indulgence. He
saw it as a kind of purging—Ilaying in the dark, hands resting
on flesh, waiting for sleep to take over.

Now, Jasper didn’t want to settle for an arm around
Zoe—though even that was impossible. He wanted to lift her
up on that horrid kitchen laminate, wanted to kiss her, pull
her jeans off, and drop his shorts. It had been thirty-nine
weeks and three days.

‘You don’t even have a job.’

‘1 will find work,’ said Jasper, shoving his hands in his
pockets.

‘We need to make money and—’

‘Tknow.

‘You need a job asap.’

Jasper started pacing. The chipboard creaked under his
boots. Not enough glue between the boards and the joists.
Irritation clenched his jaw. This dump. Him jobless. He
should have stayed behind and kept working until they found
a rental. But no, she’d insisted. And worse; he didn’t know
how to seduce his wife of sixteen years.

‘What a dump,’ said Zoe, and shut the doors that Molly

had opened. She used too much force, and they bounced and
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flung right back out. Zoe repeated the action twice with
the same result before walking outside.

‘It’s a trial,” he called after her. ‘We can change our
minds.

Jasper waited for the heat in his crotch to subside.
Then he shut the doors gently. Zoe rarely lost her cool. She
held it all in, like a brewing Vesuvius. He could count on
one hand the times she’d erupted. One Christmas—their
first as a married couple—barely minutes after her father
left, she took the dinner and dessert plates from the dish
rack and dropped them on the floor with enough force
to shatter every single one. ‘His pompous religiosity, not
getting off your back,” she’d said later. Of course, Zoe’s
father was never notified of his daughter’s outburst. The
dinner set was a wedding present from him, and it took
Zoe five weeks to track down a replica replacement.

Jasper found Zoe sitting halfway down the stairs. He
perched himself two steps above her.

Zoe groaned. ‘I think we may have to go for an
Airbnb—eat into our savings for a bit.’

‘Do we really want to do that?’

‘Well, we need to get out of Sabine’s and Ned’s house,
and this place gives me the creeps.’

‘Thave a differentidea,’ said Jasper. ‘It’s abit of a drive,
though.” He told her about Meadows. ‘I could help Ned out,
save him from having to go out there each week.’

Zoe tilted her head, squinting up at him. ‘His parents

won’t be back for ages.’
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‘We’d have to see what rent they’d ask for,” said Jasper,
wanting badly to kiss her.

‘His mum’s super finicky.’

‘Ned did mention that.

‘I can do finicky.” She smiled her irresistible Zoe smile.

‘Me too, he said and didn’t kiss her.

Zoe turned away and he wanted to kiss her silky hair, but
didn’t. Instead he watched as she gathered it up then looped
the elastic round and round until the hair satin its usual tight
ponytail. ‘So it’s half an hour’s drive or this ... ?’ she said. ‘Or
Airbnb.

‘I'd rather we didn’t,’ said Jasper. “‘We should hang on to
our finances.’

‘Let’s sleep on it. I wouldn’t mind getting a feel for my
new job before we decide.

‘What do we tell Ned and Sabine.?’ said Jasper.

Zoe turned and put ahand on his knee. ‘That we’re going

to sleep on it.’
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3

collisions

Rainy days coinciding with Molly-free ones were scarce and
carried their own flavour. Ned would pack the lunchboxes,
chauffeur the boys to school and Molly to Caterpillar Cottage.
He’d stop at the baker’s on the way home for some Danish
pastry and arrive at a house with blinds down, music playing,
and Sabine in lingerie. The sex would be slow, followed by
homemade cappuccinos and vanilla turnovers. A morning
like that demanded two basic prerequisites—he and Sabine
on speaking terms, and no other adults in the house. This
rainy day would be wasted, that was a no-brainer. So Ned
pretended to be in a deep sleep while Sabine got dressed.

After she left the room, he lay staring at the ceiling,
listening to the drops hitting the windowsill and the hustle
and bustle through the house. Zoe would be off to work
finally. And who knew what Jasper had planned? Knowing
Ned’s luck—nothing.

Two minutes later the front door slammed and the house
quietened. Then his door opened and Sabine walked in with
the laundry basket under her arm. ‘House is empty,’ she said
dryly. ‘Safe to get up.’

‘Ibarely slept last night.
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‘Kids got away, thanks to Jasper. Said he’s going for a
drive after.’ Sabine dropped the basket onto the bed. It landed
on his unsuspecting toes.

Ned swallowed an ‘Ouch’, not willing to give her the
satisfaction.

‘So here we are,” she said, crossing her arms over her
chest glaring at him. Her dark hair sat in a tight bun on her
head. Her eyes were cold, her lips primly tight.

Ned sat up, threw his pillow over hers, and propped both
behind his back. He crossed his arms too and glared back. ‘So,
have I got this right?’ he said. ‘Though we’re married, have
four children already, and have not talked about babies—’

‘Thave—’

‘Though we’ve not seriously talked about babies, not
discussed the matter, though we live in a house that’s too
cramped, and are forced to survive on one income—even
though all this is true—you decided it was time to fall
pregnant. Five more years until we’re back to where we are
right now. It’s unfair. Thought we were in this together. But
apparently not. You went behind my back.’

‘You’re being over dramatic.’

‘I'm being practical’

‘SoamI. If 'm to have another baby,ithas to happen now
because mybody is ageing. I've been telling youit’s all Iwant.’

‘And what about what I want?’

‘Apart from your damn nursery, you tell me.” she
shouted.

‘I want you to terminate,’ he boomed back. He’d not

planned to come out with it that way. But that’s what he
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wanted—the situation undone. He wanted what they had
weeks ago—only weeks ago.

Sabine let her arms drop. ‘You want what?’

‘It’s super early, right?’

‘I'm not having this conversation.’

‘Why not?’

Sabine shook her head. Her bun wobbled at him to
emphasise her disapproval. ‘You’re clueless. I can’t even
believe you’d say something so inhumane.’

‘Now you’re being over dramatic.’

‘Wow, she said.

‘You make it bigger than itis.’

She looked at him as if he was a recipe she couldn’t
figure out. ‘T assumed you weren’t exactly wishing for one,
but I honestly thought, once you got over the shock, you’d be
happy’

‘Well, now you know.’

‘If you felt so strongly about this, why not get snipped?’

‘Cause you were on the—’

‘The pill? Yes, I've been on it for years.” Sabine dropped
her voice to the tone she used when she read stories to Molly
or explained basic algebra to Scott. ‘It’s hormones. You know
that, right? They muck you up.’

‘If I'd known you were planning to scrap the pills, I
would’ve—’

‘Would’ve what? Gone back to rubber? As if. And
you’d never let anyone snipping anything off down there.’
Sabine nodded towards his crotch. ‘That’s your manhood.

Untouchable.” She said untouchable with a seductive whisper.
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‘You could have asked me.’

But Sabine paid no attention to him. She was on a
roll now. He’d ignited something. That look she got, the
narrowing of her eyes, looking past him. His wife had words
to share, and he’d have to listen as they spilled out.

‘See, you don’t get it. That’s your manhood, and it rules
your world. Hormones rule the world. Oh, wipe that smirk off
your face. For you, testosterone is the kingpin, but what kept
you awake last night? Cortisol. See, it’s all hormones. Your
concoction differs from mine. I get glimpses of what goes on,
but I'm notliving with male appendages attached to me. And
we’re only scratching the surface here—’

‘You’re scratching. I don’t know what. Is there a point,
Sabine?’ Ned’s back ached. The pillows behind him were too
soft, and he needed to get up and stretch.

‘Yes, there’s a point. I don’t know what goes on inside
of you and your body. And you’ve no idea what I’'m going
through. I've got a year to forty. It’s scary—’

‘I'm forty-three. I can assure you, it’s not that scary.’

‘You don’t get it, Ned.” Sabine banged her hands hard on
the footboard. She flinched. It must have hurt. ‘You’re not
running out of sperm. Won't for decades. Your body keeps
making new ones. It’s a factory in there. Meanwhile, my eggs
are in sharp decline. The quantity was decided on before I
was even born. There’s no production line, only storage with
diminishing stock. If you left me for someone else—’

‘If I left you? Sounds like your pre-midlife crisis has
detached you from reality. Ilike to do family—this one.Idon’t

intend to go make a new one.’
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‘But you could. If you wanted to. You can keep producing
babies for years to come, so you don’t get what it’s like for me.
That’s my point.

‘No. The point is, which is the point you keep skipping,
I'm perfectly happy with the family we have. It’s not my fault
thatI’'m designed this way. And I speak for all men—we can’t
helpit’

‘There’s a window for men, high and wide, and there’s a
window for women and it’s pokey.’ She breathed deeply then
released with a big sigh. ‘My window is shrinking,’ she said.
‘If 'm to do it, it’s now.’

Ned shook his head.

‘There’s nothing like being pregnant. This time I'm
not even nauseous. You and I are always our best versions
of ourselves during my pregnancies.” Sabine was losing
her momentum. Her features were softening, finding their
correct shape again.

Ned’s cock crept up, and he was thankful for the fluffy
bedcover she’d purchased at the beginning of winter. Her
breasts had changed shape—Ilifted and expanded. They
did that each pregnancy—perked up. He’d obviously not
been paying attention. Wispy hair framed her flushed face.
Sabine, in a washed-out, oversized T-shirt was irresistible. He
thought of crawling over to her, lifting the hem of her top. She
would, of course, hit him over the head.

‘One more time [ want a baby to nurse. The scent. The
soft skin. The chubby cheeks. One more time I want to follow
the growth from newborn to school age,’ said Sabine. ‘Are you

even listening?’
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Ned pulled himself back to reality, away from her soft
skin. His cock stayed optimistic. ‘From newborn to school
age, repeated Ned dutifully.

‘T've got decades ahead of me where I'll be working and
earning money. I know it’s not for all women out there, but
it’s absolutely definitely for me. I love being a mum.’

‘You won’t suddenly stop being a mum, cause Molly
starts school. You’re just freaking out because our baby
girl is growing up and our eldest is on her way out of
adolescence. That’s just fear. Normal fear.” His cock deflated
like a punctured tyre. ‘You went behind my back.’

‘I thought you’d understand if I spoke from the heart,’
said Sabine.

‘Heartis nice,” said Ned. ‘But I also have one. This is from
my heart. You betrayed me. Do you know what betrayal feels
like?’

Sabine snatched up the basket from the bed. ‘T haven’t
got time for this. You know what, the baby’s in there and
whether you like it or not, Edward Ackerman, the baby stays.’

N~

Jasper wasin a good mood. He’d enjoyed his first night’s sleep
in months and done so spooning with his lovely wife. Some
minor detail had shifted and tipped the scale in their favour.

The future was theirs. The wipers seemed to agree, swishing
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new-day-you-go-new-day-you-go while the smattering
rain chorused yep-yep-yep-yep.

He was on his way to Nella’s nursery, not wanting to
take Ned’s word for the state of it. He needed to see it
for himself and talk to the owner. Afterwards, he’d revisit
Meadows. Jasper was keen to walk down to that creek in his
jocks and go for a swim in the downpour. As he neared the
nursery’s sign, he decided to keep driving. Before nursery
he’d visit Meadows.

His plans were thwarted in the drawn out bend
in the road by an older model Ford, patched up with
homemade paintwork and car bog, that may just have
blown a head gasket. The interrupted wipers sprawled on
the windscreen. Smoke steamed through the gaps along the
bonnet and, as the driver inside the car released the lid, it
billowed out thicker. With an inward sigh, Jasper parked
opposite and killed the engine. As he put his oilskin on and
his Akubra, he thought of the irony. He’d just been thinking
about swimming stark naked in an icy creek and now he
covered up.

It was bucketing down, drops like bullets on his head.
He ran across and just about crashed into the driver in a
yellow raincoat who’d stepped out of the van. The hood
struggled to cover her head. Dark strands of wet hair already
lay plastered on her face. Jasper stared at Yasmin while
she blinked and blinked at him, her eyelashes catching the
water. They shared a moment’s mutual stupefaction before
her expression of surprise changed into acceptance. He was

still stuck in bewilderment when she started talking.

51



‘It’s been sounding like a frickin' lawn mower all the
way down the mountain.” Yasmin nodded towards the road
behind her. Then she unlatched and lifted the bonnet and
secured it.

Jasper watched her actions, thinking about the odds of
meeting her again, and then his fifty-dollar notes. He took
hold of her hand when she was about to unscrew the lid. ‘Best
letit cool, he said before letting go.

‘Right. I wasn’t thinking.’

Jasper walked around her. ‘Do youmind if Ijump into the
front seat?’ he called over his shoulder. ‘T want to hear it for
myself, her not ticking over.’

The interior engulfed him with a thick scent of herbs
and honey. The rear was a complete disarray of Yasmin’s
belongings. She’d littered the passenger seat with books,
paint tubes, clothes, a pair of sandals, and the bag he
remembered from the Sydney pub—colourful patterns on
calico. Both front seats had tears in the vinyl where sickly
foam wanted to escape. Itirked him to sit surrounded by such
amess.

The key sparked nothing. Jasper wondered if she’d not
blown the entire motor. He flicked the decoration hanging
from the rear-view mirror—a variety of shells held together
with string. What did all this mean? Yasmin stood outside
holding on to the door, looking up at him, rivulets running
down her face.

‘You'll need a tow truck,’ he said.

‘Oh, crap.

She moved out of the way, and he jumped out.
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‘You may as well sitin my car while we wait.’ What else
could he do? ‘Take off your coat,’ said Jasper, as he opened
for her. Once she gotin, he hurried around to his side. They
dropped their jackets between them. Then Jasper started
the motor and turned the heater on. ‘Have you got a phone?’
he said.

‘Flat. Can’t find my charger.’

That didn’t surprise him. ‘Mine’s in the glove box.
You’ve got road service?’

‘My membership’s run out.’

He sighed. ‘It’ll cost you then. My fifties should come
in handy.’

Yasmin ignored his remark, but she found his phone
and started searching for the right number to call. She
finally got a connection. ‘Where are we?’ she asked him,
then repeated the lot number of Meadows into the phone.

How long would it take for someone to come and take
Yasmin off his hands? Jasper thought of Zoe, wondering
how she was going, and what she was doing at that
exact moment. Did she feel welcome? Had rumours
preceded her? He tried picturing her smiling and talking
to her colleagues, but the image didn’t show. Zoe had
imagined Woolloolobah to be their promising future. At
this particular moment, Jasper had the exact obverse
sentiment.

‘Within the hour they reckon,” said Yasmin, finally
handing him the phone back.

Anhour and she’d be someone else’s problem. He could

do an hour. ‘They’ll give you a lift back to town,’ he said.
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Yasmin aimed the air vents towards her oversized
jumper, knitted from the world’s leftover yarns. She held
the soaked sleeve hems to the hot air. ‘Do you think it can
be fixed?’

T'm not a mechanic—’

‘No, you’re a husband,’ she said dryly. ‘Don’t you
people wear rings?’

Jasper looked at his hands and the callouses from the
day before. He felt Yasmin’s eyes on him. How uncanny
to run into her again. And she had ended up in his car.
Minutes passed with only the sound of the motor and the
fan on full blast.

‘It’s the work I do,” he said finally. ‘Zoe doesn’t wear
hers either. I forget to put mine back on.” Jasper turned the
car off. ‘T am sorry about that night,” he said. ‘AND,’—he
added at the top of his voice—’I would apologise to her if
that was possible.” He had considered confessing, and he’d
searched forums for guidelines. The verdict was if your
wife didn’t divorce you, she’d resent you for the rest of
your married life. ‘It’s not ... something I do.’

‘Ibetit was a one-off.’

‘It was.” Marrying Zoe was the best thing that had
happened to him. The thought of cheating had never
entered his mind. And yet .. On that night, the road
to perdition had been free of potholes; his conscience,
numbed by alcohol, never made a dent. He’d been pissed
off in general, then pissed, then approached by a woman.
It had been that easy. ‘I won’t do it again.’

‘The words of my ex.’
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‘We were going through some stuff,’ said Jasper. ‘It was
the biggest, hugest mistake of my life. No offence.’

‘You were just a revenge. No offence.’

Jasper glanced at her. She glanced back with her pale
eyes the colour of water.

‘So anyways.’ she said, ‘Give me your non-mechanic
opinion.’

‘If it’s a head gasket, it could get costly.” He sighed. ‘I
think you’ve cooked the motor.

‘Oh, crap.’ Yasmin sunk into her seat.

‘Ithink you’re in for an upgrade.’

‘That’s total bull crap. I can’t afford a car.

Her statement made him feel vulnerable. ‘Have you
got mates here?’ he asked, wanting to steer her away from
thoughts of money.

‘Nope. And I've got an appointment this afternoon.
F-u-u-u-ck. Yasmin dropped her head into her hands.
Tapping her fingers against her skull, she kept cussing.

The rain was letting up and windows were thick with
condensation, so Jasper turned the motor back on again.
‘Where to?’ he asked.

‘Tweed Heads.

‘There might be a bus?’

‘Yeah, right?’

Yasmin straightened up and leaned back against her
door. Her fringe, if you could call it that, had dried and sat up
in a frizzy fan. ‘You could drive me,’ she said.

‘I could drive you?’

‘Yeah!
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‘Thave commitments.’

‘This is important—’

‘My commitments are important.’

‘What I meant to say is that you ought to drive me.’

‘You know, I didn’t mistreat you that—’

‘Never said you did.’

‘What I mean is, I owe my wife something, not you.’

Yasmin reached across, pressed the car horn, and
bellowed, ‘W-r-o-n-g’.

‘What’s that for?’

‘Look at us!’ Yasmin waved her arms. ‘Here we are on a
back road of Woolloolobah. The universe is telling me to take
a different route.’

‘Is that right?’ Jasper was officially lost. On that night,
Yasmin had raved on about star signs and whatever else. Zoe
would haverolled her eyes, butithad entertained him—then.
Right now, it was tiresome.

Yasmin smacked her lips. ‘I never thought I'd run into
you again. At the markets—that was totally weird. Told
myself pure coincidence. But a second time? Nah, it’s meant
to be. And it makes sense. Short on money and no car. Yeah,
you should drive me—’

‘Or you’ll blackmail, is thatit? Cause I can tell you I'm not
arich man by any stretch of the imagination—’

‘I'm not after your money.’

‘You were.’

‘Had a slow day, was feeling off, thought it was fair
enough but now—’

‘Fair enough was it?’
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‘I'm going to Tweed for an abortion.’

Jasper, who’d planned to expand on his money
situation, said nothing.

‘And it was fair that you chipped in. After all,it’s yours.’

She was shrewd, thought Jasper. Through the sound of
rain on his roof, he was sure he could hear a distant motor.
Excellent. He’d had enough of Yasmin. Buthe had his trump
card. He was going to build up to his moment of truth, then
throw Yasmin’s tactics back in her face. ‘We used a condom
if you’ve forgotten,’ he said.

She scoffed. ‘Actually, I found it next morning in the
sheets, after you disappeared. Not intact. Didn’t register at
the time.

‘Makes no difference.” He cleared his throat and sat
up straighter, as if this was something to brag about. ‘I'm
sterile.

She huffed at him. ‘You’re obviously not.’

‘It was obviously someone else—’

Yasmin punched him hard in the upper arm. ‘You think
I can’t keep track of my sex life?’

Jasper held up a hand to stave off a second blow and
slid closer to his door. He pulled one leg up to claim space
on the seat and keep her away. That’s when the tow truck
came around the corner. Jasper couldn’t be more thankful
for the interruption. ‘I'm not judging you,’ he said. ‘I mean,
I'm the cheating husband here. It’s just that you have no
idea what my wife and I have been through.’

‘It’s yours. And I need help.’

‘T'm really sorry but—’
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Tm in a frigging pickle here.” She pinned him with her
eyes. ‘Ineed alift there and back. Appointmentis at one. We’ll
be back by six. What are you? A dip-shit?’

Jasper killed the engine again. ‘I could drive you to the
nearest car rental place.

‘Ineed a driver’s licence for that.

‘You drive around without one?’ said Jasper. ‘How does
that not surprise me?’

Yasmin put on her raincoat again and pulled the hood
over her opulent hair. ‘You know what? Don’t worry about a
thing. I'll hitchhike.” Yasmin threw wide the car door and got
out. ‘Thanks for the hot air,” she said and slammed the door.

Jasper watched her walk across to the blinking truck,
watched her disappear into her car and come out again, then
disappear into the tow truck. Two minutes later, the tow
truck man came out to hoist the car.

How had Jasper ended up arguing about something so
stupid with this young woman? Why had she designated him
to assist? She was an opportunist—had told him so herself.
But she was also desperate for help. Jasper had not—as far
as he knew—been a dip-shit in his life and he didn’t want
to be one now. If he drove Yasmin there, waited, and drove
her back, would it be so bad? He’d lose one day. So what?
He’d be back for dinner. While he waited for Yasmin, he
could make phone calls to any nurseries and real estate near
Woolloolobah. He wouldn’t have to lie to Zoe about his day,
only withhold a minor detail.

Jasper put his coat back on and ran across to the tow

truck, past the serviceman who was securing the sides, and
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opened Yasmin’s door. She huddled in her raincoat, hugging
herself, looking a little red-eyed.
‘You’re right about one thing,’ he said. ‘Your stuff is more

important than mine. I'll drive.’

N~
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Agnes Treading Water

She said ‘yes’
Will she say 'I do'
... or find her (cold) feet

Thanks to her late mother’s trust fund, small-town Swede
Agnes Andersson is financially secure. Emotionally? Not so
much. After having just returned from a trip to Australia and

a holiday romance turned disaster, Agnes is disillusioned.

To mend her broken heart, find a family, and beat her
loneliness, she's determined to marry her on-and-off man,

Thomas. At least he's honest

However, as the ceremony looms, Agnes discovers she's not
the only one with secrets. The bride doesn’t know the groom
as well as she thinks. Like surging water, doubt begins to rise.

Caught between the safe harbour she's always wanted and
uncharted waters, can Agnes get to the bottom of his lies and

her truth before she takes the proverbial plunge?
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