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new life & old friends

Zoe, I’m so so sorry …

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 Rre engine red would stand out at a Castafarian 
convention after dark. Zome to think of it, in her pastel pink 
cashmere dress and blond ponytail, so would his wife.

—oe  and  the  woman’whose  name  slipped  his 
mind, whom he-d nicknamed Ced 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 
Rlled the air, and the sound of children having fun’all of it 
vanished. Civeted 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 camou1age, wishing he-d not 
forgotten his sunnies.I
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‘f they looked up and saw him, he could well picture 
what scenario would follow’his taut hand wave, like a 
king greeting his subOects, his rigid walk towards them, 
Ced  blurting  out  a  wide eyed  W‘  remember  you-,  and 
he stuttering something unintelligible in a high pitched 
voice.I

—oe  was  holding  cupped  hands  close  to  her  face, 
inspecting something. Ced 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. —oe would love that.

xver  the  years,  she-d  Rlled  each  rental  with 
ornaments. He-d assumed it would all  be coming with 
them  to  Poolloolobah,  so  when  —oe  declared  a  novel 
approach to house decorations’the relief. She-d stoically 
wrapped up her Rgurines and sent him to the op shop 
with Rve big boBes. WPe-re not solely closing a chapter in 
our lives,- she-d said. WPe-re closing the book. Noor plot, 
pathetic characters. xut goes the dreary story.-

‘n keeping to her metaphorical rant, his version held 
an eBtra scene, no longer than a few paragraphs. ‘t wasn-t 
memorable. ‘t was irrevocable. ‘f only he could chuck his 
inRdelity in a boB, tape seal, and drop it off for someone else 
to deal with. Uefore they left 2ewcastle, as he-d Rlled 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. ?nbelievable, but here she 
was at Poolloolobah-s spring fair with a stall. Ced was a 
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Sydney woman. Surely she didn-t live here nowq These people 
travelled, didn-t they, the stallholders, all over the stateq

—oe would buy something. She couldn-t help it. Zontrary 
to her best intentions, she would walk off with one of the 
woman-s artefacts. xnce 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 Rnd the zckerman members, and say he-d lost 
—oe. Uut in their siBteen years of marriage, he-d never lost his 
wife. He-d never cheated on her for that matter, eBcept that 
one time. Jasper sDuee…ed his eyes tight and focused on the 
surrounding sounds. The random visuals were always blurry 
but made him nauseous every time.

Phen he opened his eyes again, a sudden and si…eable 
gap had opened between fair goers. —oe was turning her 
head, looking for him. ‘n two Duick 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.

WYo you mindq- she said sharply.
W‘-m 3 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. 2o lids had opened.

WEou made me drop mine,-  said the woman.  WEou-re 
standing on it.-
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Jasper looked down. ?nder his right Ulundstone boot, 
bits of green poked out. zs he moved his foot, the shattered 
plastic crackled. WSo sorry.-

WEou-ll need to pay for that.-
Wz bit of spark in your re1eB there, sonq- said someone in 

broad zustralian.
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 
fri…….I

WHe ruined my broccoli,- said the woman.
WUroccoliq- said Jasper, hoping —oe had paid no attention 

to the ruckus.
WUest sprouts,- said the man. Pas he holding back a grinq 

W‘-ll get you a new one,- he said to the woman. W2o charge.-
W2o, ‘-ll pay.- Jasper straightened up and began turning 

the containers upright. Wxf course, ‘-ll pay.-
WYon-t listen to him,- said the man, picking up a paper 

bag. WSo one broccoli. Nick two more. The radishes have a bite 
in them and the blend suits all tastebuds.-

WSproutsq- said Jasper.
WEeah, mate. Nure life force in these babies. Fn…ymes. 

4itamins. Nolyphenols. 5our dollars each or three for ten 
smackers. Eou heard of seedlingsq-

WSure, but ‘ 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 
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over from Jasper with efRcient speed, piling everything 
back Oust so.

Jasper crouched and picked up the broken plastics. He 
placed all the pieces and the sprouts in a small pile on the 
table. W‘-ll RB you up for this.-

WYon-t worry about it, but stay light on your feet, son.- 
The sprout man offered an eBaggerated wink, which moved 
the spectacles down his nose.

Uehind him, Jasper heard —oe laugh. ‘t always travelled 
above other sounds, made him think of glass baubles Rlled 
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 zckermans, Sabine had brought it out of 
her. She and —oe 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.

znd now Ced had. The woman he-d shagged. That 
bothered him. That his mind had used the word shagged 
bothered him. Pas that the taste of bile in his throatq 
Swallowing hard, he stooped his head and Rngered the 
now neat piles of containers. He was thirsty. He would go 
Rnd the zckermans and his drink bottle, ask them if they-d 
seen —oe.

WThey-ll crunch up your salad,- said the sprout man.
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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. WTenacity in a Oar,- 
he said.

WEep.-
W‘-ll have the three. Eou pick.-
He turned his head towards Ced-s table, hoping —oe had 

moved on to the neBt stall. 2o such luck. She was staring 
right at him. They both were. The bits of —oe-s hair that 
always fell out of her ponytails 1uttered around her beautiful 
face. She smiled and waved for him to come over. Phen he 
reciprocated in the same way, she shook her head and held 
a hand up, rubbing her thumb to her Rngertips. Yang. He 
carried the cash for once. Gurphy-s law. Jasper sighed. He 
couldn-t not walk over there.

Get a grip.
Pasn-t  it  more  than  plausible  that  the  woman 

wouldn-t recognise himq zfter all, he was an unremarkable 
three day stubble Rve foot eight zustralian male. znd that 
disaster night three months ago, his hair had been longer, 
and he-d been clean shaven. zlso, if the woman recognised 
him, was she likely to blurt anything outq 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.

—oe held out her hand, showing him, and waved again.
W‘ see your friend-s taken to Easmin-s eggs.-
WGy wife-s a bit of a collector.- Easmin. xf course. 2ot 

with the O sound, she-d told him.
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WEasmin-s third year at Spring 5est,- said the sprout man. 
WYoes different stuff each time. Lets bored with the same old, 
same old, she reckons. Nottery last year, awful Oewellery 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 
Easmin-s stall with a taste of acrid at the back of his throat. zs 
an adult’using the traditional twenty Rrst birthday as the 
starting block’he-d had seB with two women. znd here they 
were. Phat were the oddsq

Jasper pulled out his wallet. He would not hang around.
W‘ know what you-re thinking,- said —oe, holding out a 

painted egg.
WEou take the money, ‘-m going to check out plants’-
W2o.- She grabbed his arm. WTake it Jas. Eou need to hold 

it. xh, that face.-
Jasper shoved the wallet into his back pocket again 

and surrendered his hand, only nodding at Easmin without 
looking at her. —oe placed the duck si…ed egg’painted in 
delicate and colourful patterns’in his palm. ‘t was heavier 
than an actual egg, smooth, and warm from —oe-s nursing.

Phen Easmin had mentioned in passing about being 
an artist, he-d imagined si…eable canvases, thick layers, and 
generous brush strokes, bewildering images. This seemed 
tame,  too  small  and  too  neat.  Her  detailed  eggs  didn-t 
Rt  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. Easmin herself, in 
an oversi…ed denim overall covered in paint splatters, did. 
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The night he-d crossed paths with her, she-d worn black, 
Rtted 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. Easmin seemed intrinsically a 
contradiction. She also seemed younger now. The night he-d 
met her, he-d assumed early thirties. Pas she even twentyq

WThis young woman makes these from scratch. ‘sn-t she 
cleverq 9ook at the details.- —oe thought of herself as devoid 
of any creative genes and was in awe of the fortunate ones.

Jasper meant to say, WEes, that is clever-. zll that came out 
was WEup.-

Wznd the paint won-t come off. ‘t-s been coated.- She 
sounded like the old —oe’or rather, the new. —oe grafted to a 
new tree. WEou can use these stones for meditative thinking.- 
She took the egg from him. W9ike this, see.- She rolled it in 
her hand with her Rngers, around and around. W‘t helps you 
focus.-

WThey-re not Oust ornamental,- said Easmin to Jasper. zs if 
she thought she had to win him over. WThey-re useful eggs.-

—oe-s Rngers stopped rolling the stone around. Jasper 
watched her intently. Pould she drop it back on the table and 
walk offq zs much as he 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.

WSuper for spring cleaning the headspace, if you know 
what ‘ mean,- said Easmin. WHelpful for busy minds. ‘ use 
them,- she added. WThey-re for luck as well.-
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WGmm,- said —oe.
Jasper felt Easmin-s eyes like a laser on his Oawline. He 

was about to reach for his wallet. This time he-d insist on 
leaving.

WEou try it.-  —oe handed him the egg again. W‘  think 
there-s something in it,- she said casually, before turning 
to Easmin and the table.

Phile —oe picked up and put down eggs, eBamining 
the colours,  Jasper held his still,  scared that rolling it 
around would conOure up images he didn-t want.

WThe teals and aDuas are stunning too.- —oe held one 
up between her Rngers, turning it in the sunlight.

Phat did you do with guiltq zs much as you wanted to 
tell your wife, hand over the burden, ask forgiveness’you 
didn-t.  Eou couldn-t.  Eour wife wouldn-t forgive. She-d 
wake up to her mistake of marrying a loser, and walk away. 
‘t wasn-t her Oob to carry your treachery. Eou buried it and 
got on with life.

He had buried it, or rather, her. znd now she-d popped 
up like a fresh bud in spring. z stubborn weed was more 
like it. Pell, 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 
Easmin. His philandering wasn-t her fault.

Jasper moved closer to —oe and whispered in her ear. 
WPe should go.-

W‘ know ‘ said, no more clutter, but these are special. ‘-ll 
need to take one home.- —oe took the egg out of his hand and 
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returned it to the empty stand where it belonged. WPait while 
‘ select which one.-

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

Easmin observed, pinching her lips with her Rngers.
—oe was oblivious. How did she not notice how the air 

settled like a thick blanket over themq
WEou remind me of someone,- said Easmin. WHave we metq-
Jasper stared at Easmin, straight into her pupils and the 

goodwill he hoped lived there.
Wzidan Turner,- said —oe, without looking up. WThat-s 

what Sabine reckons, Jasper. She says you-re a spitting image. 
He plays Noldark, in Noldark.-

Jasper had no idea what she was talking about.
W‘ don-t know that show,- said Easmin.
W‘-d like this one.- —oe handed over the original egg she-d 

shown him.
Easmin wrapped the egg in tissue paper and dropped it 

in a drawstring bag. WEou have good taste 3 in eggs.- She held 
it out to —oe.

WGy hubby will pay.- —oe took hold of the bag. Easmin 
didn-t let go.

Jasper wondered what was coming. z small part of him 
wanted Easmin to come out and say it’W‘ slept with him, you 
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know.-  The  truth  would  be  like  the  swing  of  an  aBe. 
Slaughter and freedom in one. WHow muchq- he blurted out.

‘gnoring him, Easmin let go with a, WPish you all the 
best.-

W‘-ll treasure this.- —oe held the bag to her chest. WTip 
her eBtra,- she said Duietly to Jasper. W5ood-s neBt,- she said 
before wandering off.

Jasper was ready with his wallet, relieved the ordeal 
was  over.  W'eep  the  change,-  he  said,  handing  her  a 
Rfty dollar note.

WThey-re forty Rve. 2ot much of a tip, is itq-
W‘-ve only got Rfties on me.-
She shrugged. W‘ could literally do with a few Rfties.-
W‘-m sorry about’-
WSave the apologies for your pretty wife, hey.- She held 

her hand out. W‘ reckon you should hand them over. Eou-ll 
feel better.-

W‘-ll feel betterq-
Wzha.-
W‘f anyone, shouldn-t ‘ be paying my wifeq-
WTotally. Uut she-d want to know why. Should we call 

her backq-
W2o.- Jasper slapped his last two notes into her palm.
2ot smiling anymore, Easmin 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. WSee 
me as the stand in.- she said. She withdrew her open hand 
and picked up a fresh bag instead. W‘-ll give you two more 
eggs if you like.-
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W2o thanks, one-s plenty. Uut ‘ was supposed to buy lunch 
for us.-

Easmin pulled out a twenty dollar note from her hip 
pocket. WThe samosa stall. Lo there,- she said. WZheap as.-

Jasper tucked the sad note back into his wallet. WSo 3 you 
live here nowq- Phat if she-d moved to little Poolloolobah, 
Oust like themq 2o, that was incomprehensible.

Easmin  shook  her  head.  WUased  in  2oosa.  ‘-m  Oust 
travelling around the different markets. ‘ left him. 5reedom, 
at last, Jasper. ‘ntend to keep it that way.- Pith that, she 
waved him off as a group of teenagers crowded around. 

WTalk about soggy samosas,- said —oe. WPho told you these 
were the goq-

WThey-re not that bad.-
W2ot a modicum of crunch. Eou can have mine and ‘-ll get 

something else.- —oe dropped her plate on the grass neBt to his 
leg and held her hand out. WHand me some moolah. ‘ might go 
Rnd a curry.- She got up on her knees, ready.

She-d stood right neBt to him at the zTG, 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 Easmin one hundred and thirty Rve 
dollars’never.

WHang on,- he said, dropping his 1oppy plate neBt to hers. 
He licked his Rngers and pulled out his wallet, the si…e of a tea 
bag which held only his licence and bank card, and Rve coins. 
He slid the debit card out with his thumb and indeB without 
—oe noticing before handing her the wallet.
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WUack shortly with something delicious,- she said. W‘f ‘-m 
feeling generous, ‘-ll let you dip your samosas.-

WSure,- said Jasper, picking up his plate again, pretending 
to make himself comfortable. He guessed he-d get at least ten 
minutes’if lucky, Rfteen’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 Duieter spot. She had a bit to walk. So 
did he.

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

9ike the regular markets once a month, the spring fair 
was held at  Poolloo Nark.  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. Fverywhere, people were eating, 
lapping up the sun, sitting back on sun chairs with coffee in 
hand, or beer. z group of teens were playing laid back cricket. 
z do…en younger children were kicking a ball around. znd in 
the middle of the Reld, the eBpansive circle of drummers kept 
at it, cheered on by a handful of enthusiastic dancers.

Jasper half Oogged across the Reld, half sprinted when he 
could. xnce he reached the lane along the green, he sped back 
to the main street and the bank.

zn elderly couple was busy going over all their account 
balances. zs 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. Phy 
had he given Easmin the moneyq Phat if  he-d walked 
offq Pould she have created a sceneq 5or sure. Nrobably. 
Gaybe.

He asked the couple if everything was all right. Ees, 
yes, all  Rne and no help needed. zfter sorting out how 
much they had in their account, they argued about how 
much  to  withdraw.  Phen  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 Easmin.

Phen she-d landed neBt 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. znd another. Easmin had taken his mind off things 
and allowed him to press pause on his life.  Phat they 
talked about, he couldn-t remember. He didn-t mention 
—oe. 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. 2ot a touching dance, nothing like that.

Jasper had a vague memory of her begging him if she 
could lodge with him for the night. znd 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 Rrst class wanker.
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The  oily  samosas  wanted  out.  xpposite,  along 
Poolloolobah-s Duaint 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. zfter, 
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.I

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

‘n front of —oe stood a man holding and patting a small 
bundle on his shoulder. The baby-s head lay 1opped to one 
side with a clenched Rst sDuashed under a chubby cheek, its 
eyelids giving in to sleep. Gesmerised, —oe was stretching her 
neck, leaning closer like an animal searching for a scent. The 
man moved a few steps. —oe followed. She reached out as if to 
touch the baby-s tiny pink Rngers, but stopped mid air. She 
dropped her hand, then her head. The man moved again and 
this time —oe didn-t. She Rngered Jasper-s wallet, lost in her 
thoughts. The two women behind tapped her on the shoulder 
and —oe moved again, not looking up.

Phat was she thinking’genuinely thinkingq —oe had 
always been superb at keeping up appearances. ?ntil she 
wasn-t. She-d been an eBcellent midwife. ?ntil 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.  z 
more than capable nurse had stepped in until the doctor 
showed up while —oe sat in her car for two hours. zfter 
that incident, —oe-s superior ordered time out. Here she 
was siB months later, claiming she was ready. Jasper had 
his doubts.

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

WEou-ll need this.- He handed —oe a fresh note, his gut 
Dueasy with samosas and guilt. W‘ forgot to put the money 
back in the wallet.-

—oe held it as if it were a peculiar insect. Then, Oust like 
that, she changed her persona and smiled up at him.

He wanted to kiss her, a big fat pash. Uut his mouth 
carried a sour aftertasteI he needed a drink of waterI and 
kissing in public had never been their thing. ‘t deRnitely 
wasn-t their thing at the moment.

xnce —oe had her Zhicken 'orma, she insisted they-d 
stroll while she ate. He insisted they walked the longer 
way back, not the way they-d Oust come. He held their bags 
while —oe focused on her food. Her egg bag seemed heavier 
than physics counted for.

WSo, Jasper, got any regrets about coming hereq-
Jasper missed his Oob. 2ot so much the Oob. The weekly 

income. He-d been able to take out what he had left of his 
long service leave’the insigniRcant amount they-d not 
used up over the last Rve years. He had no holiday pay 
owed. W2ot sure,- he said.

WPhat do you miss the least, thenq-
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That would be her father. He wouldn-t say as much. 
—oe knew all her father-s pros and cons, but she loved 
him. WHim being overprotective and overbearing is an only 
child’motherless one at that’kind of thing,- she-d say. 
W2ot to be taken personally.-

The Rrst words in private,  man to man, had been, 
WEou-re not right for my daughter.- Jasper had never shared 
this  with  —oe.  Something  in  him,  as  small  and  sharp 
as a splinter, sympathised with his father in law. Jasper 
was  no  catch.  He  knew  that.  2ot  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. znd now he could add, 
unemployed.

WFarth to Jasper,- said —oe, nudging her elbow into his 
side. Wxkay,I so the answer to that one is Yad.-

W2o.-
WEou are the worst liar.- She elbowed again. WPhat do 

you miss the most, thenq-
W2othing,- said Jasper. He would miss two of his work 

colleagues. WEouq-
WYad,- said —oe. Then she giggled. WJust kidding. Uelieve 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. W‘ can breathe,- she proclaimed to 
the sky. W‘-ve got to say, it-s brilliant catching up with Sabine 
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again. ‘t-s not eBactly how it was, but we-re Rnding our way 
back.-

WEou  don-t  think  we-ve  overstayedq-  They,  or  rather 
Sabine, had suggested —oe and Jasper gave themselves a week 
to get used to Poolloolobah, take a breather, reconnect, and 
get to know the children. Ten days had rushed past.

WSabine would have let me know.-
W‘-m more thinking about’-
WYon-t worry about Pillow. She knows she can come 

home anytime.- —oe scooped up some sauce on a piece of 
poppadom and offered it to him. Phen Jasper shook his head, 
she dropped it back on the plate. WEou-re not yourself,- she 
said. WEou worried about Rnding a rentalq xr is it 2edq ‘s he 
getting to youq-

W2edq-
WHe-s edgy, over Pillow, says Sabine. ‘t-s not us. Uut he-s 

edgy. Eou cop it a bit.-
W‘ doq-
She stroked his arm. W9ike water off a duck-s back, heyq-
WGust be,- said Jasper.
‘t wasn-t. 2ed could be fun and was good to —oe, but his 

subtle remarks had never Duite rolled off Jasper-s back, and he 
didn-t make Jasper feel welcome. Jasper was no duck. zround 
2ed, he was more like a sad dog, his coat a little damp. 2ed 
had clashed with his stepdaughter’that much was obvious. 
Having —oe and Jasper in their cottage for this long, he-d 
resent that. zt least he wouldn-t want Jasper around. Phen 
he Rrst met him, Jasper looked up to the older, well travelled, 
and conRdent 2ed. Jasper had suffered what they now called 
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a man crush.  He-d shown 2ed a  wedding photo of  him 
and —oe and the bridesmaids. Phen 2ed commented on 
Sabine, Jasper suggested the double date. So Jasper was the 
reason 2ed was in their lives. The four of them worked better 
than Jasper and 2ed on their own. 2ed was the alpha, and 
whatever they called the ones that weren-t alphas, that was 
Jasper.

WSo if it-s not’-
W‘t-s the samosas,- said Jasper.
W‘ told you they were too greasy.-
He nodded.
WThere-s that infamous Jasper sigh,- said —oe.
Had he sighedq He had. Jasper sighed again. znd it wasn-t 

over 2ed 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 Rnding a Oob cloud. znd the —oe cloud 
had only been forced into hiding by today-s shock encounter. 
Wzre you sure about going back to work in two daysq- said 
Jasper, hoping to refocus on the worry he was used to.

WEes.-  Her  word  held  no  surety’nowhere  near  her 
everyday yeses. She was talking herself into this. To —oe, the 
three month trial in Poolloolobah had seemed the work of a 
higher power. z smaller maternity ward in a new town would 
be perfect. Jasper-s resistance didn-t even make a ripple in 
—oe-s mind, nor did her father-s protests. She followed her 
own heart and mind. WPhat ‘  need is  a pinch of  Sabine 
in  my  life,-  she  said,  pulling  Jasper  out  of  his  thoughts 
again. WToo many years apart,  living with such opposite 
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circumstances’‘ thought that was the end of us. Uut that-s 
the past. Pe-ve all moved on to a different phase in our lives. 
The separate detours are behind us. Eou and ‘ get to be auntie 
and uncle to a bunch of kids while Sabine and ‘ can pick up 
where we left off.-

2ed was speechless. z minute ago, Sabine had been resting 
her  hand  on  his  knee,  leaning  into  him.  Then  she-d 
dropped the bomb, leaving him dumbfounded. 2ow she was 
crawling around on all fours, 1icking ants off their grubby 
picnic blanket with great determination. Sabine-s triangle 
sandwiches had been devoured. 9eft were corner crusts with 
children-s bite marks. The cookie boB had been emptied. 
‘f 2ed hadn-t seen Golly and her brothers devour them, 
he-d swear the cookies must have eBploded in the air. 2o 
wonder the ants had found their way onto Sabine-s Duilt’a 
landscape of spilled cordial patches and choc chip debris.

Their family party had lasted all of Rve minutes before 
Scott and 9ewis spotted mates of theirs kicking a soccer 
ball around. Golly had hurried after but been predictably 
snubbed. She sat thirty meters away in the grass with her 
back to 2ed, cross legged, her elbows on her knees, head 
resting in her palms’sulking. Fvery so often she-d look over 
her shoulder at him, demanding an intervention, little Golly, 
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who was to start school in the new year. Then they-d Rnally 
be ready for the neBt phase of their lives. xr so he-d thought.

2ed  didn-t  mind  his  wife-s  body  in  the  state  of 
pregnancy’Duite the opposite. He had a weakness for how 
it softened her contours and how it energised her, how she 
wanted him more, Wcraved him-. The kids they-d produced 
together, and Pillow’he couldn-t imagine life without 
them. Pell, most of the time. Uut a new baby now they were 
done with nappies and broken sleepq 2o. ‘n the new year, 
Sabine was meant to look for work unless, of course, he could 
persuade Uryam to sell the nursery. z newborn was not on the 
cards.

WThought being on the pill meant this can-t happenq- he 
said.

Sabine  plonked  herself  on  the  blanket.  W‘t-s  not 
foolproof.-

W2inety nine percent effectiveness if used properly.- He-d 
read that online. WEou-re telling me we-re part of the unlucky 
one percentersq-

She shrugged. W‘ kind of don-t mind.-
WEou-re on the pill, right’were on the pill, yeahq-
WGolly will love having a baby brother or sister. She hates 

being the youngest.-
WSabineq-
She started pulling grass with two Rngers, one straw at a 

time, dropping them. W‘ ran out, forgot to buy’-
WEou took yourself off. Yidn-t youq-
She 1ung her long hair over the shoulder closest to him 

and let it fall in front of her face as if to shelter from his ga…e. 

Aj



She-d never been able to keep the truth from him. He-d wait 
her out. 2ed watched her wall of brown curls, her Rngers 
harassing the grass, pulling, dropping, pulling, dropping. ‘t 
didn-t take long. She stopped pulling and Oust sat, her hair 
hanging between them. WGy last chance,- she said.

WPe have enough on our plates.-
WThis will be positive for us, Golly, the boys, for Pillow. 

2ot that our children have a say’-
WYo ‘q-
WYon-t’-
WEou-re doing what you did with Scraggs.-
Sabine 1icked her hair away and gave him a death stare 

over her sunglasses that had slid down her nose. WPhat-s that 
supposed to meanq-

W‘ wasn-t asked’-
Wzbout whatq Them staying with usq Phat-s wrong with 

you, 2edq ‘t-s what you do. —oe is my oldest best friend. Eou 
and Jasper are mates. znd they-d do the same for us.-

Zontrary to how Sabine saw it, he and Jasper were not 
that close. 2ever had been. ‘t was Jasper whoJd latched on 
to him during their college years. ‘f Jasper hadn-t shown 
him a photo of his wife, and 2ed hadn-t laid his eyes on the 
prettiest bridesmaid, no mate ship would have eventuated. 
‘t had been —oe-s and Sabine-s friendship that forced them to 
socialise. Jasper annoyed him. The guy lacked gumption.

WEou can-t tell me Pillow doesn-t mind her room being 
taken over by Scragg-s suitcases and Jasper-s aftershave,- he 
said. W‘ swear, they-ve brought their entire walk in wardrobe, 
garden shed, and the kitchen sink.-

AA



W‘t-s  the  fruit  pickers,-  said  Sabine.  W‘t  in1ates 
the  prices,  you  know  that.  zlmost  impossible  to  Rnd 
something affordable and we need to show some patience.-

WNoorly planned.-
W‘  wouldn-t  say  that.  Just  one  of  life-s  surprises. 

?nplanned. —oe was offered this Oob out of the blue. They 
need this, but you don-t get it. Eou never get things.-

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

WThey are not the reason Pillow-s not home,- she said. 
WEou are.-

Twisting things her way again. 2ever played defence. 
znd she-d told him this was going to be a relaBed day with 
family and had nagged him to come. He-d wanted to stay 
home and deal with paperwork. He wished he had. Pished 
a lot of things. This surprise was not on the list.

WSo again,- she said, adding a pause. WPhat happened 
between you and Pillowq-

WPhat happened to the neBt phase of our livesq-
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 —oe were 
still  living with them.  He didn-t  want  Sabine to  freak 
out while they were there. znd she would freak out. znd 
he wasn-t  even so sure  that  it  would be Pillow she-d 
be most  upset  with.  Somehow, he-d end up having to 
take the blame for all of it. W‘ keep telling you, this new 
Gelbournite’-
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W‘t-s a phase, 2ed. The new girl is the new 1avour. ‘t won-t 
last.-

Wzlong  with  the  colour  black.  ‘,  for  one,  Rnd  it 
depressing.-

WShe-ll grow out of that. Eou need to get off her case. ‘ 
think Pillow feels like you-re continuously Oudging her. So 
she-s taking a break while —oe and Jasper are staying. ‘f she 
wants to come home, she-s happy to sleep in Golly-s room, 
she told me. Uut she and ‘ agree, a break is not such a bad 
thing. The girl-s mum-s’-

WEeah, yeah, a counsellor. Yon-t know why you think that 
matters. zlso, don-t know why you think today was a suitable 
day for dropping your bomb on me. Pe need to talk about 
this.-

WPe need to talk about whatq- said —oe, collapsing neBt 
to Sabine.

Wxh, nothing,- said Sabine, startled. WUoring business 
stuff.-

WSorry  for  interrupting  your  peace.-  Jasper  planted 
himself neBt to —oe, looking positively miserable. Sabine 
started twisting her hair, glancing at 2ed with furrowed 
brows’her attempt to get the code across W2o more baby 
talk.-

He let his eyes rest on hers for one second, then turned 
to Jasper. WPas that you ‘ saw running across the Reld like a 
madmanq-

WPhatq Geq- Jasper stared, all round eyed. W2ah.-
Phat a stupid thing to lie about. W‘ was sure’-
WPhere-re you working tomorrowq- Jasper interrupted.
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The Duestion threw 2ed. W?mm 3 Yomestics.-
W‘-d  like  to  chip  in  if  that-s  okayq-  Jasper  raised  his 

eyebrows and sDuinted at him.
2ed thought about tomorrow. Yid he want Jasper to 

come and work with himq 2o.
WUest  idea,-  said  Sabine.  WGe  and  —oe  are  having  a 

girl-s lunch tomorrow with a mum from school who knows 
everyone in town. ‘f she can-t Rnd a place, then no one will. 
Uut she will.- Sabine placed a hand on —oe-s arm. WShe will.-

W‘ don-t know if ‘ have much on’-
WHe  does,-  said  Sabine.  W2ed  can  rearrange.  There-s 

always, and ‘ mean always, bush regeneration. 2ever run out 
of that.-

W‘ suppose,- said 2ed. 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.

z shriek and Golly came skipping towards them, her 
neat braid’done by Sabine that morning’long gone, hair 
1ying around her cute face. 2o doubt she-d spotted Jasper. 
Golly seemed to have her father-s eBact opposite view of the 
guy.

Golly was timid with strangers and she had been shy 
when they Rrst arrived, hid behind Sabine and 2ed for two 
days. 9ittle 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 Duestions, Jasper that 
was. Had he been to Yreamworldq Yid he know there was a 
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rabbit on the moonq Yid he know the meaning of the word 
supercalifragilisticeBpialidociousq Then one evening she-d 
sDuee…ed in neBt to Jasper in the lounge and fallen asleep on 
his arm.

5lushed and eager, she came to a halt in front of Jasper. 
She was wearing hand me down shorts from 9ewis 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. Golly would have pulled it out 
of Sabine-s rag boB. Too darn cute, thought 2ed, 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.

Golly was about the same age as Pillow when 2ed met 
Sabine. Pillow had taken to him like a duckling to its Rrst 
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. 2ow she couldn-t 
stand being in the same house as him. 2ed wondered if 
Golly would ever detest him the way Pillow did. Pould she 
stop calling him Yadq To Golly, he was still daddy. 5rom 
previous eBperience, he suspected she-d drop the second 
syllable in year four. 9ewis occasionally added it when Scott 
was nowhere to be seen. Pould Golly and the boys also 
become anti 2edq

W9ook what ‘ found,- said —oe. She pulled out a drawstring 
bag from her pocket. WPait -til you see what-s in here, Golly.-

5rom her Jasper nest, Golly watched —oe unwrap tissue 
papers.
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W‘sn-t it prettyq-
Golly  nodded  but  didn-t  ask  to  hold  it,  which 

surprised 2ed. His daughter had a thing for ?ncle Jasper, 
not so much for zuntie —oe. Pas it the desperation in —oeq 
She was trying too hard. He could feel it. Zould GollyqI

WThe pattern is Duite spectacular,- said Sabine, picking 
the egg from —oe-s open palm.

WSpeggtagular,- said Golly.
WSpectacular,- Sabine corrected. W‘t has the wow factor.-
Wzm ‘ speggtactularq-
WEou are,- said both Jasper and —oe.
Phat was it like for them to want a family but not 

be able to create oneq znd why was it soq zccording to 
Sabine, Jasper had slow sperm. —oe-s eggs didn-t Duite 
seem up to the task either. ?nfair. He-d liked —oe from their 
initial double date. She was calm, made you feel at ease, 
and’as he found out after the Rrst blow up he and Sabine 
had’she was a peacemaker. She invited him and Sabine 
for  a  mediation meal,  as  she  called  it.  Yespite  being 
friends with Sabine since their kindergarten days, she-d 
not taken sides. —oe would have made a compassionate 
counsellor.

Gidwifery 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 2ed needed a 
break. She was fresh out of uni, but a natural. —oe, of all 
people, deserved to have kids of her own. znd she deserved 
Golly to like her. The Scraggs had missed out, for sure.
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Eet, they had freedom. Pith only each other to consider, 
they could buy a place or they could travel. ‘f he were them, 
he-d travel. 5orget about Poolloolobah. 5orget about buying 
Uryam-s nursery. See zustralia. He-d not done that yet. ‘n his 
youth, he-d been to the States, to Furope, and some of the 
NaciRc ‘slands. He-d never seen his own country. ‘f Sabine got 
it her way, he-d be siBty and still have teenagers. 2o. xne more 
baby wasn-t happening. He was going to Rght 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 Lat out, pulling vines off trees 
and cutting Santana. He enjoyed using his muscles again. 
He and Ned didn’t work side by side. Ned had walked out 
of view. Wounds of breaking branches gave a clue to his 
whereabouts. Jasper cared not. He found physical labour in 
solitude, meditative. —orking on the council was endless 
wisecracking jokes and gossipIwho got laid,  who won 
the meat tray at the club, who punched the footy ref. -n 
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 natureIthe 
vegetation under his boots, the scuttle of bush turkeys, and 
the snap and coo by the whip2bird. 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. ?—e’re making some headway,’ he said, taking his 
earphones out. And why wouldn’t theyx —ith double the 
manpower. Ned fetched their lunch boYes 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. 

?3eah, - don’t know.’ Ned sighed. 
?3ou prefer mowing lawns and cleaning out garden 

bedsx’
?- don’t know about that either.’
?Wounds 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.

?-f you and Wabine want a break, we’ll look after the 
kids.’

?Thanks, but all good, mate.’
?—e so appreciate you having us,’ said Jasper. —hen 

Ned said nothing, he continued. ?- bet the girls will 0nd 
something today.’

?3eah.’
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 eYposed earth. After 0nishing his sandwich, he 
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cleared his throat and said, ?Wabine tells us, no, but between 
you and me ... Have we put —illow outx’

?Nope,’ said Ned curtly. ?Whe’s sweet siYteen and does 
what she wants.’

?Sast time we saw her, she was twelve.’
?—illow’s changed, that’s for sure,’ said Ned. ?Fidn’t you 

come up for her thirteenthx’
?—e got the invitation, but bad timing for usIin the 

middle of -OZ and stuff.’
?…h, shite.’
?-t’s 0ne. Coe is 1 moving on. Whe’s come to terms withI’
?3oux’
?Fe0nitely.’ Zailing the -OZ was harder on Coe, who’d 

talked babies on their 0rst date. Whe was the one that kept 
insisting on another round, another round. He would have 
been happy to quit years ago. He had Coe. …nce she made 
the decision, once she’d 0nally had enough, Jasper had felt 
as if someone lifted off the heavy burden suffocating him. 
?Honestly,’ he said, ?-’ve never seen myself as father material.’

Ned burst out in something between a dry cough and 
a laugh. ?Molly might argue that one. -n any case, -’m sorry 
about that whole mess.’ 

?-t’s life,’ said Jasper. 
Ned said nothing. 
?3ou guys have done well,’ said Jasper. ?Butest bunch of 

kids. Bosy home. Bharming town.’
?Not all roses, mate.’
Not all  thorns either thought Jasper.  The Ackerman 

family was everything Coe had wanted. Whe’d loved her 
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midwifery, but she’d longed to be a stay2at2home mum. 
They had dreamed of buying a house. -f not for the years of 
-OZIand his fatherIthey would have been further ahead 
now. ?3our parents have acres out this way, don’t theyx’ asked 
Jasper to change the subject.  

?3eah, too many, if you ask me,’ said Ned. ?And who’s left 
to look after it while they’re travelling the countryx’

?-’d love to see it.’
Ned shrugged. ?3eah, may as well when we’re out this 

way.’

The  turnoff  was  in  the  eYtended  curve  before  Nella’s 
nurseryIthe nursery he’d rung before they’d left Newcastle 
where they had no need for a horticulturist. …n its last leg, 
according to Ned. -t had been for sale but taken off the market. 
Jasper wouldn’t mind seeing the state of the place. Maybe 
the owner would still sell. —hat could a place like that be 
worthx He and Coe had enough for a deposit if they could 0nd 
something cheaper in need of repairs. Delusional. —ell, 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 Lower this year,’ said Ned. ?And Mum and Fad 
will miss it.’

He’d talked about his parents’ grey2nomad adventure 
the previous evening. …ne day, Ned had said, he would get 
around to travel around Australia, with or without his wife. 
The vibe between him and Wabine had seemed strained. 
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Jasper  had  felt  very  much  like  the  intruders  they  were. 
Hopefully, Wabine’s contact could dig something up for them. 
-f  he’d  known  how  hard  it  would  be  to  0nd  a  place  to 
rent,  Jasper  would  have  sent  Coe  on  her  way  and  kept 
working himself while they looked to 0nd something. !ut 
Coe had been desperate. —hen she made her mind up about 
something, she took action. They’d been packed up in less 
than three weeks. 

?-’ll  bring  you  guys  and  the  kids  up  here  when  the 
Jacarandas bloom. —e’ll have a picnic. Anyone who’s brave 
enough can swim in the creek.’

?Boldx’
?There will be shrinkage.’
Jasper laughed. Ned had 0nally thawed.
At the top of the hill rested a one2storey, sandstone house 

girdled by a wooden verandah with a bullnose iron roof and 
matching double garage. !oth buildings carried solar power 
panels on the roofs.

?Welf2suf0cient electricity wisex’ asked Jasper.
?3ep. 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. ?—elcome to Meadows,’ he 
said, turning the ignition off. ?- usually come here on Zridays, 
but since -’ve rearranged the schedule, may as well water the 
plants. -’ll leave their lawn until neYt week. Are you comingx’

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 thenx’
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?Nah,’  said  Ned.  ?-t’s  quiet  around  here.  3ou’re 
welcome to house inspect, but boots off.’

The  interior  welcomed  with  open  plan,  eYposed 
rafters, and timber Loors. 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 0lling up a 

water can. 
?-’ll do that if you like.’ 
?Thanks. - 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. …ne corner hosted a wilted fern. !ehind 
the lounge,  a  meter2high 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 plantsx
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, —oolloolobah suited him in a way Newcastle 
never could. —ith a bit more money saved and the 0rst 
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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—hat if he and Coe could rent Meadows while Ned’s 
parents were awayx —hat a dream spot.  Wurrounded by 
nature, they’d 0nd it easier to reconnect with each other. He’d 
look after the place and revive Mrs Ackerman’s plants. 

?…y5’ Ned waved at him. ?Time to go5’
As they drove past the Jacarandas, Jasper had already 

mentally settled in. !efore bringing it up with Ned, he’d talk 
it over with Coe. -t was a bit of a drive out of town. ?How 
come they’ve not rented it outx’ he said. ?They could earn 
eYtra cash.’

?They don’t need the money. Thought you’d met my 
mum. —hat tenant could meet her standardsx Whe gets all 
over the top 0nicky about stuff. —hen we bring the kids up, 
she’s got her rules, you know. Foesn’t want any toys around 
the house. Whe was always like that. They’re better off playing 
outside. -t’s Mum’s weak spot.’ 

?The plantsIx’
?…h, -’ll be in trouble for sure. Fad 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. -t was the sound that didn’t go away, the 
swish and the slap, and his father’s heavy breathing. —hat 
might have been going through his father’s head while he 
belted himx Too late to ask. 6ven if he was 0nally ready to 
muster up the courage, the patriarch in his life, the man he’d 
never made sense of, was gone. 

?- like 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 0re, preparing 0sh. Fespite 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. Coe. The girls had 
found a place. Jasper passed the address on to Ned. …nce the 
phone call 0nished, he received a teYt from Coe.

I   hat ea

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 0re. However, he didn’t like it. Apart from 
the advantage of a two2minute walk to the hospital and the 
maternity ward where Coe would work, there was nothing 
much to like, at least from an eYterior point of view.

Zor one, it wasn’t an apartment or townhouse, but a 
granny Lat 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 Coe’s Honda where she and Wabine 
sat waiting. The real estate woman had left and entrusted 
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them with the key. Jasper wondered why Coe even bothered 
showing him.

As soon as he stepped out of the car, Molly came running 
and took hold of his hand. -n Newcastle, he and Coe had 
friends with children, but they’d never been close to any of 
them. Not since —illow was young had he held a child’s hand. 
The trust, the acceptance, and the warmth of this tiny human 
0lled him with a strange nostalgia.

?Bheap as chips,’ said Molly, looking up at him. ?That 
means afforbadle.’

Coe came up alongside. ?There’s mould,’ she whispered.
?-’ll  show you,’  said Molly,  pulling him towards the 

wooden staircase. Jasper would have liked to lay an arm 
around Coe’s waist and drag her along too, but it had been 
months and months since they touched like thatIhow 
couples touched without thoughtIso he didn’t.

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

The all2in2one living room, bedroom, and kitchen had 
chalky walls, and a chipboard Loor 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 at all, 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 boYes upon boYes 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.

?Wabine insisted - show you,’ said Coe under her breath.
Molly  let  go  of  his  hand  and  ran  up  to  the  kitchen 

cupboards. Whe opened the double doors under the sink. He’d 
not seen chipboard shelves for years. That alone would put 
Coe off.

?Feader than Soui the Ly,’ said Molly, pointing at two fat 
cockroaches, stiff on their backs.

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

?Ban’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 4‘7Vs science 0ction. 

?The owner will let you use her washing machine,’ said 
Wabine.

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

?The rent is a positive,’ said Wabine. ?Wo is walking to work 
for Coe.’

?Reep in mind, it’s temporary,’ said Ned. ?3ou’ll have your 
own place before you know it.’

?-s this really all there isx’ said Jasper.
?Not much available -’m afraid,’ said Wabine. ?And you can 

triple the rent.’
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Coe looked at him across the room. ?- don’t know.’
!ut  she  did  know.  Jasper  could  see  that.  Coe  was 

not a camping fan, but she’d rather sleep in a swag than 
live in this billet. Whe’d shown him this out of obligation. 
Whe  felt  it  tooItheir  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 Coe and Jasper had arrived. The 
evenings were hectic with homework, preparing for school 
the neYt  day,  0nding clothes,  and arguing about whose 
turn to have a shower.  egardless 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 Coe were not 
wholeheartedly welcome anymore.

?3ou could spruce this up,’ said Ned.
?- don’t know,’ said Coe again.
?-’d help you give it a clean,’ said Wabine. ?And -’ve got 

fresh curtains or it might be worth getting blinds at the 
hardware storeI’

?- doubt these windows are standard size,’ said Coe.
There was nothing standard about the place.
Coe looked at Jasper, eYpecting him to back her up.
?—e should let you discuss without us here,’ said Wabine. 

?Bome on Molly, we’ll give Gncle Jasper and Auntie Coe some 
peace.’

?Molly can stay,’ said Coe. ?—e don’t mind.’
!ut Molly was already on her way out. Whe’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. ?-’ll 0Y you up with cash.’

?3ou’re not paying me. -t’s the least - canI’
?—e’ll argue about that later,’ said Ned. He was gone 

without even acknowledging his wife.
Wabine  stopped  in  the  doorway,  hesitated, 

scanning;the walls. ?Sook,’ she said, avoiding their eyes. ?- 
get it. !ut 1 it is short term. —ith this cheap rent, you’ll 
save up a deposit quicker, wouldn’t you sayx’ Whe waited 
all of a second. ?-’ll see you at home then.’

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

Coe gave him a look. ?That’s not about us,’ she said 
as Ned started his car. ?Womething to do with —illow, - 
think.’ Coe pulled the elastic out and released her 0ne hair. 
Whe ran her 0ngers through, tousling it while viewing the 
space with a look of defeat.

?—e don’t have to say yes to this,’ said Jasper.
?Maybe we do. !erry pickers and Airbnb. 3ou have no 

idea.’
?That badx’
?And beggars can’t be choosers,’ said Coe, deLated.
He wanted to cross the metre to Coe and draw her close. 

!ut he found it impossible to break the spell of that space 
between them, charged with disillusionment, and on his 
partIguilt. Huilt and longing. Coe obviously didn’t long for 
him that way. Whe could stand, walk, sit neYt to him, touch 
him in passingIall very casual. At night, she slept soundly 
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neYt to him while he held one hand lightly on her thigh and 
one on his erection.

Masturbating had been his biggest challenge through 
their infertility journey. Bompared to what Coe had to endure, 
it had 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 Coe. He didn’t 
imagine Coe at night, didn’t allow himself the indulgence. He 
saw it as a kind of purgingIlaying in the dark, hands resting 
on Lesh, waiting for sleep to take over.

Now, Jasper didn’t want to settle for an arm around 
CoeIthough 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. -t had been thirty2nine 
weeks and three days.

?3ou don’t even have a job.’
?- will 0nd work,’ said Jasper, shoving his hands in his 

pockets.
?—e need to make money andI’
?- know.’
?3ou need a job asap.’
Jasper started pacing. The chipboard creaked under his 

boots. Not enough glue between the boards and the joists. 
-rritation clenched his  jaw. This  dump. Him jobless.  He 
should have stayed behind and kept working until they found 
a rental. !ut no, she’d insisted. And worseI he didn’t know 
how to seduce his wife of siYteen years.

?—hat a dump,’ said Coe, and shut the doors that Molly 
had opened. Whe used too much force, and they bounced and 
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Lung right back out. Coe repeated the action twice with 
the same result before walking outside.

?-t’s a trial,’ he called after her. ?—e can change our 
minds.’

Jasper waited for the heat in his crotch to subside. 
Then he shut the doors gently. Coe rarely lost her cool. Whe 
held it all in, like a brewing Oesuvius. He could count on 
one hand the times she’d erupted. …ne BhristmasItheir 
0rst as a married coupleIbarely minutes after her father 
left, she took the dinner and dessert plates from the dish 
rack and dropped them on the Loor with enough force 
to shatter every single one. ?His pompous religiosity, not 
getting off your back,’ she’d said later. …f course, Coe’s 
father was never noti0ed of his daughter’s outburst. The 
dinner set was a wedding present from him, and it took 
Coe 0ve weeks to track down a replica replacement.

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

Coe  groaned.  ?-  think  we  may  have  to  go  for  an 
AirbnbIeat into our savings for a bit.’

?Fo we really want to do thatx’
?—ell, we need to get out of Wabine’s and Ned’s house, 

and this place gives me the creeps.’
?- have a different idea,’ said Jasper. ?-t’s a bit of a drive, 

though.’ He told her about Meadows. ?- could help Ned out, 
save him from having to go out there each week.’

Coe tilted her head, squinting up at him. ?His parents 
won’t be back for ages.’
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?—e’d have to see what rent they’d ask for,’ said Jasper, 
wanting badly to kiss her.

?His mum’s super 0nicky.’
?Ned did mention that.’
?- can do 0nicky.’ Whe smiled her irresistible Coe smile.
?Me too,’ he said and didn’t kiss her.
Coe turned away and he wanted to kiss her silky hair, but 

didn’t. -nstead he watched as she gathered it up then looped 
the elastic round and round until the hair sat in its usual tight 
ponytail. ?Wo it’s half an hour’s drive or this 1 x’ she said. ?…r 
Airbnb.’

?-’d rather we didn’t,’ said Jasper. ?—e should hang on to 
our 0nances.’

?Set’s sleep on it. - wouldn’t mind getting a feel for my 
new job before we decide.’

?—hat do we tell Ned and Wabine.x’ said Jasper.
Coe turned and put a hand on his knee. ?That we’re going 

to sleep on it.’
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collisions

Rainy days coinciding with Molly-free ones were scarce and 
carried their own vauo.rN ped wo.ld kacb the l.nchxo,esC 
cha.ffe.r the xoys to school and Molly to Haterkillar HottageN 
’emd stok at the xaberms on the way hoDe for soDe Sanish 
kastry and arriue at a ho.se with xlinds downC D.sic klayingC 
and Taxine in lingerieN Ahe se, wo.ld xe slowC followed xy 
hoDeDade cakk.ccinos and uanilla t.rnouersN q Dorning 
libe that deDanded two xasic krere—.isitesZhe and Taxine 
on skeabing terDsC and no other ad.lts in the ho.seN Ahis 
rainy day wo.ld xe wastedC that was a no-xrainerN To ped 
kretended to xe in a deek sleek while Taxine got dressedN

qfter she left the rooDC he lay staring at the ceilingC 
listening to the droks hitting the windowsill and the h.stle 
and x.stle thro.gh the ho.seN Joe wo.ld xe off to worb 
?nallyN qnd who bnew what Kasker had klanned  ‘nowing 
pedms l.cbZnothingNI

Awo Din.tes later the front door slaDDed and the ho.se 
—.ietenedN Ahen his door okened and Taxine walbed in with 
the la.ndry xasbet .nder her arDN 4’o.se is eDktyCm she said 
drylyN 4Tafe to get .kNm

45 xarely slekt last nightNm
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4‘ids got awayC thanbs to KaskerN Taid hems going for a 
driue afterNm Taxine drokked the xasbet onto the xedN 5t landed 
on his .ns.skecting toesN

ped swallowed an 4B.chmC not willing to giue her the 
satisfactionN

4To here we areCm she saidC crossing her arDs ouer her 
chest glaring at hiDN ’er darb hair sat in a tight x.n on her 
headN ’er eyes were coldC her liks kriDly tightNI

ped sat .kC threw his killow ouer hersC and krokked xoth 
xehind his xacbN ’e crossed his arDs too and glared xacbN 4ToC 
haue 5 got this right m he saidN 4Aho.gh wemre DarriedC haue 
fo.r children alreadyC and haue not talbed axo.t xaxiesZm

45 haueZm
4Aho.gh wemue not serio.sly talbed axo.t xaxiesC not 

disc.ssed the DatterC tho.gh we liue in a ho.se thatms too 
craDkedC and are forced to s.ruiue on one incoDeZeuen 
tho.gh all  this  is  tr.eZyo. decided it  was tiDe to  fall 
kregnantN Yiue Dore years .ntil wemre xacb to where we are 
right nowN 5tms .nfairN Aho.ght we were in this togetherN 6.t 
akkarently notN Wo. went xehind Dy xacbNm

4Wo.mre xeing ouer draDaticNm
45mD xeing kracticalNm
4To aD 5N 5f 5mD to haue another xaxyC it has to hakken now 

xeca.se Dy xody is ageingN 5mue xeen telling yo. itms all 5 wantNm
4qnd what axo.t what 5 want m
4qkart  froD  yo.r  daDn  n.rseryC  yo.  tell  DeNm  she 

sho.tedNI
45 want yo. to terDinateCm he xooDed xacbN ’emd not 

klanned to coDe o.t with it that wayN 6.t thatms what he 
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wantedZthe sit.ation .ndoneN ’e wanted what they had 
weebs agoZonly weebs agoNI

Taxine let her arDs drokN 4Wo. want what m
45tms s.ker earlyC right m
45mD not hauing this conuersationNm
4Uhy not m
Taxine shoob her headN ’er x.n woxxled at hiD to 

eDkhasise her disakkroualN 4Wo.mre cl.elessN 5 canmt euen 
xelieue yo.md say soDething so inh.DaneNm

4pow yo.mre xeing ouer draDaticNm
4UowCm she saidN
4Wo. Dabe it xigger than it isNm
The loobed at hiD as if he was a recike she co.ldnmt 

?g.re o.tN 45 ass.Ded yo. werenmt e,actly wishing for oneC 
x.t 5 honestly tho.ghtC once yo. got ouer the shocbC yo.md xe 
hakkyNm

4UellC now yo. bnowNm
45f yo. felt so strongly axo.t thisC why not get snikked m
4Ha.se yo. were on theZm
4Ahe kill  WesC 5mue xeen on it for yearsNm Taxine drokked 

her uoice to the tone she .sed when she read stories to Molly 
or e,klained xasic algexra to TcottN 45tms horDonesN Wo. bnow 
thatC right  Ahey D.cb yo. .kNm

45f 5md bnown yo. were klanning to scrak the killsC 5 
wo.ldmueZm

4Uo.ldmue  what   7one  xacb  to  r.xxer   qs  ifN  qnd 
yo.md neuer let anyone snikking anything off down thereNm 
Taxine nodded towards his crotchN 4Ahatms yo.r DanhoodN 
8nto.chaxleNm The said untouchable with a sed.ctiue whiskerNI
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4Wo. co.ld haue asbed DeNmI
6.t  Taxine kaid no attention to  hiDN  The was on a 

roll nowN ’emd ignited soDethingN Ahat loob she gotC the 
narrowing of her eyesC loobing kast hiDN ’is wife had words 
to shareC and hemd haue to listen as they skilled o.tN

4TeeC yo. donmt get itN Ahatms yo.r DanhoodC and it r.les 
yo.r worldN ’orDones r.le the worldN BhC wike that sDirb off 
yo.r faceN Yor yo.C testosterone is the bingkinC x.t what bekt 
yo. awabe last night  HortisolN TeeC itms all horDonesN Wo.r 
concoction differs froD DineN 5 get gliDkses of what goes onC 
x.t 5mD not liuing with Dale akkendages attached to DeN qnd 
wemre only scratching the s.rface hereZm

4Wo.mre scratchingN 5 donmt bnow whatN 5s there a kointC 
Taxine m pedms xacb achedN Ahe killows xehind hiD were too 
softC and he needed to get .k and stretchNI

4WesC therems a kointN 5 donmt bnow what goes on inside 
of yo. and yo.r xodyN qnd yo.mue no idea what 5mD going 
thro.ghN 5mue got a year to fortyN 5tms scaryZm

45mD forty-threeN 5 can ass.re yo.C itms not that scaryNmI
4Wo. donmt get itC pedNm Taxine xanged her hands hard on 

the footxoardN The vinchedN 5t D.st haue h.rtN 4Wo.mre not 
r.nning o.t of skerDN Uonmt for decadesN Wo.r xody beeks 
Dabing new onesN 5tms a factory in thereN MeanwhileC Dy eggs 
are in shark declineN Ahe —.antity was decided on xefore 5 
was euen xornN Aherems no krod.ction lineC only storage with 
diDinishing stocbN 5f yo. left De for soDeone elseZm

45f 5 left yo.  To.nds libe yo.r kre-Didlife crisis has 
detached yo. froD realityN 5 libe to do faDilyZthis oneN 5 donmt 
intend to go Dabe a new oneNm
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46.t yo. co.ldN 5f yo. wanted toN Wo. can beek krod.cing 
xaxies for years to coDeC so yo. donmt get what itms libe for DeN 
Ahatms Dy kointNm

4poN Ahe koint isC which is the koint yo. beek sbikkingC 
5mD kerfectly hakky with the faDily we haueN 5tms not Dy fa.lt 
that 5mD designed this wayN qnd 5 skeab for all DenZwe canmt 
helk itNm

4Aherems a window for DenC high and wideC and therems a 
window for woDen and itms kobeyNm The xreathed deekly then 
released with a xig sighN 4My window is shrinbingCm she saidN 
45f 5mD to do itC itms nowNm

ped shoob his headN 
4Aherems  nothing libe xeing kregnantN  Ahis  tiDe 5mD 

not euen na.seo.sN Wo. and 5 are always o.r xest uersions 
of  o.rselues  d.ring Dy kregnanciesNm  Taxine was losing 
her DoDent.DN ’er feat.res were softeningC ?nding their 
correct shake againN

pedms cocb crekt .kC and he was thanbf.l for the v.ffy 
xedcouer shemd k.rchased at the xeginning of winterN ’er 
xreasts  had changed shakeZlifted and e,kandedN  Ahey 
did that each kregnancyZkerbed .kN ’emd oxuio.sly not 
xeen kaying attentionN Uisky hair fraDed her v.shed faceN 
TaxineC in a washed-o.tC ouersijed A-shirt was irresistixleN ’e 
tho.ght of crawling ouer to herC lifting the heD of her tokN The 
wo.ldC of co.rseC hit hiD ouer the headN

4Bne Dore tiDe 5 want a xaxy to n.rseN Ahe scentN Ahe 
soft sbinN Ahe ch.xxy cheebsN Bne Dore tiDe 5 want to follow 
the growth froD newxorn to school ageCm said TaxineN 4qre yo. 
euen listening m
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ped k.lled hiDself xacb to realityC away froD her soft 
sbinN ’is cocb stayed oktiDisticN 4YroD newxorn to school 
ageCm rekeated ped d.tif.llyNI

45mue got decades ahead of De where 5mll xe worbing and 
earning DoneyN 5 bnow itms not for all woDen o.t thereC x.t 
itms axsol.tely de?nitely for DeN 5 loue xeing a D.DNmI

4Wo. wonmt s.ddenly stok xeing a D.DC ca.se Molly 
starts schoolN  Wo.mre 0.st freabing o.t xeca.se o.r xaxy 
girl  is  growing  .k  and  o.r  eldest  is  on  her  way  o.t  of 
adolescenceN Ahatms 0.st fearN porDal fearNm ’is cocb devated 
libe a k.nct.red tyreN 4Wo. went xehind Dy xacbNm

45 tho.ght yo.md .nderstand if 5 skobe froD the heartCm 
said TaxineN

4’eart is niceCm said pedN 46.t 5 also haue oneN Ahis is froD 
Dy heartN Wo. xetrayed DeN So yo. bnow what xetrayal feels 
libe mI

Taxine snatched .k the xasbet froD the xedN 45 hauenmt 
got tiDe for thisN Wo. bnow whatC the xaxyms in there and 
whether yo. libe it or notC 1dward qcberDanC the xaxy staysNmI

Kasker was in a good DoodN ’emd en0oyed his ?rst nightms sleek 
in Donths and done so skooning with his louely wifeN ToDe 
Dinor detail had shifted and tikked the scale in their fauo.rN 
Ahe f.t.re was theirsN Ahe wikers seeDed to agreeC swishing 
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 new-day-yo.-go-new-day-yo.-go while the sDattering 
rain chor.sed yek-yek-yek-yekNI

’e was on his way to pellams n.rseryC not wanting to 
tabe pedms word for the state of itN  ’e needed to see it 
for hiDself and talb to the ownerN qfterwardsC hemd reuisit 
MeadowsN Kasker was been to walb down to that creeb in his 
0ocbs and go for a swiD in the downko.rN qs he neared the 
n.rseryms signC he decided to beek driuingN 6efore n.rsery 
hemd uisit MeadowsNI

’is  klans  were  thwarted  in  the  drawn  o.t  xend 
in  the  road  xy  an  older  Dodel  YordC  katched  .k  with 
hoDeDade kaintworb and car  xogC  that  Day 0.st  haue 
xlown a head gasbetN Ahe interr.kted wikers skrawled on 
the windscreenN TDobe steaDed thro.gh the gaks along the 
xonnet andC as the driuer inside the car released the lidC it 
xillowed o.t thicberN Uith an inward sighC Kasker karbed 
okkosite and billed the engineN qs he k.t his oilsbin on and 
his qb.xraC he tho.ght of the ironyN ’emd 0.st xeen thinbing 
axo.t swiDDing starb nabed in an icy creeb and now he 
couered .kN

5t was x.cbeting downC droks libe x.llets on his headN 
’e ran across and 0.st axo.t crashed into the driuer in a 
yellow raincoat whomd stekked o.t of the uanN Ahe hood 
str.ggled to couer her headN Sarb strands of wet hair already 
lay klastered on her faceN Kasker stared at WasDin while 
she xlinbed and xlinbed at hiDC her eyelashes catching the 
waterN Ahey shared a DoDentms D.t.al st.kefaction xefore 
her e,kression of s.rkrise changed into accektanceN ’e was 
still st.cb in xewilderDent when she started talbingN
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45tms xeen so.nding libe a fricbin3 lawn Dower all the 
way down the Do.ntainNm WasDin nodded towards the road 
xehind herN Ahen she .nlatched and lifted the xonnet and 
sec.red itNI

Kasker watched her actionsC thinbing axo.t the odds of 
Deeting her againC and then his ?fty-dollar notesN ’e toob 
hold of her hand when she was axo.t to .nscrew the lidN 46est 
let it coolCm he said xefore letting goN

4RightN 5 wasnmt thinbingNm
Kasker walbed aro.nd herN 4So yo. Dind if 5 0.Dk into the 

front seat m he called ouer his sho.lderN 45 want to hear it for 
DyselfC her not ticbing ouerNm

Ahe interior eng.lfed hiD with a thicb scent of herxs 
and honeyN Ahe rear was a coDklete disarray of WasDinms 
xelongingsN Themd littered the kassenger seat with xoobsC 
kaint  t.xesC  clothesC  a  kair  of  sandalsC  and  the  xag  he 
reDeDxered froD the Tydney k.xZcolo.rf.l katterns on 
calicoN 6oth front seats had tears in the uinyl where sicbly 
foaD wanted to escakeN 5t irbed hiD to sit s.rro.nded xy s.ch 
a DessN I

Ahe bey skarbed nothingN Kasker wondered if shemd not 
xlown the entire DotorN ’e vicbed the decoration hanging 
froD the rear-uiew DirrorZa uariety of shells held together 
with stringN Uhat did all this Dean  WasDin stood o.tside 
holding on to the doorC loobing .k at hiDC riu.lets r.nning 
down her faceNI I

4Wo.mll need a tow tr.cbCm he saidN
4BhC crakNm
The Doued o.t of the wayC and he 0.Dked o.tNI
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4Wo. Day as well sit in Dy car while we waitNm Uhat else 
co.ld he do  4Aabe off yo.r coatCm said KaskerC as he okened 
for herN Bnce she got inC he h.rried aro.nd to his sideN Ahey 
drokked their 0acbets xetween theDN Ahen Kasker started 
the Dotor and t.rned the heater onN 4’aue yo. got a khone m 
he saidNI

4YlatN Hanmt ?nd Dy chargerNm
Ahat didnmt s.rkrise hiDN 4Minems in the gloue xo,N 

Wo.mue got road seruice m
4My DeDxershikms r.n o.tNm
’e sighedN 45tmll cost yo. thenN My ?fties sho.ld coDe 

in handyNm
WasDin ignored his reDarbC x.t she fo.nd his khone 

and started searching for the right n.Dxer to callN  The 
?nally got a connectionN 4Uhere are we m she asbed hiDC 
then rekeated the lot n.Dxer of Meadows into the khoneNI

’ow long wo.ld it tabe for soDeone to coDe and tabe 
WasDin off his hands  Kasker tho.ght of JoeC wondering 
how  she  was  goingC  and  what  she  was  doing  at  that 
e,act  DoDentN  Sid  she  feel  welcoDe   ’ad  r.Do.rs 
kreceded her  ’e tried kict.ring her sDiling and talbing 
to her colleag.esC  x.t the iDage didnmt  showN Joe had 
iDagined Uoollooloxah to xe their kroDising f.t.reN qt 
this  kartic.lar  DoDentC  Kasker  had  the  e,act  oxuerse 
sentiDentNI

4Uithin the ho.r they recbonCm said WasDinC ?nally 
handing hiD the khone xacbNI

qn ho.r and shemd xe soDeone elsems kroxleDN ’e co.ld 
do an ho.rN 4Aheymll giue yo. a lift xacb to townCm he saidN
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WasDin aiDed the air uents towards her ouersijed 
0.DkerC bnitted froD the worldms leftouer yarnsN The held 
the soabed sleeue heDs to the hot airN 4So yo. thinb it can 
xe ?,ed mI

45mD not a DechanicZm
4poC  yo.mre  a  h.sxandCm  she said drylyN  4Sonmt  yo. 

keokle wear rings m
Kasker loobed at his hands and the callo.ses froD the 

day xeforeN ’e felt WasDinms eyes on hiDN ’ow .ncanny 
to r.n into her againN qnd she had ended .k in his carN 
Min.tes kassed with only the so.nd of the Dotor and the 
fan on f.ll xlastN I

45tms the worb 5 doCm he said ?nallyN 4Joe doesnmt wear 
hers eitherN 5 forget to k.t Dine xacb onNm Kasker t.rned the 
car offN 45 aD sorry axo.t that nightCm he saidN 4qpSCmZhe 
added at the tok of his uoiceZm5 wo.ld akologise to her if 
that was kossixleNm ’e had considered confessingC and hemd 
searched for.Ds for g.idelinesN Ahe uerdict was if yo.r 
wife didnmt diuorce yo.C shemd resent yo. for the rest of 
yo.r Darried lifeN 45tms not L soDething 5 doNm

45 xet it was a one-offNm
45t wasNm  Marrying Joe was the xest thing that had 

hakkened  to  hiDN  Ahe  tho.ght  of  cheating  had  neuer 
entered  his  DindN  qnd  yet  L  Bn  that  nightC  the  road 
to kerdition had xeen free of kotholes! his conscienceC 
n.Dxed xy alcoholC neuer Dade a dentN ’emd xeen kissed 
off in generalC then kissedC then akkroached xy a woDanN 
5t had xeen that easyN 45 wonmt do it againNmI

4Ahe words of Dy e,Nm
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4Ue were going thro.gh soDe st.ffCm said KaskerN 45t was 
the xiggestC h.gest Distabe of Dy lifeN po offenceNm

4Wo. were 0.st a reuengeN po offenceNm
Kasker glanced at herN The glanced xacb with her kale 

eyes the colo.r of waterN
4To anywaysNm she saidC 47iue De yo.r non-Dechanic 

okinionNm
45f itms a head gasbetC it co.ld get costlyNm ’e sighedN 45 

thinb yo.mue coobed the DotorNm
4BhC crakNm WasDin s.nb into her seatN
45 thinb yo.mre in for an .kgradeNm
4Ahatms total x.ll crakN 5 canmt afford a carNm
’er stateDent Dade hiD feel u.lneraxleN  4’aue yo. 

got Dates here m he asbedC wanting to steer her away froD 
tho.ghts of DoneyNI

4pokeN  qnd 5mue got an akkointDent this afternoonN 
Y-.-.-.-cbNm  WasDin  drokked  her  head  into  her  handsN 
Aakking her ?ngers against her sb.llC she bekt c.ssingN

Ahe rain was letting .k and windows were thicb with 
condensationC so Kasker t.rned the Dotor xacb on againN 
4Uhere to m he asbedN

4Aweed ’eadsNm
4Ahere Dight xe a x.s mI
4WeahC right m
WasDin straightened .k and leaned xacb against her 

doorN ’er fringeC if yo. co.ld call it thatC had dried and sat .k 
in a frijjy fanN 4Wo. co.ld driue DeCm she saidN

45 co.ld driue yo. m
4WeahNm
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45 haue coDDitDentsNm
4Ahis is iDkortantZm
4My coDDitDents are iDkortantNm
4Uhat 5 Deant to say is that yo. o.ght to driue DeNm
4Wo. bnowC 5 didnmt Distreat yo. thatZm
4peuer said yo. didNm
4Uhat 5 Dean isC 5 owe Dy wife soDethingC not yo.Nm
WasDin  reached  acrossC  kressed  the  car  hornC  and 

xellowedC 4U-r-o-n-gmNI
4Uhatms that for m
4Hoob at .sIm WasDin waued her arDsN 4’ere we are on a 

xacb road of UoollooloxahN Ahe .niuerse is telling De to tabe 
a different ro.teNm

45s that right m Kasker was of?cially lostN Bn that nightC 
WasDin had raued on axo.t star signs and whateuer elseN Joe 
wo.ld haue rolled her eyesC x.t it had entertained hiDZthenN 
Right nowC it was tiresoDeN

WasDin sDacbed her liksN 45 neuer tho.ght 5md r.n into 
yo. againN qt the DarbetsZthat was totally weirdN Aold 
Dyself k.re coincidenceN 6.t a second tiDe  pahC itms Deant 
to xeN qnd it Dabes senseN Thort on Doney and no carN WeahC 
yo. sho.ld driue DeZm

4Br yo.mll xlacbDailC is that it  Ha.se 5 can tell yo. 5mD not 
a rich Dan xy any stretch of the iDaginationZm

45mD not after yo.r DoneyNm
4Wo. wereNm
4’ad a slow dayC was feeling offC tho.ght it was fair 

eno.gh x.t nowZm
4Yair eno.gh was it mI
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45mD going to Aweed for an axortionNm
KaskerC  whomd  klanned  to  e,kand  on  his  Doney 

sit.ationC said nothingN
4qnd it was fair that yo. chikked inN qfter allC itms yo.rsNmI
The was shrewdC tho.ght KaskerN Ahro.gh the so.nd of 

rain on his roofC he was s.re he co.ld hear a distant DotorN 
1,cellentN ’emd had eno.gh of WasDinN 6.t he had his tr.Dk 
cardN ’e was going to x.ild .k to his DoDent of tr.thC then 
throw WasDinms tactics xacb in her faceN 4Ue .sed a condoD 
if yo.mue forgottenCm he saidNI

The scoffedN 4qct.allyC 5 fo.nd it ne,t Dorning in the 
sheetsC after yo. disakkearedN pot intactN Sidnmt register at 
the tiDeNm

4Mabes no differenceNm ’e cleared his throat and sat 
.k straighterC as if this was soDething to xrag axo.tN 45mD 
sterileNm

The h.ffed at hiDN 4Wo.mre oxuio.sly notNm
45t was oxuio.sly soDeone elseZm
WasDin k.nched hiD hard in the .kker arDN 4Wo. thinb 

5 canmt beek tracb of Dy se, life m
Kasker held .k a hand to staue off a second xlow and 

slid closer to his doorN ’e k.lled one leg .k to claiD skace 
on the seat and beek her awayN Ahatms when the tow tr.cb 
caDe aro.nd the cornerN Kasker co.ldnmt xe Dore thanbf.l 
for the interr.ktionN 45mD not 0.dging yo.Cm he saidN 45 DeanC 
5mD the cheating h.sxand hereN 5tms 0.st that yo. haue no 
idea what Dy wife and 5 haue xeen thro.ghNm

45tms yo.rsN qnd 5 need helkNm
45mD really sorry x.tZm
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45mD in a frigging kicble hereNm The kinned hiD with her 
eyesN 45 need a lift there and xacbN qkkointDent is at oneN Uemll 
xe xacb xy si,N Uhat are yo.  q dik-shit m

Kasker billed the engine againN 45 co.ld driue yo. to the 
nearest car rental klaceNm

45 need a driuerms licence for thatNmI
4Wo. driue aro.nd witho.t one m said KaskerN 4’ow does 

that not s.rkrise De m
WasDin k.t on her raincoat again and k.lled the hood 

ouer her ok.lent hairN 4Wo. bnow what  Sonmt worry axo.t a 
thingN 5mll hitchhibeNm WasDin threw wide the car door and got 
o.tN 4Ahanbs for the hot airCm she said and slaDDed the doorNI

Kasker watched her walb across to the xlinbing tr.cbC 
watched her disakkear into her car and coDe o.t againC then 
disakkear into the tow tr.cbN Awo Din.tes laterC the tow 
tr.cb Dan caDe o.t to hoist the carN

’ow had Kasker ended .k arg.ing axo.t soDething so 
st.kid with this yo.ng woDan  Uhy had she designated hiD 
to assist  The was an okkort.nistZhad told hiD so herselfN 
6.t she was also deskerate for helkN Kasker had notZas far 
as he bnewZxeen a dik-shit in his life and he didnmt want 
to xe one nowN 5f he droue WasDin thereC waitedC and droue 
her xacbC wo.ld it xe so xad  ’emd lose one dayN To what  
’emd xe xacb for dinnerN Uhile he waited for WasDinC he 
co.ld Dabe khone calls to any n.rseries and real estate near 
UoollooloxahN ’e wo.ldnmt haue to lie to Joe axo.t his dayC 
only withhold a Dinor detailNI

Kasker k.t his coat xacb on and ran across to the tow 
tr.cbC kast the seruiceDan who was sec.ring the sidesC and 
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okened WasDinms doorN The h.ddled in her raincoatC h.gging 
herselfC loobing a little red-eyedN

4Wo.mre right axo.t one thingCm he saidN 4Wo.r st.ff is Dore 
iDkortant than DineN 5mll driueNm

Re—.est a Reuiew Hoky
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Reader Reviews

BookLife Prize — "French capably sketches ordinary people 
struggling with everyday issues that feel believable and 
all-too-real." 

����� "This is a thoughtful and thought provoking book … 
sharp, smart and really well done." — Kate, NetGalley

�����  "A  thoroughly  enjoyable  story  with  a  surprising 
ending that will thrill anyone who reads it.’ — Anne-Marie 
Reynolds, 
Reader’s Favorite

����� "Charlotte's writing style is detailed, engaging, and 
captivating." — Salina Coria, Reader's Favorite

����� "I loved this book. I was very touched by the ending." 
— Tiffany, NetGalley

����� "A thought-provoking, at times blackly funny, tale that 
has much for book clubs to discuss." — Marianne Vincent, 
NetGalley
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����� "I absolutely loved this book... The plot quickly rolls 
along and was easy to follow." — Ellen, BookSirens 

����  "French  skilfully  weaves  a  familiar  storyline  with 
a uniqueness that gives it  appeal."  — Carol  Thompson, 
Reader's Favorite

����� " … unputdownable … the author’s strength lies in her 
ability to capture the essence of the characters as humans - 
Lawed, as we all are." — zouise Grey, NetGalley

����� "Charlotte had woven the characters together in such 
a moving way that I didn't see the ending coming. It left me 
with a tear in my eye." — Anna, AmaPon Reviews

���� "I enjoyed its many twists and turns. Easily worth four 
stars." — Frank 1arker for Rosie Amber Book Reviews
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Agnes Treading Water

She said ‘yes’
Will she say 'I do'

… or n(d her c)oldf tee�

Thanks to her late mother’s trust fund, small-town Swede 
Agnes Andersson is cnanyiall. seyureE ?motionall.N vot so 

muyhE After hajing pust returned from a trib to Australia and 
a holida. romanye turned disaster, Agnes is disillusionedE

To mend her 'roken heart, cnd a famil., and 'eat her 
loneliness, sheHs determined to marr. her on-and-off man, 

ThomasE At least heHs honest

Lowejer, as the yeremon. looms, Agnes disyojers sheHs not 
the onl. one with seyretsE The 'ride doesn’t know the groom 
as well as she thinksE Cike surging water, dou't 'egins to riseE 
'aught 'etween the safe har'our sheHs alwa.s wanted and 

unyharted waters, yan Agnes get to the 'ottom of his lies and 
her truth 'efore she takes the brojer'ial blungeN



FREE E-BOOK

Get your FREE eBook Before it Begins
When you sign up for my monthly newsletter
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