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			For those who left us too soon,
 And with too few words.

		

	
		
			(what does not love perceive?)

			Ovid, The Metamorphoses, Book IV, Fable I

			O serpent heart, hid with a flowering face!

			Did ever a dragon keep so fair a cave?

			Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet, Act III, Sc. 2

			Two, by themselves, each other, love and feare

			Slaine, cruell friends, by parting have joyn’d here.

			John Donne, ‘Pyramus and Thisbe’

			I don’t know if I lied when I said we’re not together

			But I’ve tried to talk to you and somehow you seem gone forever.

			Matt Ford, ‘Unsent Letter’

		

	
		
			ONE SUMMER

			 

		

	
		
			STUPID MISTAKES

			They kept their voices low even as their tempers rose. It was a hot night, last-blast-of-summer hot, the cool change running late like a train held up between stations, leaving them nowhere to go but irritation.

			Thisbe gripped the back of the kitchen chair nearest, her small, slim fist white-knuckled as she hissed: ‘I don’t think I can trust a man who doesn’t read.’

			‘A man who doesn’t read?’ John snorted, sloshing the rest of the red into their glasses – apportioning slightly more into his own, she noted. ‘I never said I wouldn’t read it, Thizz. You know that. It’s just that I don’t have time right now.’

			‘Don’t. Have. Time.’ Thisbe mocked him, mimicking the flare of his nostrils: his arrogance, slouching, easy and amused; even the way his bleach-streaked hair fell across his forehead seemed insulting, lazy – up itself. You’re no one special, John Jacobson, Thisbe thought these words, fiercely, but wasn’t quite drunk enough to say them. And yet, only halfway through her second glass, she was already drunk: overtired and undernourished, having eaten nothing since about half past three that afternoon, stuffing a box of sushi down on her way to work. Work: her job as door bitch at The Garden, Sydney’s latest after-dark playground for the rich and soulless, wasn’t real work. She was paid to judge who was admitted and who was rejected, based on what they were wearing, how good-looking they were and whether or not they were famous, at the same time maintaining a roughly seventy-thirty chick–bloke split, and resisting the temptation to press her stamp too firmly into their botoxed foreheads instead of their wrists. It was not a great use of her first-class honours in literature. But, well, she had to pay the rent, didn’t she, while she was —

			While John stood there with that smug smile of his, speck of parsley on a front tooth – and he made even that look like it should be a new trend.

			‘Thizz, come on . . .’ He held out her glass. ‘Be nice.’

			‘Nice?’ Her annoyance vaulted into anger. ‘I’ve never been nice in my life and I don’t intend to start now.’

			‘What —’ John was shocked. She could see he was struggling to keep his own emotions controlled; she could hear the snarl beneath his words: ‘You’d think I just refused to, I don’t know, give up my other lover or something. I’ll read your novel when I can concentrate properly on it – when the shoot has wrapped up for the season. Is that too much to ask?’

			Thisbe’s mind spun through all that seemed too much. She was jealous, so maddeningly jealous, that John had got his first big part in a TV series – he’d leapt from shampoo and pizza commercials to Constable Gary Dawson in the popular justice drama Hard Evidence, and although it was a fairly terrible show, it was a start, a more-than-decent start that had seen his bare torso already gracing the pages of at least two high-circulation women’s magazines. That Thisbe didn’t really watch TV and never read women’s magazines was beside the point: he was on his way. And she was – nowhere. They’d been travelling the same road for so long: six years. They’d met at university, at an audition for the drama society’s production of No Room for Dreamers, a play about an eccentric idealist who believed good sex was the answer to the world’s problems but who self-immolates at the end; John got the lead; Thisbe had baulked at the last minute, too shy to perform at all. He was a couple of years older, and he was so beautiful she could hardly believe he wanted to talk to her at the bar afterwards. She confessed to him there and then that she wasn’t an actor, but a writer, looking to be inspired, and his smile had filled her universe. Still, a bundle of nerves and insecurities meant she baulked at every advance he made from there on, until a little over a year ago, when she finally struck on the thing she wanted to write – struck on a vein of certainty and confidence, and she’d held on tight. Now that she had actually written it, how could he not want to read it? Immediately. How could he not be celebrating her achievement – this second. How could she have raced to the Office Shop on her way to work to have it printed out – for him and him alone – only to have him say, ‘Hey, that’s great, Thizz,’ as if she’d just told him she’d scored a new pair of shoes on discount. ‘I’m dying for you to read it,’ she’d bounced up and down in front of him to show how shining with excitement she was; and he’d said: ‘Oh. Yeah. Sure. Of course. When I get a chance.’

			How could this be happening? They’d been talking about moving in together – after all these years of being so careful with her heart, and piece by piece giving it over to him. In so many essential ways, the manuscript in her backpack was him – and now?

			A coldness swept through her, black as the sea beyond the surf, as she told him: ‘It would take you a couple of hours to read it. It’s not very long. You don’t have a couple of hours for me.’

			‘You know that’s not true,’ John said, but where there should have been all kindness and sympathy, all Thisbe heard was his impatience.

			He took another gulp of wine: ‘Thizz, come on . . .’

			Somewhere inside her tumbling tangle, she knew she was overreacting; she knew she would calm down in an hour or so and resolve this, like the twenty-five-year-old grown-up she was; their fights were never anything more than spats, churlish little bursts, mostly from herself, that were quickly sorted with apologies on both sides and the best sex imaginable. But not tonight. Tonight, her disappointment raged like a monster unleashed from an ancient cave. Primal. Wounded.

			She picked up her backpack, felt its weight as she slung it over her shoulder, heavy with unloved manuscript, though it was only 187 pages in length. Tiny. She was as tiny as her resentment was huge. Overwhelming.

			She walked down the hallway towards the front door, not pausing to remember that John had taken out the lease on this sweet two-bedroom house on pretty, tree-lined Ocean Street for her – waiting for her to join him. He’d been waiting for her all these years.

			‘Where are you going?’ John called after her, bare feet thumping on polished boards.

			‘Home.’ She let herself out; home was a twenty-minute walk away, to the Beach Road flat she shared with her old friend, Jane – who would no doubt wake when Thisbe got in, as she often did, Jane being an insomniac, and, being a borderline alcoholic as well, would think nothing of opening a bottle at two in the morning. She’d have a good moan to Jane. She’d have an even longer moan to Penny in the morning; her best friend in books, Penny, would understand the most.

			‘You’re going to punish me for being tired?’ John sounded incredulous, and in fact tired.

			Thisbe didn’t answer; her heels clicked across the porch tiles and down the concrete steps, one, two, three.

			‘Thizz!’ John finally raised his voice as she walked away into the night, but he let her go; he always let her have her way. She heard him mutter: ‘One day you might at least get a mobile phone – you freak.’

			‘As if,’ she muttered in return, without looking back. She’d never get a mobile phone – she couldn’t think of anything worse. Stay connected, so the relentless advertising said. John was so connected he rarely had his hand off his, jumping to its bleeps and dings like his life depended on it, checking his messages and his Narcissistic-Personality-Disorder-Space-Face thingo all the time as if it was some measure of existence. She knew he worried about her walking on her own late at night; she knew all he wanted was for her to be able to send a text message saying she’d got in – ‘Come on, Thizz,’ he’d say, ‘this is 2007. The world is a big, bad place and we have the technology to make it better.’ But, apart from not being able to afford the extra bill, she was convinced mobile phones would ruin true soul-to-soul communication, that those threads of thought which bound us to each other would be weakened without wonder and worry. Let him worry, she thought as she clipped away from him up the footpath now. Let him stew, let him think hard about – about what?

			She almost turned around, to walk back to him and stop this nonsense, to tell him, ‘Sorry, darling boy, can we rewind and start that conversation again?’ But indignation had bitten her too hard – accompanied by a fast-gathering shame. Who was she to get so uppity about her dumb novel? Who did she think she was carrying on like that? Doubtless, the manuscript would never be published anyway. Freak indeed. Embarrassment settled across her shoulders; yes, she deserved to sleep alone tonight – have a good, hard think about her own behaviour. She hoped John was too tired himself to give any of it too much more thought; she’d call him via the landline in the morning. No, she’d get up early and surprise him with breakfast from their favourite bakery – cherry strudel. And a lemon sorbet. God, it was hot; the air was so sticky and thick with the scent of jasmine, she felt she was moving through a bowl of tepid jelly trifle.

			The traffic lights ahead on Bondi Road turned red; a cab pulled up with its vacant sign glowing, but though it was no more than thirty metres off, she couldn’t run to try to catch it. Her slender legs were leaden, and her heels, while they might have been just five centimetres high, were spiky little kittens not designed for sprinting. She stopped for a moment to slip off her shoes, hooking a finger into the slingback of the left one and, off balance, she thought her right shoulder had nudged the tree she stood beneath. She was still wishing she was the anything-goes type that could wear a pair of sandshoes with a cocktail frock, when she realised it wasn’t a tree beside her, but a person. She saw the rolled cuff of a shirtsleeve, an arm reaching for her backpack.

			Oh no. She felt the straps yank at her elbow. I’m being robbed.

			If it had been any other night and she’d been carrying a handbag instead, containing not much more than wallet and water bottle, she might have let it go, let him have it, whoever he was. If she had been wearing her backpack as it was intended to be worn, with the straps over both shoulders, she might not have been robbed at all. But she was being robbed, and she couldn’t let this prick have her backpack – it contained her manuscript, the first printout of her novel. And not only that, it contained the notebook in which she’d scribbled and stored all her ideas and inspiration for the story; a kind of scrapbook full of every irreplaceable thing: a beer coaster stained in the shape of Australia, a bus ticket on which she’d scrawled the opening line for chapter two; photographs, newspaper clippings; several really awful poems. She’d wanted to share all this with John, too; she’d imagined them laughing in bed over every bit of —

			‘No!’ she screamed and scrabbled at the straps, tussling with the thief. In the dimness cast by the tree, shielding them from the streetlamp’s glow across the road, she couldn’t quite see him; he was broad and tall, all angles, and perhaps had wavy hair. He smelled of body odour and chewing gum. He said nothing as she screamed again: ‘Help! Help me!’ She screamed at the blank back end of the post office over on the opposite corner: ‘Help me, please!’

			She looked up through the branches, found an apartment window there, a fuzzy yellow square, but she didn’t get the chance to make another sound.

			The blow to her cheek knocked her into the brick wall that ran alongside the footpath, the rear of a takeaway shop closed for the night, but she couldn’t seem to feel anything much except for the thud and scrape of her knee as she fell to the ground. She was sure her eyes were open, yet all she saw was blackness, everywhere; she tried to pull herself up, her hands grasping at the wall, at the footpath, but she was falling. Falling into the blackness. A sharp, cutting snap at her throat and – Oh no, please no – he was robbing her again. He was taking the necklace her mother had given her for her twenty-first birthday, a chain of white gold set with diamonds and pink topaz.

			Mum, Thisbe called through the black as she fell and fell, I’m so sorry. She was sorry she hadn’t phoned in over three weeks; that she’d been too busy, too selfish, too caught up in finishing her story; she was sorry she hadn’t amounted to anything. All her friends were on their way, going places, and Thizz was only . . .

			Here.

			Why did you hurt me?

			A distant crash of thunder rumbled up from the sea; she could smell the coming rain.

			She knew she was dying; she could feel her life leaving, a sensation not unlike the way water streams across the skin when stepping out of a bath. It wasn’t unpleasant, but it broke her heart. She didn’t want to go. With the last of her life, she thought of John and hoped her story would somehow find him; she hoped he would be all right without her.

			Darling boy . . .

			She tried to send her love out through the night, to touch his face one final and forever time.

			There was a burst of light beneath her then, like a flower unfurling its styles; like tendrils of fairy floss. She fell into it, and she was gone.

			*

			‘You’ll need to accompany us to the station,’ the policeman at the door was saying, and John, still in his boxer shorts, wasn’t sure if he was dreaming.

			‘What?’ He rubbed his eyes, hangover crashing behind them; he’d downed half another bottle last night, in a bid for unconsciousness. ‘What’s happened to Thisbe?’ This cop on his doorstep, a detective someone, had just said something about an assault and investigation – of what? Thizz?

			Terror jolted into him even before the clarification came: ‘Miss Chisholm is deceased.’

			Deceased. What did that mean? This was a script; he was still asleep; this wasn’t real.

			‘No.’ He shook his head.

			‘I’m sure this is difficult for you,’ the second cop stepped forward, a woman and younger than the other one, but she was in uniform, carrying a gun on her hip. ‘It’s difficult for everyone, a tragedy like this. But you do need to come with us now, Mr Jacobson – right now.’

			‘Am I being arrested?’ John asked, still confused, still grappling for sense.

			‘No.’ The male cop said, and looked him over like he’d already made up his mind. ‘Why should we arrest you?’

			John might have been a pretend TV policeman of only three months’ experience on the job, but he knew enough to do precisely as he was told from that point. He said to the real ones here: ‘I’ll get dressed.’

			They stood watching him from the doorway as he did so – quickly. As he wrestled with the idea: Thisbe’s dead?

			‘What happened to her?’ he asked when he turned to them again, looking up from buckling his belt.

			‘Bashed,’ the male cop said, giving John another looking over, making his own anger very cold and very clear. ‘Her skull was smashed in. Looks like there was an attempt at strangulation, too. Left for dead, poor girl. Left lying on the side of the road, in the rain, in the storm.’

			John felt the floor tilt beneath his feet; his stomach twisted and lurched. ‘Excuse me for a moment – please,’ he managed to say, staggering past them, just making it to the sink in the kitchen, where he heaved up the first acrid wave of devastation.

			‘Seems it was a robbery,’ the female cop said gently 
behind him.

			‘Or made to look like one,’ said the other cop, inspecting the kitchen table, the wine bottles and dirty glasses there, one of them smeared with a trace of Thisbe’s lipstick; pink lipstick; she always wore the same shade of pink. ‘Contents of her wallet scattered up the road. Not a professional criminal.’

			John wiped his face on a tea towel and then followed them out to the police car; it wasn’t far to Waverley Police Station, no more than a couple of k’s. It was a big station, though, with a courthouse beside it, and as they pulled up at the kerb, John saw a man about his own age out the front, alone, drawing hard on a smoke, looking stressed, looking like an unprofessional criminal. And it was there that John’s guilt rushed around him and into him, filling his empty, aching stomach with stone. Of course, he didn’t kill Thisbe, but he did, didn’t he. He was responsible.

			If only he hadn’t let her go off on her own like that. If only he hadn’t been such an arsehole.

			What were the last words he’d spoken to her? You freak. That’s what he’d said.

			Unloving. Uncaring. Just like —

			He’d just wanted to get a bit drunk; he’d had a bad day on set: the director had called him a moron in front of half the cast and the catering crew; that hadn’t been his fault, either – the director, Chrissie, who was also young and new, had actually misread the script – but as a pretty-boy blow-in it had felt like he’d screwed up monumentally. And now he most definitely had.

			He was taken into a windowless, airless interview room, where he sat through the cops’ questions – asking all about his relationship with ‘Miss Chisholm’, all about the events of last night – and he couldn’t even listen to his own answers. Did he say they’d had a fight? He probably should have asked for a lawyer to be present, he should have asked if he could call his father, at least – his father was a lawyer, at the tough end of the business, for Legal Aid – but John couldn’t think straight enough to ask anything so sensible as that. As the interview went on and on, he learned that he’d slept through a storm that had torn the flyscreens off the windows on the house next door. He learned that a man resembling himself in age and height and colouring had been seen belting up Bondi Road towards the Junction. He learned that Thisbe’s older sister, Cynthia, was the one who identified the body, with their father away at a conference in San Francisco, and their mother too ill with shock to face it.

			‘Know the family well, do you?’ the female cop was asking, and while John replied, ‘I suppose, sort of, not really, I don’t know,’ all he could think of was that Cynthia hated him. He didn’t take this personally: the whole Chisholm family were too good for anyone; father a cosmetic dentist, mother a prim and perfect housework fanatic, Cynthia a sports physio and medal-winning triathlete; they lived in a shamelessly upsized McMansion on the arcadian outer edge of the Hills District north-west of the city, all high fences and security cameras, two acres of painted-on lawn; they were shallow, pretentious, insular and insensitive – everything that Thisbe wasn’t. But their contempt seemed justified today. He supposed that Cynthia had suggested him as suspect number one, and provided them with his particulars; why wouldn’t she?

			He didn’t hear the next question, and said, ‘I’m sorry? I —’

			The male cop’s phone went off and, on glancing at it, he got up and left the room to take the call: ‘Thommo. Yeah, mate, what have you got?’

			‘It’s been rough, hey?’ the other one asked across the table.

			Rough. That seemed a strange word to John: ‘rough’ was the scratch of wet sand beneath hands and knees, the graze of concrete, the footpath on the corner of Ocean Street and Bondi Road. Thizz died there. How could that be?

			‘Do you have any questions of your own?’ the cop asked, and she seemed concerned, frowning at him, but with something that might have looked like compassion.

			‘No.’ John couldn’t think of what a question was, never mind if he had any.

			‘If it helps to know,’ she said, dropping her voice, leaning closer, ‘I can tell you that Miss Chisholm wasn’t harmed in any other way.’

			‘What?’ John stared after the words. Thisbe couldn’t be any more harmed than she already was: she was dead. Dead? What?

			‘I mean, she wasn’t assaulted in any sexual way.’ The cop’s face reddened, but John nodded in some appreciation as she added: ‘There’s no indication that much of a struggle took place. Her house keys were still tucked into her bra. It’s for the coroner to say officially, but it seems it would have been very quick.’

			John nodded again. The details didn’t make a difference to what had happened, to what he’d done to make it happen, but he knew he’d wonder about these kinds of things later. He told the cop: ‘Thank you.’

			She was about to say something else when the other cop came back in, looking no less convinced of John’s guilt but telling him: ‘Right, then, Mr Jacobson, it appears we have all the information from you we need, for the time being. You’re free to go. Don’t skip town.’

			He looked from one to the other; for a second he didn’t see the point in getting up from his chair, before he understood that he was being asked to leave.

			He walked back out into the day, bright now with mid-morning glare; a bus blaring past; a mob of small schoolchildren being herded across the road at the lights. By habit, he thought to turn on his phone, but he couldn’t. He had to let Chrissie know he wouldn’t make it to the shoot today – he wasn’t due at the set until two, but he wasn’t going to get there at all. Not in this state. Not ever. He had to let someone know what had happened; he couldn’t imagine forming the words, though. Any words.

			The footpath threw up diamond specks as he took his first steps back towards Bondi, into this new, strange world, and all he could see was Thizz, turning her head, her necklace glinting in the sun, her skinny ankles running for the bus: ‘Hurry up, John!’

			He could not imagine the future, any future, without her. He was going to ask her if she wanted to get engaged next year; he’d had a vague plan to save enough for a deposit on a house first. He had almost twenty-five grand in the bank, but needed to triple that yet before they could start looking. They wouldn’t have been able to afford Bondi, probably, the way prices were going, but maybe a little dump in the inner city – they could do it up themselves; he’d dab his paintbrush on the tip of her nose. He’d longed to make a home with her for so long. He understood her need for caution, for time – that she’d wanted to make something of herself before she got married, find her path, write that novel. And now —

			How? How could this all be gone? How could this day, this ordinary Wednesday, this seventh of February, be the day that destroyed everything: every hope, every joy. Gone.

			John got as far as the bus stop on the other side of the road, not knowing how he’d crossed through the heavy workday traffic. He sat down in the cool, dank corner of the shelter and put his head in his hands; he couldn’t even cry. He just wanted to be with Thisbe. He just wanted to see her again. He wanted what had happened to unhappen.

			Something tapped the side of his boot: the rubber stub of a walking stick, he saw, and didn’t look up, thinking it was some old person misjudging the shadow here, or not seeing him as they peered inside for the timetable. It was a woman, so the shoes told him; she sat down next to him with a sigh and said: ‘Whatever it is, you will be all right.’ She spoke with a European accent of some sort, as many elderly people in this area did, survivors of war and genocide. He couldn’t reply, he couldn’t look at her, yet she spoke again anyway: ‘It won’t hurt any less tomorrow or even in one hundred years, but you will come to understand better whatever there is to understand from the experience.’

			This might have been sage advice, and from a voice that could have come straight from his childhood, one of his late grandmother’s friends, but it wasn’t the time for him to hear it. He stood up and said, ‘Excuse me, please,’ and as he walked out of the bus shelter, heading for the corner, he thought he heard the woman whisper, ‘Darling boy.’

			Darling boy: the name that Thisbe called him – in love, making love, making up, making pesto in his kitchen, making a cup of tea. Making him.

			Darling boy: the hum of traffic seemed to murmur it, too, as he left the main road for tight suburban backstreets lined with empty cars, empty houses: empty windows glaring at him. The footpaths, littered with gum leaves and palm fronds from last night’s storm, were shouting at him now: Look at what you’ve done. And when he saw the wide blue sea that lay beyond, it roared up across Bondi at him, at all he’d ruined.

			He walked straight past his street, walked and walked, all the way down to the beach; he didn’t know why or where he was going. He should have called his agent, Marguerite, to let her know that he was spinning out, let her know before the media went ballistic, plastering pages with speculation. But still he couldn’t even look at his phone. ‘You love that phone more than me – the whore,’ Thizz would say, and he didn’t ever want to look at his phone again.

			There were people he could have called: his father, he’d be in his outer Sydney Penrith office right now, assisting some poor bastard who’d stolen a clean pair of jeans or broken parole; his mother, up in Byron Bay, she’d be faffing around in her wholefoods shop; his best mate, Simon, was only across town in Marrickville; the address book on his phone was full of friends . . . But, five or five hundred kilometres away, none of them were here. In Bondi. He’d grown up here, before the small and unspectacular Jacobson diaspora occurred after Omi, his grandmother, had died; that was over fifteen years ago, but still this was home in a way no other place could be.

			The smell of salt and seaweed, the shushing and pounding of the surf, this stretch of sand. He fell to it now as though its warmth were the last of Thisbe’s; he grasped at the grains: each one his home with her. All gone. She would lie on this sand for hours, her skin turning golden brown, tanning defiantly, telling any critic with an enigmatic grin: ‘I can’t help it. I’m half lizard. A skink slipping out from under the house. Scientific name, Lampropholis guichenoti. True.’

			‘You all right there?’ A woman was standing over him: fluoro-green exercise pants and white baseball cap; a jogger run down from the promenade above. ‘You’re not having an asthma attack, are you?’

			‘What?’ Shame of all kinds washed through him as he supposed he must have looked unwell, there on his hands and knees, on the sand; he stood up quickly: ‘No. I —’ He reached for the lie and its truth: ‘I lost something.’

			‘Oh? I’ll help you look – what is it?’ the woman asked, then squinted at him. ‘Hey, don’t I know you?’

			Go away. He might have pushed her if he’d been just a little bit more insane, but he managed to say, ‘It’s okay, thank you,’ turning away, pulling out his phone, embarrassment triggering the automatic action, his thumb pressing it on before any further thought. He stared at the rainbow flash of the small, square screen, cartoon icons staring back at him like random symbols on a poker machine; this was a state-of-the-art phone, in-built camera and stereo speakers, and he might have chucked it into the sea – except that he hadn’t yet downloaded the photos he’d taken of Thizz last Sunday. They hadn’t done anything special, only had some drinks with friends in the backyard, but the sun on her hair, she’d had it dyed a sort of orange-pink colour, and it looked so good, he —

			He couldn’t believe he would never see her again.

			And then the phone rang, its frenetic plinking synth startling him so that he almost dropped it. He didn’t immediately recognise the number, though it was familiar. Illogically, he thought it might have been the police, that maybe they were going to tell him there’d been a mistake, so he answered it: ‘Hello?’

			‘Hello, John?’ He did recognise the voice – one of Thisbe’s close girlfriends: ‘It’s Penny.’

			Penny Katschinski. He liked Penny, a lot: she was such a good friend to Thizz, always encouraging her to keep on with her writing. But he couldn’t respond.

			‘Sorry if I’ve got you at a bad time,’ she went on. ‘I’ve been trying to get hold of Thizz – since yesterday – and Jane doesn’t know where she is. Is she there? With you?’ Penny waited a moment before persisting: ‘John? Are you there? This is a terrible line.’ She would have heard nothing from his end but a breathy scrape of breeze over the tiny black holes of the phone mic. ‘John, where are you?’

			‘Penny . . .’ He couldn’t not tell her, this lovely girl who loved Thisbe. ‘I . . .’

			‘John, what’s wrong?’

			‘Thisbe’s gone,’ he said finally. ‘She’s – she was walking home and . . .’ John could hear himself telling Penny all the things he couldn’t say and Penny shouting, ‘No! Oh my God, no. Where are you? I’m coming over now. I’ll be half an hour max – I’ll catch a cab. Oh my God, no.’

			He walked back up from the beach to his house through alien drifts of surfers and tourists, and then he sat down at the kitchen table with Thisbe’s lipstick-smeared glass. He sat there and drank the rest of last night’s red as he waited for Penny to come; and he was grateful she was on her way – she’d find the words that needed to be said to everyone else. She was a book editor, working for a publishing company in the city, always telling Thizz she couldn’t wait to read her manuscript when it was ready, couldn’t wait to be the one to make her a literary star. They’d laugh and laugh together, teasing each other with their wildest ambitions, but Penny was never really joking, John could tell. She was one of the most genuine people he’d ever met; serious, earnest, loyal.

			When he heard her sharp, sure knock at the door, he got up to let her in, but as he did he saw someone else arrive, another car behind her cab, TV station logo emblazoned on the side, a woman dashing up towards the front path, cameraman in tow: ‘John, isn’t it? John Jacobson? I’m Tiffany Newland from —’

			‘Fuck off,’ Penny had thrown the directive over her shoulder, shoving John inside and slamming the door in the trash reporter’s face.

			They stood in the hallway then, shock upon shock, Penny’s clear blue eyes blinking through quickly streaming tears: ‘I’m so sorry, John. I’m so sorry.’

			Still, he couldn’t cry; Penny held him there in the hallway as he shook. He trembled as if his blood were juddering through barbed and brittle veins. He could feel Thisbe’s footsteps on the boards beneath his feet, and all he wanted to do was follow her.

		

	
		
			IMPOSSIBLE GOODBYES

			Penny did her best to shield John from the hounding of the press, and in the days that unfolded as they waited for the post-mortem report, the pack was relentless: phone calls; a knock at the door just on dawn or late at night; a car parked across the road for hours on end, its driver sitting there watching. Of course, legal constraints meant that no journalist could say it straight – that John was the killer of young and beautiful Thisbe Chisholm – but the innuendo seeped stickily through every word of every column like molten tar.

			‘How many times has the tearful partner been found out to indeed be the deluded, bungling murderer?’ opined one; another insinuated that John’s swiftly rising star may have provoked some rare psychotic episode in which the murderer becomes unaware of his crimes. Yet another, on a gossip blog, snarkily implied that the ‘glamour couple’ seemed to have written their ‘very own soap opera’. Most evilly, though, the sole tabloid not pointing the finger at John focused on what Thisbe had been wearing: ‘a slim-fitting black mini-dress, perhaps drawing the attention of an opportunist’, and noting that,

			according to police, Miss Chisholm appeared to have lost a shoe when surprised by her attacker, suggesting that she may have tried to run but was unable to do so – a grim reminder that designer high heels are not made for walking alone at night.

			As if Thizz had brought this on herself. As if she had deliberately invited some thug to attack her. They referred to her as ‘Thisbe Rae Chisholm, 25-year-old nightclub attendant’ – as if that’s all she was.

			Penny hated reading all this cheap and nasty crap, but she couldn’t look away – it was like one long and painful editorial car crash. Newsprint or internet, she read every putrid word. As if her own absorption of these cruelties could somehow protect John from it all.

			For her, nothing seemed harder or more heartbreaking than watching him implode. He was almost entirely incapable of speaking; he would sit at the kitchen table drinking, either coffee or wine, answering her questions with barely coherent responses that seemed to grow softer and sadder as the days went by. Days that Penny had shared with him, or tried to, staying in the spare room, arranging the time off work to care for him, putting her own grief on hold as she did. Not even his dad, Adam, with whom he’d seemed to have an easy, matey relationship, could reach him. Adam was here right now trying to convince John to come to the memorial that would be held on the beach later that morning, this Wednesday morning, a week on from – had it really been a week? Penny couldn’t fathom it, or the last five minutes, as she unstacked the dishwasher, listening to John’s father, behind her.

			‘It’ll be good for you to see your friends,’ he reasoned. ‘See the proof that no one blames you.’

			But John wasn’t reasonable. ‘I don’t care if they blame me or not,’ he said. ‘I blame myself. I know what happened.’

			‘And I know you blame yourself,’ his dad said, all patience and kindness. ‘It’s understandable that you would feel like this. Any good man would. But you have to go to the memorial. You have to do it for Thizz. How can you not go? It’s not like they’re going to hold another one next month when you’ve got your act together.’

			A very good point. Today’s memorial would be their only opportunity for any public mourning. The Chisholm family, being the closed set they were, would have a private funeral when Thisbe’s body was eventually released to them. They hadn’t returned Penny’s calls, one for condolences, and one to let them know about the memorial being planned by her friends; Penny had hoped she might be able to ask for some childhood photos of Thizz, for the video slideshow that was being put together, but all she’d got was the answering machine, and a note in the mailbox addressed to John yesterday explaining their need for privacy – one so brief and bereft it might as well have read, ‘and no further correspondence will be entered into’. Penny wasn’t all that fussed about going to the memorial, either. Jane – Jane Furlow, Thisbe’s flatmate and partner in most crimes of alcohol – was the instigator of this ‘celebration of Thisbe’s life’, and Jane, being her bossy, barge-through self, was doing it all in a big way. There would be music – a classical ensemble, as well as a band. There would be catering and kegs of booze – courtesy of a generous client at the corporate law firm where Jane worked. That was make-anything-happen Jane. She’d not been at that firm twelve months, cutting her teeth on banking and finance law, but she could make people jump at the click of her perfectly manicured fingertips, a sly raising of an eyebrow, a flirty glance. She could make you feel you were missing out on the coolest offer ever if you didn’t dare to join her, and more often than not, that would lead to mischief, some sort of fun. Today wasn’t going to be any sort of fun, though. Not for Penny. The last thing she wanted to do was party, but she would. Thisbe Chisholm was worth a celebration – or several.

			‘I can’t go.’ John was looking up at his father, dark brown eyes so wounded it hurt just to look at him. ‘I killed her, Dad,’ he said. ‘It was me.’

			It was madness. Anyone with half an inkling of human psychology could see John was having a breakdown. But he spoke of his guilt with such certainty, it gave Penny the chills. Of course, John didn’t do it – there was never a man more devoted to his girlfriend – but doubts prickled each time he carried on like this.

			‘You can’t say that.’ His father’s tone was sharp and firm. ‘Apart from wrongly incriminating yourself, it’s getting on my nerves. Wake up, John. This isn’t all about you. I know it cuts like hell, but you’ll regret it if you don’t go. You need to start saying goodbye. As tough as it is, you have to do this. You have no choice.’

			John hung his head; elbows on his knees where he sat, slumped over on that damned kitchen chair, as if he was welded to it, as if his pyjama pants would have to be surgically removed if he didn’t change into something else soon. Penny yet again sent out prayers to every god she knew that John would wake up from this nightmare, that he would begin to talk things through, get some perspective, glimpse some chink of reality. Not for the first time she wondered if there might have been a deeper problem at play underlying all this – a fragility. A mother issue, maybe. He did tend to let women steamroll him – Thizz had treated him dreadfully at times, like her personal puppet on a string, snapping at him in front of friends, a criticism here, a complaint there. And he’d clam up, like this writ small; he’d sigh and smile and acquiesce. But Penny could hear his hurt churn – a hurt that was raging today. Where was his mother? Sandy Jacobson couldn’t get away from her shop to be here, so she’d told Adam; it was too busy over summer and she couldn’t get someone in. But as far as Penny read the situation, Sandy Jacobson was too self-absorbed. Couldn’t she shut the shop? Deprive the cashed-up Byron Bay hippies of their mung beans and soy flour for a couple of days? Apparently not. She’d met Sandy, briefly, last July, when work had sent her up there for the Byron Writers Festival; an attractive woman, proud jaw and fine olive skin, like her son, Sandy had said on introduction, ‘Oh? A friend of John’s? How nice.’ As if she wasn’t quite sure who John was. If John’s glamorous life were in fact a soap opera, Penny reflected now, it would be a thoroughly middle-class one: boring and fraught beneath the stylishly understated home décor and —

			The landline telephone screamed into the silence, ambulance shrill, and as Penny was nearest, and John was incapable, she picked it up.

			‘Hello?’ Expecting another press hound, she told whoever it was: ‘This is Penny Katschinski.’ And you’d better not push my buttons, fuck-knuckle.

			But it was news, real news. ‘Ah, yeah, Penny, it’s Wilko here.’ Bryan Wilkhurst – John’s lawyer and Jacobson family friend. ‘The post-mortem’s in and, well, short story – Johnny’s in the clear, let him know, will you? Longer version, you probably don’t want to let him know – turns out Thisbe had blood under her fingernails. She’s given the bastard quite a gash, quite a fight, and the police are satisfied that this physical evidence puts Johnny out of the picture. As for the cause of death, it was her head hitting a hard surface that killed her – out like a light – catastrophic brain injury, subdural haematoma, et cetera, et cetera. So quick, she likely wouldn’t have suffered. Much. She was punched in the face, and that’s how she fell with such a force, but it seems she wasn’t strangled – most likely got that bruise on her neck from him ripping her jewellery off her. Looks like he just wanted some quick cash. Hope he got five bucks in coinage. Still no idea who he is – probably a junkie. Crazy bastard. It’ll all go on to the coroner now . . .’

			The information had gone straight to Penny’s knees, her emotions whirling. Thizz fought him? In all the darkness she’d been moving through each of these darkest, blackest days, here was a tiny flare of something bright – something of Thisbe. She was more than a victim, more than a silly woman struck down in the dead of night. But knowing that she had fought, fought for her life, only made Penny cry. She’d held back her tears since that very first shock, she’d held them back for John, but now she couldn’t stop them falling through a silent wail. She handed the phone to Adam; she stood with her back to the world and cried.

			Where was Thisbe now? Where were all her shining words? Where was her vibrant, ever-glittering energy? What happens to all our imaginings when we die? How unfair it was that Penny would never get to share Thisbe’s first manuscript with her, share the terror and the thrill. Where was the manuscript? Penny still wanted to read it. She wanted to read Thisbe’s novel like she’d never wanted to read anything else. She wanted to hold the pages to her heart and cry, and cry.

			‘Penny . . .’ She felt a hand on her shoulder: John’s. ‘Pen, I . . . I’ll go and get ready.’

			Tears, useless as they always were, at least were good for this.

			John got up off that bloody chair. He went into his room and got dressed.

			*

			The police presence down at the beach was not subtle: uniformed pairs, two of them, strolled up and down the long promenade, conspicuous for a midweek midmorning – a cool and overcast one at that. Penny shivered in her sundress at this first breath of autumn, pressing herself closer to John, holding his arm tight against her ribs as they made their way across the sand.

			There were fifty or so people gathered at the bottom of the promenade steps, more on the way, spilling from the forecourt of the stately old pavilion. Many of them wore business suits, taking a few hours off work to pay their respects, but everyone was wearing some kind of floral tribute: a pink rose in a buttonhole, a colourful garland, a frangipani behind the ear – frangipanis everywhere. Quintessentially Sydney. Quintessentially Thizz. Penny had forgotten about the flower thing, though. Damn – oh, whatever. She cared and she didn’t care as she scanned the crowd for Jane. A crowd of shapes and faces she knew and didn’t know: friends from uni days; theatre friends; friends of friends; bar staff and partyers from The Garden where Thizz had worked; an older man, standing on his own and flowerless, too, who could have been her boss, could have been a detective. Penny shivered again. Was it even remotely plausible that the killer could be among them? She’d read enough schlock procedurals to know that returning to the scene of the crime was more than a cliché, but why would a random drug addict bother to turn up here? Unless – no, surely it wasn’t possible that anyone in this crowd was responsible for Thisbe’s death. No, just not possible. There was too much love on this beach, so much love for Thizz. As John had only been cleared a matter of hours ago, perhaps the cops down here hadn’t yet got the latest memo – not that this seemed very plausible, either.

			‘Air on a G String’ wafted on the breeze, cello picking out a heartbeat beneath a trio of violins. This scene was like some oddly sombre wedding, and already Penny couldn’t bear it. Her eyes filled again, her vision swimming behind her sunglasses, and she looked away, into the sea.

			‘Darlings.’ It was Jane, sweeping towards them, barefoot and elegant in black tie-waisted slacks, crisp-collared shirt, hot pink, a halo of white gardenias perched in her feathery platinum hair. She looked like an archangel stepped down from on high for a Vogue photo shoot. She always looked like that, and Penny always shrank slightly in her presence – it didn’t help that Jane was six foot two, alabaster-fair and lithe everywhere. It wasn’t as though Penny was unattractive herself, and her look was certainly as distinctive, but while she was all cotton frocks and cardigans, plump and soft, Jane seemed to consume the atmosphere around her, pulling focus to her like a magnet – or a vortex. After glancing kisses, she clutched hold of John’s other arm, leaning around him to Penny: ‘Darling, there’s a tray of flowers inside, on the table by the food – in the Seagull Room. Be a love and go and get them? Help yourself while you’re there? To the flowers, I mean. Not the food.’ Jane raised that eyebrow of hers, as if bemused. As if the forgetting of flowers was somehow a mark of Penny’s general incompetence; as if eating was something of a character flaw, too.

			Usually, such an exchange would have Penny smiling compliantly and wandering off in the opposite direction, but on this occasion, she was grateful for the excuse to break from John. She rubbed the back of his forearm, saying, ‘I won’t be long,’ and when he looked at her, he appeared confused, as if he didn’t know where he was; or who Penny might have been.

			Her eyes filled yet again and only more as she walked away towards the pavilion, passing John’s father as she went. He was sitting on the steps consoling John’s best mate, Simon Holloway, probably not so much over losing Thizz, but losing John himself, who hadn’t spoken to Simon at all, shut him out completely, with everyone else – refusing to answer his phone to friends, refusing to come to the door. Penny looked over her shoulder as she walked across the forecourt: Jane had her arms wrapped around John’s neck, swaying as if in some slow dance. How wrong that seemed. So wrong: John didn’t like Jane much, made no secret of what an ego-tripping faker he thought she was. But everything was wrong today, wasn’t it?

			‘Penny? Penny Kazinski?’ A woman she didn’t recognise was following her into the shaded, colonnaded face of the pavilion; she was maybe forty-something, dyed black hair, voluminous black sack dress and clinking silver bangles.

			‘Katschinski,’ Penny corrected her, an unthinking reflex, as was her frown of suspicion, supposing she might be a journalist.

			‘Marguerite,’ she introduced herself. A cigarette-rasp inside well-rounded vowels; forthright: ‘Marguerite Barclay – John’s agent.’

			‘Oh?’ What the freak are you doing here? Penny had fielded a couple of calls from her that ran along the lines of, ‘Is John able to speak to me yet?’ the answer being, ‘No, I’m afraid not.’

			Marguerite Barclay appeared to be embarrassed now – as well she should have been – clearing her throat, cheeks flushing red. She said: ‘I understand this is absolutely inappropriate. However, the producer and director are becoming desperate. If John is unable to get back on board next week, at least to talk about things, how to handle the fallout, they’re going to cut him from the show.’

			‘What do you want me to say to that?’ Penny couldn’t conceal her contempt. ‘I can’t speak for John, and he can barely speak at all.’

			‘Yes, well —’ The woman really was apologetic. ‘I’m sorry . . .’

			And Penny was apologetic, too; she suggested: ‘You might want to speak to John’s father – Adam Jacobson.’ She gestured in his direction, down on the stairs. ‘Blue shirt, dark trousers. He’s a solicitor and a very decent man. I’m sure he’ll help you sort it out. But John is unwell, I can say that much.’ She wanted to add: I’m sure he couldn’t care less about Hard Evidence or any other TV show – the only place he should be going to with any urgency is a hospital. But it wasn’t Penny’s place to say or even think these things.

			Marguerite Barclay got the point, nevertheless. ‘Thank you,’ she said and assured: ‘I won’t bother Mr Jacobson today, except to give him my card. Please, will you give John my love? We all care about him, not just at the agency, but everyone on the show, too. Please let him know.’

			Penny nodded with, ‘I will,’ not that she thought it would make any difference. Nothing would. Thisbe was gone from them and the world was a colder, harsher place all around; the rules had changed in some as yet indefinable way.

			She scurried off, forcing more tears aside to focus on usefulness, and found the tray of flowers on one of the tables inside the empty conference hall. Streamers hung from helium balloons floating on the ceiling, pink and white and orange – Thisbe’s colours – and the reflection they cast across the gleaming timber floor gave the effect of walking on bubbles. It was so lovely, so Thisbe, Penny stopped for a moment to take a breath. To take a flower and put it in her hair: a big, fat peony the colour of high-summer watermelon, the colour of Thizz’s latest dye job. Penny closed her eyes as she tucked the stem into the band that held her ponytail, and made a promise as she did so: I’ll always think of you inside fresh flowers and bubbles and loveliness . . . And when she opened her eyes again, she saw Thisbe standing over the other side of the room, inside a sudden splash of light from the tall arched windows there.

			‘Don’t forget John,’ Thisbe said in that distracted and impatient way she often had when she was talking more to herself than anyone else. She wasn’t there at all, Penny knew that. The vision was nothing but a trick of grief. She seemed as real as day though, standing there in a favourite dress, a Valentino rip-off, Jane Austen-esque A-line in pale pink lace that hovered above her long legs, mid-thigh – naughty but nice. Fading back into the light with a shifting of the clouds outside, she insisted: ‘Don’t forget my darling boy.’

			‘I won’t,’ Penny promised that, too, picking up the tray of flowers and hurrying back to the gathering again to look for him. It was an easy promise to make: Penny would be John’s stalwart friend for as long as they both continued to share this life. A bond had been forged this past week, even though John was unable to know it, and bonds for Penny were hard currency – unshakable, unbreakable. Fidelity was etched into her DNA, formed of many tough strands of resilience, from Russian Jews slipping through Stalin’s vicissitudes, to Irish rebels transported here in chains; but most of all, her faithfulness came from her mother, who raised Penny and her younger brother all alone after their father’s small, sad defeat at the hands of pancreatic cancer seventeen years ago, and taught them both that compassion is the most powerful gift each of us owns – bestowed or received.

			Down on the beach, John stood on the damp strand surrounded by friends, but alone among them, hands in his pockets, hunched and disconnected. Jane had begun proceedings, reading a poem Penny couldn’t quite hear – or perhaps she wasn’t listening. She heard the quiet click of a camera clearly enough: a guy in boardshorts a few metres away pretending his newspaper zoom lens wasn’t an obscene intrusion. She moved through the crowd, perhaps a hundred strong now, holding out her tray, making sure all had a flower or two, but she couldn’t share in any chat or platitude; she couldn’t seem to concentrate on any words occurring outside her own head, or any sounds at all beyond the swish of the surf and the faraway cry of a gull, calling her name: ‘Pen – Penny! Henny Penny! Pen!’ Thisbe, calling into her sore heart again.

			Not usually one to drink in the daytime, or much at any time by comparison to her confrères, Penny couldn’t wait to hook into the wine herself today. To let go. But they had yet to toss their flowers on the sea. Jane cast hers out first, her garland spinning gracefully onto the crest of a wave. It was perfect, all so very perfect, down to the timing of the tide, it seemed, and Jane was to be congratulated for attending to every detail – in this sense, Jane Furlow was always dependable. But the whole display was so contrived. It was even Valentine’s Day today. Thizz’d adore the anti-sentimentality, Jane had told her on the phone. But would Thizz have adored this? Penny didn’t know, not really. She only knew everything felt so very wrong, and she grabbed John’s arm once more to try to save him from it, however she could.

			‘Let’s go and get trashed,’ she said to him, squeezing 
his hand.

			But although he managed a faint smile, he said, ‘Sorry, Pen. I can’t do it. I’ve got to go . . . I’m so tired. I just want to lie down.’

			She understood, and she’d have taken him home herself, but Adam appeared at his side: ‘I’ll go with you.’ Simon was there, too: ‘Come on, mate.’

			Penny was tempted to join them, but it seemed best he should spend some time with the two men who loved him most; perhaps that was exactly what he needed. She told him: ‘I’ll go back to the flat, for tonight,’ her tiny flat on the city’s edge, in Kippax Street, out the back end of Central Station. ‘I’ll give you a call tomorrow.’ She had things to do as it was: washing, mail, festering leftovers in her fridge, manuscripts waiting to be read.

			‘Okay.’ He gave her a hug; he seemed alive enough; he seemed a bit better. Didn’t he? She would care for him forever, but she couldn’t watch him every second.

			She watched him go now, flanked by father and friend: three good men. The best of men. But the worst of men had sent them to this purgatory; to this wanting place. What kind of man punches a woman in the face?

			Penny retrieved the empty flower tray from where she’d left it on the sand, and then made a straight line for the booze buffet. The band were starting up as the crowd came straggling in, strumming out an insanely poignant cover of a Thisbe standard, ‘Tender’, by Blur, dirge-like lyrics of love and longing made bewildering under the bubble sky. She had to force the words of the song away; that first glass of Chardonnay did not touch the sides.

			A couple more songs, a couple more glasses, four sundried tomato and goats cheese tarts, and Penny was halfway to uncomfortably numb as Jane took to the microphone: ‘There’ll be no grand speeches today, no grim and gloomy eulogising. Could you imagine how bored Thizz’d be if we did that? So, for the next little while, anyone who wants to come up and say a few words, do your worst. Bring your joyful memories, your admiration, your dirty laundry. We remember Thisbe Chisholm as someone who was her own person, one of a kind. Funny, smart, unmissable, but aren’t we going to miss her . . .’

			Miss her? As Jane went on for a minute or so, those words crashed through Penny’s mind. She wasn’t going to miss Thizz – she hadn’t gone to London on an indefinite working holiday. Someone laughed behind her, high and raucous-loud, and Penny turned, as if it was Thizz. No, she’d have to find a way to be with Thizz without her. Death wasn’t goodbye; it was another way of being – at least, that’s what the wine was telling her. Let’s get another one of those, Penny decided, turning back to the booze buffet, looking for courage. She wanted to say something in honour of Thizz, at the mic, but public speaking was not her forte; she had a hard enough time at weekly publishing meetings delivering her book production report to half-a-dozen colleagues – this would be excruciating. What would she say? She wanted to celebrate Thisbe’s words somehow, her wit, her way with a phrase, what had been lost, and what of her light Penny would try to carry into the future. But where would she start?

			Jane had finished speaking now and was gliding towards her, or towards the wine table more specifically, and Penny blurted as she neared: ‘I have to read Thizz’s manuscript – whether she likes it or not. Can I come around tonight, see if I can get it off her laptop?’

			The eyebrow rose; Jane looked down her nose as she said: ‘No. Cynthia’s taken everything – day before yesterday.’

			‘Oh.’ There was a blow; she told her empty glass: ‘I can’t believe I’ll never read it. I can’t believe I’ll never see it published.’

			‘Be thankful for small mercies,’ Jane quipped, cracking the cap on a fresh bottle of Shiraz. ‘It was – how can I put this delicately? A bit shit. First draft of a first novel and all that.’

			‘You’ve read it?’ Penny gasped, instantly crushed at the thought: Thisbe had let Jane read it before her? And Jane just called it shit? This was a double-layered betrayal of some sort, and it hurt. Oh, how it hurt.

			‘Of course.’ Jane gave her that bemused, belittling look and Penny shrank further under it. ‘I’m surprised you haven’t read it, too.’

			Penny put her glass down carefully on the corner of the table and left the room without another word.

			*

			She meant to catch the bus up to the Junction, to get the train from there, but she kept on walking, first along the beachfront, with its shabby, cracked-marzipan facades, wind-blown, mind-blown, past happy-hour bars and takeaways, backpacker hostels and tattoo parlours, then around the wide, steep bend into Bondi Road. She was following Thisbe home, to John’s place. Much as she might have popped in for her cardigan, among the few other bits and pieces she’d left there, she couldn’t disturb him, not half-drunk as she was, her thoughts disorderly, her heart howling soundlessly into the footpath.

			The push and strain of muscles striding uphill somehow soothed though, giving her anger somewhere to go, at least. Even if Thizz’s novel was a ‘bit shit’, Jane didn’t have to say it like that. But then she’d always been bitchy and mysteriously superior – from the moment they’d met at the uni bar in first year, and she’d said, ‘Patty, is it?’ Jane wasn’t even all that clever, earning middling credits and low distinctions. How she’d conned her way into that top corporate law firm, Berner & Trench, Penny would never understand. Penny didn’t really understand that world, that class to which Jane belonged, where arse was everything and those with ‘taste and style’ condemned or condoned others at a glance. How would Jane even know if a novel was any good? Penny had never heard her discuss literature in anything other than bullshit terms – that way snotty wankers do, pretending they’ve read the Booker shortlist when they’d be hard-pressed to make it through a Road Users’ Manual comprehension test without interpretive assistance. Jane hadn’t studied English beyond third year. Jane was wrong. She had to be.

			But it was all irrelevant, wasn’t it, since there was no manuscript for Penny to read. And that stung afresh.

			At the cross of Ocean Street, she slowed her pace, trying to sense Thisbe here, where she’d been killed, wherever precisely that had been. No reportage had made the exact place clear – which side of the road, which corner? – and Penny hadn’t asked; she didn’t really want to know. But if there were such things as ghosts, such things as spirits lingering, surely Thisbe’s would be here. Somewhere. Penny stopped at the lights, listening, and hearing nothing except the jostle of traffic, people and cars, a late-lunch rush on the sandwich shop; a grumbling in her stomach for a curry chicken pie – which she would resist. Pastry, she told herself, was not the answer.

			Neither was retreat into a bookshop, spending rent money she didn’t have on her only other significant vice. There was a new bookshop in the next block – Bookish, it was called. It had been there for a couple of months, but she hadn’t had time to look inside yet, seen no more of it than glimpses of the window display from the bus, a smart-looking jumble of indie and literary titles, nestled between an internet café and a massage place that might have been a brothel. Her kind of bookshop: an interesting trove, a little offbeat, promising buried treasure; today, ruby-red letters spelled out L.O.V.E. along the top of the window, no doubt to entice Valentines – as well as everyday hoarders of books. Go in, go on, it’ll do you good, the voice of addiction needled at her, but she walked on past it, too. She’d have to purchase her own weight in paperbacks to shift this grief, or enough to make a house for it to hide within.

			Penny was tired now herself, so very tired, but she walked on, past the next bus stop at Waverley Oval. She looked across the weekday-deserted sports field and, like a cold black cloud scudding over her soul, she wondered if Thisbe’s killer had run through there, through the park, in the dark, in the storm. Why she would think that, she didn’t know, but she suddenly felt as though eyes were watching her, through the trees, through the hedgerow, and she almost ran with fear. It wasn’t just the lightning-bolt attack on Thizz that rattled her; it was the idea that any man should be capable of such an act – for any reason. Who? Who was that man? Penny wanted to see his face; she wanted to spit at him: I hate you. She looked at every man in the street as if each one might be him.

			Every man on the railway platform at the Junction.

			Every man on the train, five stops to Central Station.

			And once inside her little flat, she slid on the safety chain, relief shuddering up from burning lungs with her back against the door. She’d never been fearful of men; she’d never been all that keen on them, never had a boyfriend, never met a guy that had made her say wow. And now . . .

			She looked at her lounge, her shelves and stacks of books all around, her desk, her kitchenette, her coffee pot, as if to check that they were still there, as she’d left them. She looked out the window at the carpark-view below: same old crappy warehouses beyond, same overflowing rubbish bins, same slick of smog hovering in the sky above the railway tracks. But it was a sanctuary for Penny. Expensive but worth it; she’d grown up in a flat not much bigger than this, sharing a room with her brother, Sam, out at Granville, in the amorphous, sprawling every-man’s-land of Sydney’s western suburbs, where her mother was a school teacher, always scrimping week to week. To live alone, and so close to the city, was a luxurious indulgence.

			Her phone rang in her handbag; she let it go through to voicemail. It was probably work, checking in; her boss, the publishing director, Deb, had been so generous and understanding – and concerned. But when Penny listened to the message, it was from her mum: ‘Hello, sweetheart, just calling to see how things went this morning. Hope you’re okay. Call me back when you feel like it.’

			She would, when she could be sure she’d express herself in something more coherent than agonised sobs. What a luxury it was to have this simple message from her mum; to be alive, and to be loved.

			It was only a couple of minutes past two, so much of the day left to fill; she thought she’d try to get some work done, lose herself in a manuscript. She went over to her desk and picked up the most pressing pile of paper, took it into her bedroom and snuggled with it under the quilt. Safe. Warm. She removed the criss-crossed rubber bands that held the bundle together: a novel she was supposed to have already begun editing – one that was supposed to be returned to the author for revision next Monday. It should have been easy, being the seventh novel of a commercial fiction queen at the top of her game. ‘PARISIAN LILAC’, the title promised an escape, and over the page came, ‘Part One: The Marais, 1940.’ So far, so paint-by-numbers, nothing unexpected; wartime Paris was not Penny’s favourite shameless-exploitation-of-human-suffering historical romance trope, but she could do this with her eyes closed, and would probably enjoy it once she got into it.

			She couldn’t get into it, though, not today. The words ‘Nazi’ and ‘marching boots’ stomped their way out of the opening paragraph like a cliché on steroids. This was shit. This would also probably sell about twenty thousand copies and earn its author another three-book deal. Penny let the pages fall from her hands, watching them slide off the edge of the bed to 
the floor.

			And then she cried herself to sleep.

		

	
		
			THE LITTLE BOOKSHOP AT THE TOP OF BONDI ROAD

			Not a book had been sold all day, not a postcard or pen, not even one of the cheery love-themed bookmarks on the counter, and then, at about a quarter past three, the shop was full, two customers waiting to be served and another asking: ‘Have you got the latest Bryce Courtenay?’

			This was life in the book trade and, of course, there was no latest Bryce Courtenay in the shop. Its proprietor, Rich O’Driscoll, didn’t stock more than a smattering of mass-market mega-sellers like Courtenay – not because the books weren’t any good, although Courtenay’s latest was reportedly quite awful, but because readers could get them much cheaper through the chain stores and discount barns. Rich’s tiny, two-room Bookish boutique couldn’t compete with them; instead, he carefully curated titles he hoped would appeal to the customers he seemed to attract here: British and European expats and working-holidayers wanting a taste of home or a more interesting Australian experience; young urban professionals and cool nannas who didn’t necessarily want to read what everyone else was reading; and snobs – not that Rich liked snobs generally, but they did tend to spend twice as much as everyone else. The woman wanting the Courtenay didn’t look like any of these types, though. She was a nanna, but not cool; she looked like a prison warder on tea break; she looked pissed off and in a hurry; Rich hoped to dispatch her in a reasonable hurry, too, so that he could tend the waiting sales.

			‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I sold my last copy yesterday. Can I order it in for you?’

			‘No.’ The woman almost spat on the love-themed bookmarks on the counter between them. ‘I don’t have time for that. I need a book now. It’s for a friend who’s unwell. She likes Bryce Courtenay, and she’s read them all except for the latest one. Do you have anything like it?’

			‘Hm . . .’ Sick friend of unhappy nanna? Here was a happy challenge for Rich, and he had a knack for winning such as these. ‘I have Judy Nunn’s latest,’ he suggested. ‘Do you think that would do?’

			Judy Nunn was a local, she lived down by the beach, and her Australiana sagas were great entertainers – part history lesson, part fabulous matinee melodrama. Although they sold for half the price up the road at the Junction’s shopping malls, they were also quietly popular among all kinds of customers here, especially with Germans for some inexplicable reason. Yes, if he were in need of a bit of jollying up, he might even take Judy to bed himself.

			‘Never heard of her,’ the woman said. ‘But that’ll have to do. If she doesn’t like it, I can blame you.’

			‘Fair enough,’ Rich agreed, with his light and easy laugh, a charm he made the most of as good business practice. If there were any truth to the claim that you wouldn’t dare buy anything from an Irishman but books, Rich was proud to call bookselling a skill – which was fortunate, as it was pretty much the only one he owned.

			He went on to sell twenty-seven books that afternoon – and three of those Valentine’s Day bookmarks – not bad at all. Excellent, really, as he’d not been open much more than three months and the locals were still getting to know him, and he them. This wasn’t Dublin, where books and bookshops were, well, a little more esteemed, perhaps – a little more numerous, too. His whole homeland was the same size population-wise as Sydney itself, but had seemed to possess twice as many readers. ‘You’re setting up a bookshop where?’ his parents had scratched their heads when he’d announced the plan, nonplussed not least because, for once in her history, Ireland’s economy was roaring. The Celtic Tiger was taking on the world – Dublin was no longer a place to leave. But leave Rich did, mostly because of Miranda – his girlfriend. And things weren’t working out so tremendously there.

			If Rich O’Driscoll was a little bit brilliant with books, he was very much an idiot when it came to his personal dealings in love. He’d met Miranda Livingstone four years ago when he’d come out here on his own working holiday, living the dream, doing his bit for the stereotype, drinking too much and getting sunburned daily, having no trouble getting a job in a big bookshop in the city, on account of the obvious, as well as his recently completed degree in literature, from Trinity College. But he didn’t meet Miranda over books of any sort. A suburban Sydney girl herself, he’d met her scuba diving on the Great Barrier Reef – two weeks before he was due to go home. He fell quickly and hard. She was devastatingly gorgeous, hair that caught the light along coppery ringlets, huge sunshiny smile, and a body like – well, he was thinking with his dick, and it had continued that way as they maintained their long-distance relationship, toing and froing, a month or so over here, a month or so over there, long, hot summers picking fruit, hiking tourist trails, long, hot nights wrapped in each other’s arms. Now, he was dreading the sight of her.

			What had he done?

			He’d used almost the entire sum of the inheritance left to him by his grandfather on the purchase of this small shop and residence up on the seedier end of Bondi Road, Granddad, a retired electrical engineer, having made a shitload on the turn-of-the-century tech boom. Rich’s father, a biochemist, had done his best to advise his son, coming out to check the shop for investment sense – and there was nothing wrong with it in that regard. It was a real-deal, fire-sale bargain, the owners before him, a fridge and freezer repairs shop, having gone bust; upstairs, the roof leaked under heavy rain and the plumbing did too, but the property was otherwise solid and sound – anywhere in the eastern suburbs in sight of the sea was solid and sound. Except that it was over the other side of the world, and with the wrong girl. But Rich wasn’t one to be talked out of a stupid idea once he’d set his mind on it.

			It wasn’t a stupid idea, he told himself again right now. He was more in love with this shop every day, with its twelve-foot-tall shelving and timber ladders, all of which he’d fitted himself – an enormous job, and enormously exhausting, but everything here looked and felt exactly the way he’d hoped it would. He was still in love with Sydney, too, her wide blue skies and anything-is-possible attitude. He’d do anything to make this venture work. To prove himself, he supposed, as the black arts-sheep of an applied-sciences-type family. Once every hour, like the chime on some ancestral clock, he’d feel guilty that he’d abandoned his mother, but it wasn’t as though she didn’t have other children – his two younger sisters, Jules and Ronnie. Jesus, he missed them. But they’d come over soon enough, for study or play, though hopefully not before he’d managed to have the mould in the second bedroom dealt with – that was putrid. The pigeons in the attic were too. But hey, he paid neither rent nor mortgage. He was captain of his own ship – and that was marvellous. Unquestionably marvellous.

			He whistled absently, contentedly, as he stepped out onto the footpath to bring his free-to-exchange table in from outside; as he hefted it up over the front entrance – an entrance that still delighted him every day with its Edwardian, red-and-grey chequerboard tiles – he noticed someone had left a copy of The Broken Shore on the table sometime today, wedged between a Barbara Taylor Bradford and a sports biography. Rich hadn’t read The Broken Shore yet – it was set to be an Australian classic, so the taste-makers claimed; crime genre, but the author, Peter Temple, was said to write with an acute sense of place and atmosphere. I might have to pocket this one for a night or two, Rich thought, pleased, not only for his score, but that the exchange table was also working as he’d hoped it would. It was a service for those who couldn’t afford to buy, of which there seemed to be plenty in this back-from-the-beach stretch of the road, a patch that was a bit down at heel, once working class, while the streets beyond it were lined with steadily soaring real estate values; and it was clear by the variety, quality and regular turnover of titles that the gesture was appreciated. This was more than a lucky Jack, good Samaritan act on Rich’s part: he thought it an affront to human dignity that any reader should be forced to walk past a bookshop without a chance of taking home a tale.

			Nudging the table in through the door, his left boot heel slipped on something – a book, he supposed, fallen to the floor, nearly causing him to fall too. It wasn’t a book, though, he saw when he looked down. It was a bag. A small, black leather backpack. Almost the same charcoal grey as the counter. A customer must have left it there – which one? He imagined someone getting out their wallet to pay, only to forget their bag as they walked away afterwards. He couldn’t think who it might have been. It wasn’t prison-warder nanna, he didn’t suppose as he picked up the bag: it was somehow fashionable, feminine, with a silver buckle on the outside pocket and slim straps, a tassel on the front flap. It didn’t seem to match any of the customers that had been in. There’d been a tie-dyed Geordie girl with dreads, two browsing schoolkids with plaits and canvas satchels, and the rest of them men, unusually, plus one young, smartly dressed bloke who’d looked a bit dazed, like he’d walked into the wrong shop, before he’d smiled a ‘Hi’ and left again.

			Rich placed the bag on the countertop and had a look inside, to see if he might identify its owner. The front pocket contained lipstick, half a packet of chewing gum and several bus tickets; in the main part of the bag, he found a scuffed-up copy of a paperback, one he didn’t recognise – The Women in Black – though he knew the name of the author, Madeleine St John, a Booker shortlistee, 1997, if memory served; there was a pink cardboard folder, too, full of typed pages, and a notebook as well, roses on the cover, that looked like some kind of pictorial diary, or scrapbook, photographs and all sorts of things stuck in it – too personal for Rich to pry into. There was no wallet, no tag with name or phone number. He had a second look at the paperback to see if there was a name in there, but no, there wasn’t. He flicked open the folder once more, to look at the typed pages, thinking they might be a university assignment or something like that, but there was no name there, either, only a title on the front page, ‘Darling Boy,’ which had him feeling like an intruder again – this appeared to be some sort of manuscript, beginning with ‘Chapter One’ – and absolutely none of his business. As he put it back into the bag, he saw another pocket there, set into the lining, and peeking from it was another piece of paper, a torn fragment of ordinary, lined notepaper; as his last attempt, he took it out to see if it held a clue, but all it said was:

			I’M SORRY
 PLEASE FORGIVE ME

			The handwriting was neat, all block letters – and again, something that seemed far too personal for Rich to be looking at.

			He closed the bag and stowed it under the counter, supposing the owner would retrace her steps and phone the shop at some stage this evening, or come back in tomorrow. There was nothing valuable enough here to warrant worrying about it any further, but as he locked the front door and made his way through to the stockroom out the back, heading upstairs, he felt the presence of the little backpack nagging at him – as if it didn’t want to be left all alone in the dark. Such an odd thought he almost laughed at it, and indeed his sensitivities could be ridiculous at times, but in some roundabout way it prompted him to remember that Peter Temple novel he wanted to purloin off the exchange table, and so he doubled back to get it.

			Once there, the odd thought grew odder still. He remembered the young woman who’d been killed just a week ago, and just down the road. A couple of constables had been in last Wednesday afternoon, asking him if he’d seen or heard anything; he hadn’t, but in the day or two following, he overheard gossip that the TV-star boyfriend did it. Miranda had had another theory: that the girl was possibly a high-class prostitute, working as she did at The Garden; she said that maybe some gangland boss had bumped her off. Rich felt only the loneliness of dying on the side of the road like that, with cars going by in the rain, the sun too slowly rising, and the unfairness of dying so young. She was found in the half-light by someone out walking their dog, apparently. He recalled her photograph on the front page of the Sunday paper: a happy girl, a party girl, laughing eyes, big smile. She could have been a girl he knew; any girl. Someone’s daughter, sister – one of his own sisters.

			And he couldn’t leave the bag there, discarded, unaccompanied – as if it was the girl. He took it with him upstairs and placed it on the bay window seat in the lounge room that overlooked the street; then he went to have a shower, to wash away the day. The pipes rattled and spluttered so badly he didn’t hear Miranda come in, but there she was, waiting for him when he got out, still dripping into the towel around his waist. He could see her silhouette against that same bay window; she was lighting a cigarette.

			‘Hello,’ he said. ‘You’re home early.’ Why do you have to smoke inside when you know I don’t like it? he didn’t say; nor did he say, Happy Valentine’s Day, honeybun.

			She looked pissed off as she turned to him, exhaling like a one-woman carbon-emissions station. She always looked pissed off these days. She worked in the city as a graphic artist for an airline holiday-package team, putting together website banners and all kinds of bumph, and she hated it, but that didn’t explain her almost constant unhappiness with him. For her, this flat was a dump, the bookshop was a pathetic money-sink, and all he ever wanted to do was read. All true. For four years she’d somehow seemed to overlook that he was a bookish no-hoper – just as he’d seemed to overlook that she was a stuck-up hardarse who really only ever wanted to live on Sydney’s salubrious North Shore in a house full of matching white furniture, surrounded by overpriced, pointless coffee table books on interior design. Books with as few words as possible in them, unless they were travel memoirs – Miranda read every single one of them. Vacuous, overprivileged cow gets lost/falls in love/learns to cha-cha/meditate/love herself more in France and/or Italy. Go and get fucked. How could he have got it so wrong?

			She didn’t say hello now; she said: ‘Who’s been here?’

			‘Who’s what?’ He didn’t know what she was talking about.

			She shot a glare at the backpack on the window seat: ‘Who does that belong to?’

			‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘A customer left it in the shop. I —’

			‘Oh bullshit, Rich. Pure bullshit. Stop it, will you?’

			‘Stop . . .?’ He stepped away from the impulse to shout at her: What the hell are you on about? He knew in his heart she was looking for excuses. He wanted to say to her: Why don’t you do us both a favour and leave? I’m not going to stand in your way. But she was, when it came down to it, something of a bully – if she was going to go, she was going to make sure she trampled him on the way out.

			‘Stop wasting my time,’ she said. ‘If you were going to cheat on me, you could have been a little more subtle, don’t you think? Get yourself a good root for Valentine’s Day, did you?’

			He didn’t say anything. She’d never once wanted to do anything special on Valentine’s Day, and he hadn’t had a good root for more than a year. If she thought he was being unfaithful, here was the perfect excuse for her to go – immediately.

			‘You are having an affair, aren’t you,’ she sneered at him over folded arms.

			He couldn’t argue; it was true most of all that he loved books, and loved his shop, more than he could ever have loved her. This was his affair.

			‘You used me to get your residency, didn’t you,’ she spewed the ultimate insult at him, teeth bared.

			But he couldn’t argue with that, either; perhaps in his heart of hearts, this is precisely what he’d done. He’d got what he wanted; he’d got his Australian permanent residency status. He no longer wanted her. He was not going to be the bad guy over it, though.

			Sighing, he chose his words with as much gentleness as he could find: ‘Miranda . . . I know we’re breaking up. Can we be good to each other about it? If there’s anything I can do to make this easier. If you need a bit of cash or —’

			‘Good to each other?’ She laughed at him – like some cartoon witch. Couldn’t she hear herself? Evidently not; she gave him a serve he stopped listening to before she launched into it; he’d heard it a few times now: that he was weak, cowardly, lacking ambition, boring and had no affection for her. All true, too, so he supposed.

			Jesus, please go. Please go away.

			He closed his eyes and breathed deeply. He’d never dealt well with any kind of bullying, whether it was getting teased in the schoolyard for wearing glasses, for being too tall and too slight for a time, or, more recently, being stood over by a sales rep from one of the big publishers telling him he had to buy so many of their leading titles or he wouldn’t get his discount. Rich would switch off, until it was over. Threats and demands would also tend to make him more himself: he would dig his heels in, quietly and irrevocably.

			‘You live in a fantasy world, Richard O’Driscoll.’ Miranda’s venom here cut through.

			But just as he was about to lose it, just as he was about to unleash a few home truths about her own too-flimsy grasp on reality, she stormed past him: ‘I can’t stand being in the same room with you a second longer. You make me sick.’

			That was uncalled for.

			He stood in the lounge room looking out at the traffic’s early-evening crawl as she packed a bag in the bedroom.

			Then she told him, from the hallway: ‘Don’t follow me, don’t call me. My father will arrange to pick up the rest of my things as soon as possible. You’re a loser, Rich – I never want to see you again.’

			And she was gone, thumping down the stairs and out the back door.

			He’d got what he wanted, yes, he did, but he was gutted even so. Words were never just words, for Rich. He’d always thought the idea of sticks and stones breaking bones but names never hurting was stupid, especially after he’d banjaxed his ankle at eighteen playing football, and three months later his very first girlfriend was telling him, ‘I do like you, but I don’t want to go out with you anymore. You’re too weird.’ He could say then, definitively, that words hurt worse. Bones heal, don’t they, and a bit of physical incapacitation is always a good excuse for more reading; good for reassessing that career as a world-famous midfielder you were never going to have, too. But words hang in the air forever; they write themselves onto your soul so that when you least expect it, they return, their power undiminished.

			You make me sick. Loser.

			That Miranda wanted to be remembered for that, well, it was really her problem, wasn’t it. But for the moment, Rich was caught in the disorientating echo of her unhappiness, and there was only one sure way to stop that: to reach for a book, fall into a story, forget himself inside its pages, where words might strive for bigger, better purposes. Where they could be special.

			Still, he continued to stare at the street a few moments more, and as he did, the backpack on the window seat stared back at him. Before he knew what he was doing, he’d reached into it and pulled out the folder, some unconscious curiosity overriding conscience.

			You can’t read this, he told himself. It’s private.

			But the title, ‘Darling Boy’, seemed to call him to ignore all restraint.

			He turned the page.

			CHAPTER ONE

			On the road to your house, a huge hibiscus bush towers between here and there, now and then, you and me. The leaves are blue-green and the blossoms are pink, flowering all summer long, blushing over every branch, bright and strong, but each bloom only lasts a day. I know this because Mrs McKenna, whose hibiscus it is, told me.

			She leaned on her front gate of sturdy cyclone wire, her gardening gloves dirty with certainty and joy, and she said: ‘Dear, beauty fades but true love never dies. I should know. After fifty-four years’ marriage and three more a widow, my Ernie still won’t leave me alone.’

			We laughed heart to heart for a second there, before I went on my way, wishing in and around the cracks along the path that I will share this kind of love with you. That I already do. That I love you like I have only one day to tell you this story about dear and darling. About us. To show you. So that you will always know, even when I wilt and shrivel, my petals tissue-thin and browning, that I grew so bright and strong under the light of your gaze and the warmth of your mind meeting mine.

			That you have woken me from a deep glass-box sleep and cut free the bindings on my new rose-coloured sails . . .

			 Jesus. How could he not read on?

		

	
		
			SEVEN YEARS LATER

		

	
		
			BROKEN GLASS

			On the morning of Monday the tenth of February, 2014, seven years and three days after her death, the inquest into the killing of Thisbe Rae Chisholm finally came to a close – its conclusions frustratingly inconclusive. Of course, some murders remain unsolved, some convictions are overturned too, just as many a motive remains obscure, but that’s never a comfort for those left behind. The need to know burns in the hearts of the living, even if revenge is not at all desired – and especially when it is.

			Warren Chisholm, the father of the victim in this most difficult case, raged within as the coroner delivered her findings. It was decided that Thisbe was killed by an unknown person, possibly of over 190 centimetres in height, as suggested by the angle of the punch, and possibly therefore male. The DNA extracted from traces of skin discovered under her fingernails revealed little of use, except that it did belong to a man, but despite an extensive search it hadn’t matched any known samples in any of the state’s criminal databases. CCTV footage from a camera at the petrol station on Bondi Road, two hundred metres from the scene, had captured vision of a slim, fair-haired person in jeans and a white shirt running in the direction of Bondi Junction, but heavy rain had rendered the image so blurry it was difficult to identify even the sex of this person – who, as the coroner remarked, might simply have been running for a taxi or a bus. The only clarity the findings provided was the official and unequivocal exoneration of John Jacobson, the boyfriend, whose further testimony had not been required: the police had diligently observed him within eight hours of the attack, naked except for a pair of brief boxer shorts, and there had not been a scratch on him.

			‘Stupid woman,’ Warren Chisholm had snarled under his breath as he left the courtroom, with his wife and elder daughter following, both of them dabbing at grim tears. Warren Chisholm did not like unfinished business. His cosmetic dental practice involved the completion of things, the filling of gaps, the restoration of winning smiles. His clientele was comprised exclusively of those who could afford the best: top-level sportspeople, socialites, A-list actors and other public personalities, who’d lost or damaged teeth by some accident or disease, or the ravages of drug and alcohol abuse. It was a profession that required the utmost exactitude, one that demanded results. But all he could do as regards Thisbe now was ensure, through his contacts, that John Jacobson never worked in the entertainment industry again – something that had largely already been achieved.

			He’d never liked that Jacobson kid – too sure of himself, too handsome, too firm in his handshake. And wasn’t his family Jewish, or something? The parents weren’t Christian, in any case – and certainly not from the Everlasting Fellowship, the new-wave evangelical church the Chisholms attended. These were thin reasons to destroy an innocent young man, but this was the nature of revenge when unhinged from the facts at hand. It was the nature of Warren Chisholm, at least. It was not beyond him to let a needle slip for a patient who’d earned his enmity or envy.

			There were no press cameras today to catch the look of disgust on his face; the news carnival had long ago moved on. No one knew or cared who John Jacobson was anymore, and Thisbe Chisholm was just an old photograph of a pretty girl, an untimely death that would now be dispensed with in a couple of paragraphs at the bottom of page four or five of whatever paper had the space to print it.

			*

			John pushed his fists through the water out beyond the breakers, trying to swim it all away. The ocean seemed fathomless here, comprehensibly unknowable, and he was alone, deliberately alone, except for a school of salmon shifting about some distance beneath him like a restless slice of time, real time, that he believed he could never be part of again. He swam and swam across the wide stretch of the bay, up and back, up and back, for over three k’s. He swam until the aching in his muscles replaced the aching in his blood.

			He’d have kept on going, he’d have swum out and out beyond everything, if he didn’t have to be somewhere else today.

			*

			It was no coincidence that John’s psychiatrist, Gabby Nikolaidis, would see him this particular Monday – as soon as she’d heard the coroner’s report was on the way, she’d called him to arrange a session, to bring forward his usual appointment. Gabby wasn’t concerned that John would be burdened with further suspicion, but rather that the exoneration would only make him feel worse. And it seemed she was right.

			‘Hi,’ he said, barely, as he entered her office, closing the door behind himself so softly, tentatively, as if he might bruise the timber if he wasn’t careful. His hypervigilance, his anxiety, was so pronounced that even after nearly thirty years of treating people at the extremes of chronic emotional and psychological distress, Gabby felt a tightness in her own chest just watching him. He was a tough nut, this one – he would not forgive himself. He would not give himself one inch.

			Logically, all he’d done was have an argument with his girlfriend, and she’d gone off in a huff and met with a misadventure; these things happened all the time, and it was always a terrible circumstance. But the way events had conspired for him after Thisbe’s death had meant that his initial guilt was at every turn reinforced. That he’d lost his job on the TV show: his fault. That the TV show never shot another season and all those other actors and production people were out of a job: his fault – not the trumped-up scandal or the already flagging ratings. That the antidepressants caused him to put on weight, making it hard for him to get another job himself: his fault. Rejection after rejection for ‘fat guy’ parts: his fault. That his father had had a car accident driving home to Blackheath after staying with him here in Sydney for last February’s anniversary of Thisbe’s death: that was John’s fault, too, including the hazardous weather that regularly rolled over those winding Blue Mountains roads, and thank heavens Adam wasn’t injured or, Gabby was sure, John wouldn’t be here today. She was not so much concerned for his wellbeing as for his day-to-day survival.

			‘You’ve heard?’ she asked him as he sank into the sofa opposite.

			‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Dad called me this morning, soon as he found out.’

			She nodded, taking note that his shirt seemed looser across the middle; he looked somehow different in the face, too, trimmer than he was the last time she’d seen him, not quite three weeks ago. He’d lost a bit of weight? She didn’t want to point that out, give him cause to get up and leave again – as he’d done a few times before when he didn’t want to answer a question. She hoped he hadn’t stopped taking his medication; she couldn’t force him to take it. He was a free man, imprisoned, as he was, in the solitary confinement of post-traumatic stress. She knew very well that he only came to see her to please his lovely, loving dad.

			She tried another tack altogether this time; she said: ‘Thisbe’s family must be finding this terribly difficult. No answers for them, either.’

			John shrugged; Gabby knew too of the mutual disregard there, but she wanted to attempt to plant a different sort of thought in his mind, about the whole worlds of responsibility that lay outside his own.

			She said: ‘That night, when you two were having the argument, Thisbe’s line of reasoning wasn’t very well thought out or fair, was it.’

			‘We’ve been over that a thousand times.’ John instantly bristled.

			‘Yep.’ This was the point of talking therapies: a thousand times talking about events, emotions, parents, patterns, until they made sense. ‘But it might be worth thinking about Thisbe’s actions at that time. She’s not responsible for what happened to her, just as she’s not responsible for you calling her a freak as she left, but she did make the choice to leave. She also made the choice to argue with you, quite irrationally, it seems. Now, what do you think caused her to do that?’

			Gabby could see she’d stumped him, got him thinking. He shook his head and looked away, but he was frowning into the question. It took him a moment to find his own fault; he said: ‘I was tired – I let her down.’

			‘Yep,’ Gabby agreed. ‘You were tired. Understandable after a long day. You wanted to drink some wine and relax. You were tired. And Thisbe was unkind to you.’

			She could see him almost gasp at the blasphemy. In her death, he had made a sainted angel of his Thizz; it was common for a bereaved lover to do that.

			‘Unkind . . .’ John shook his head again. ‘I wouldn’t use that word. She was tired too. She’d just finished work.’

			‘Right,’ said Gabby. ‘And although you were both tired, she expected instant enthusiasm from you for her writing project, at two in the morning.’

			John frowned more deeply. ‘Yeah, well, of course that’s not reasonable. Neither of us was being reasonable.’

			‘Right.’ And here she pressed the point, arrow tip poised against his heart: ‘Were there other times when Thisbe expected instant attention from you? Other times that she was unreasonable?’

			John didn’t respond; he stared hard at the carpet. Gabby guessed the answer was yes – of course it was.

			She said: ‘Where do you think this unreasonableness in Thisbe came from?’

			‘What?’ John looked up, confused, but Gabby gave him a long moment to think further, to come up with an answer, and the one he found was: ‘Yeah, well, her father, I guess. She never talked about him a lot, but yeah, not a nice guy. She didn’t like going home much because . . . I don’t know, really, but she did use that word, “unreasonable”, if she mentioned him – “prick”, “fascist” and “arseface”, too.’ John laughed. When he laughed like that, it seemed as if Thisbe Chisholm was in the room with them; his eyes filled with such light – love.

			Harrowing stuff, but Gabby smiled with him now. ‘Right, then. Don’t you think arseface should bear some responsibility as well?’

			‘Probably,’ John agreed, and just as Gabby thought they might have had a bit of a breakthrough, he reverted to fault default. ‘But Warren Chisholm wouldn’t see it that way. He blames me – I know he does. Everyone does.’

			‘No, they don’t, John.’ After seven years of this, Gabby was tired of the sound of her voice around those words. John had great friends, and an incredible dad – even his dippy mother, Sandy, called or texted every other day, coming to the party once she realised how serious this was. John Jacobson was a loved and cherished man, but he couldn’t see it.

			For the rest of the session, she concentrated on his plans for the future, keeping him tethered to the people and places that meant something to him. He told her he was going to ride his bike, his motorbike, up to Avoca Beach on the weekend, where his old friend Simon and his girlfriend had recently bought a house. Good, she thought. John had just turned thirty-four, all his friends were getting settled, planning families, scoring life goals, and it must have cut to be so left behind. But that he had plans to see Simon on the weekend, yes, this was good; though of course she also wondered if he’d just told her a lie. She’d call him on Friday morning – no, Thursday – to check on him, to be sure he was all right. As all right as he could be.

			Seeing him back out the door, she said: ‘Call me anytime.’

			He nodded. ‘Thanks.’

			But he never called her between sessions – not once.

			She watched him disappear up the hall towards the reception desk. In her professional opinion, what that man needed most in the world was a bloody good cry. But you can’t make a patient do that, either.

			*

			Back out on the street, John looked at his phone. He’d felt the ping of a message against his thigh while he was in with Gabby, and he thought it would be his dad calling again, to see if he got to the appointment okay. It was another message from Penny, though – she’d left three today. He hadn’t listened to any of them. He knew she meant well, she was the best, and he loved her, too, in his own way, he loved her too much, but he didn’t have anything to say to her, not today. There was nothing more to say.

			Above anyone, except his dad, he owed Penny Katschinski more than he could ever repay. When he could no longer afford the rent on the house, she’d found him a little studio flat a few streets back near the Junction; cheap if not entirely cheerful, it was not too far away from Thizz. When he’d lost his crap job, harassing people with pest calls for a market research firm that moved its business to the Philippines, Pen found him another one, and then another one, and then his present one, in customer service for BookSenta, an online bookseller, listening to complaints about non-deliveries and damaged stock. He was good at this job, good at keeping his cool: he didn’t give a shit.

			He was due in for his evening shift right now. It was only ten minutes away, down in the old industrial wasteland of Waterloo. As he swung his leg over the bike, he felt the tight triangle of his life close in: home, work and shrink, all within a few k’s of each other. He accelerated, stupidly fast, away from the medical centre where Gabby’s office lived, under the shadow of one of the city’s busiest hospitals, and he dodged his way across the drive-through nowhere of eastern Sydney, all of it gentrifying ugliness, rents skyrocketing. And the traffic – this was insane. It was half the reason he’d bought the bike: you couldn’t drive a car anywhere in Sydney these days. Where did all these people come from? Crammed into shiny new high-rises that looked like garbage after five minutes. This wasn’t his city anymore; he didn’t recognise anything here. He didn’t belong here anymore.

			The bike pulsed under him, through him, as he arced around under the airport sign, wanting to fly off the end of the earth; wanting to fly off the bike, under a truck, off a cliff and into the ocean – but he didn’t have the guts to finish it like that. Instead, he’d thought maybe he should —

			‘Stop it! Stop it! Stop it!’ Thizz yelled at him inside the churning fire of the engine.

			He wanted the bike to explode beneath him as he rode.

			He just wanted to be with her. He just wanted to tell her: ‘I’m sorry.’

			Outside the blank-faced warehouse conversion where the BookSenta distribution offices lived, he parked the bike, punched the security code into the keypad by the door – and it didn’t open. The code must have changed; he checked his phone again for a text: nothing. He pressed the intercom: no one – they were always so short-staffed. He bashed on the door with the back of his helmet: nothing and nobody home.

			He exploded all on his own: he punched the window at the side of the door, and his fist went straight through the aged and brittle glass – immediately setting off the alarm. He’d lost his cool spectacularly.

			And Thizz only laughed at him then, her high, wild, unbridled laugh: ‘Bet you’re sorry now.’

		

	
		
			LUNCH WITH A PUBLISHER IN LONDON

			‘Does nothing come without chips in this country?’ Jane Furlow was laughing too, scanning the lunch menu at the Randy Aubrey, or whatever this place was called – the Soho hipster pub where she was, by an interesting stroke of fortune, clinking ales with her Australian publisher, Katie Ainsley, of Chatworth Books. Jane leaned towards her with a slow wink and a cockney clip: ‘’Spose I’ll ’ave the lobster, then – wiff 
me chips.’

			‘Nice choice.’ Katie laughed in return. ‘But I do love the mussels here.’

			Jane couldn’t help raising an eyebrow at that: if Katie Ainsley had been to this pub twice before, Jane’d eat the marble tabletop between them, with extra pepper. Jane knew that Katie had only been flown over here on a special editorial mission to rescue another Aussie export, the very high-profile romance author Anna Harrison, from a manuscript catastrophe the UK parent company was keen to avoid. Anna had got so big she’d lately moved over here, to Notting Hill, but as big success often brings big self-delusion, she’d cast off the Australian team who’d reverently sticky-taped her novels together since forever, and was now, all on her own, producing work you’d ‘be disinclined to hand in as a high school creative writing assignment’ – Katie’s words not two minutes ago. Jane, on the other hand, was sort of in hiding, still in some disbelief that any of this was happening to her. God, it was fun, though. Don’t get too pissed, she held off taking another sip of her drink: Keep your wits.

			‘It’s so great to at last be able to have a proper chat,’ Katie sighed, a mumsy, middle-aged woman in an oversized red cardigan. Why did so many Australian editors look like that? Jane wondered. Like they’d given up.

			‘Yes,’ Jane almost smirked with amusement, but she managed a sigh, too, ‘the distance has been difficult at times. Thank you so much for all the care you’ve taken, not just with the edits, but with my poor little heart.’

			‘That’s my job.’ Katie smiled so sweetly, there was Jane’s carb load for the day. She wanted to give Katie’s jowls a pat, poke them back into place.

			Of course, Jane couldn’t quite see how these past years of starvation-dieting, booze-bingeing and mean-minded deceit had marked her own features, making her appear old before her time: she was thirty-two but looked forty or more. So thin-lipped and pinched it was a wonder people couldn’t see the truth written on her face. But no one ever did, such was the nature of glamour. She turned it on now.

			‘I’m so nervous,’ she lied, fluttering her eyelashes. Jane was never nervous – certainly not in the way of doubting her abilities. ‘I can’t quite get my head around it. My novel . . . In four weeks . . .’ In four weeks, she’d be a published author, ‘JANE FURLOW’ emblazoned on the jacket above the title, THE WAKENING MAID. Such an elegant little hardcover it would be: the image timelessly alluring, the face of a woman turning away, the shapes of that face etched in rough, thick scratches of magenta emerging from dense black; a quote from international literary pillar, Petra Paquet, splashed along its top edge: ‘An immersive, sensory journey into the meaning of humanity. Sparkling. Brilliant. Breathtakingly lyrical.’

			‘That’s to be expected.’ Katie’s sympathy was both learned and kind. ‘Debut novels are such a leap into the unknown – for everyone involved. It’s impossible to predict how any book might go, but you should know that you have truly written a work of genius. Remember that, whatever happens.’

			Jane blushed, looking away as the waiter arrived to take the order from Katie. It really was all a bit too much. The only part of the novel that was Jane’s own work was the title, and a couple of copyedit changes, a word here, a word there. Jane had wanted to be a writer from the moment she’d read Thisbe’s first faltering draft of ‘Darling Boy’, sneaking the read, craving the entertainment of its dreadfulness. It was far from dreadful, though, and Jane’s need to compete, to win, to get published before her friend, forced her hand in all that had unfolded afterwards. At the outset, she’d thought she could write a manuscript of her own, and she did: she gave herself six weeks to bash out a tortured alternative historical faction on ex-prime minister Paul Keating’s obsession with clocks, called ‘The Man in the Zegna Suit’. It was a study in narrative emptiness. Even Jane didn’t know what it was about. Still, it got her in the door of top-shelf literary agent, Suzy Marksman, the mother of a friend of another uni friend, who said: ‘I’m in no doubt that you can put a sentence together, but this isn’t saleable. Can you write something else?’ Of course she couldn’t. Jane didn’t quite understand how a story was put together – she’d never had a thought that complex in her life. She didn’t quite understand what stories were for. She couldn’t begin to try to write another one. So, when the opportunity arose like destiny a few weeks later, she stole Thisbe’s sparkling brilliance, downloaded it onto her thumb drive the day after she died, wiping it from the laptop before it was taken away.

			And then she waited. And waited.

			For a while, she wasn’t sure if she could do it. She might not have been the world’s best lawyer, either, but fraud was fraud, copyright theft was copyright theft. The Australian publishing industry was small, everyone knew everyone and everything – what if the manuscript found its way into Penny Katschinski’s hands, and she twigged? Jane wasted a good couple of years waiting for Penny to strangle herself with her own cardigan in her sleep. But of course, Penny stayed on at Medley & Naylor Publishers like a bunion – got promoted to commissioning editor of fiction, didn’t she. Jane’s own career, meanwhile, had been travelling rather downhill, and so when she was inevitably let go in a ‘restructure’ at Berner and Trench, she thought: What the hell. She gave the manuscript to Suzy, telling her not to submit it to Medley & Naylor as she knew the commissioning editor of fiction there and they hated each other with some savagery. It took three years from then for Suzy to actually sell it, though, Australian literature having been plunged into the doldrums by the advent of the internet revolution – why read a book when you can play kiddy bang-bang games on your smartphone? It was three hard-slog years of Jane having to work for virtually nothing at a cruddy little admin job with the Arts Council to raise her profile in those circles a bit. But when the manuscript did sell, it sold big. Just as Jane was about to give up bothering, an international bidding war erupted, with rights auctioned in Australia and New Zealand, the UK, US, Canada, Germany, Czech Republic, Italy, Greece and Spain so far; screen rights optioned by a UK production house, too. Mad. Surreal. Fantastic. As soon as she’d applied signature to contract last September, she was on a plane to Heathrow, avoiding scrutiny, questions, congratulations, and any vestige of conscience she had, house-sitting a basement flat in Fulham for a second cousin who’d taken a job in Singapore, living like a monk off her advances, in case she didn’t get a cent or a penny more. But here indeed she was, and yes, this was fun. The Sydney launch in March would be a brief yet nail-biting leap into hyper-reality – and it would all be enormous fun.

			‘I’m racked with curiosity.’ Katie turned back to her with a conspiratorial grin. ‘I don’t mean to be a stickybeak, but . . . all this time, I’ve been dying to know – my goodness, but how could I ask you in an email? Is Darling based on anyone in particular?’

			Jane gave her a sly smile: ‘Maybe.’

			‘You’re not going to tell?’

			‘Couldn’t possibly.’ Poor John – what a sunken souffle he was. Jane didn’t understand why he hadn’t been able to get up again after the blow. Back in the day, she’d coveted him – after all, he was gorgeous, torso on him like Adonis – but his collapse was extremely unappealing. Careful what you covet, hm? What a sad sack. She cringed to think of him these days. How Thizz had been so wrapped up in him, how she could have written this small but exquisite book about him, was beyond Jane’s imagination. Jane didn’t do love; Jane did sex. She’d made a bet with herself as soon as she laid eyes on one of the chaps behind the bar here that she could take him home with her; she did things like that, just because she relished the con – the cajole, the chase.

			‘All right, then, keep your secrets.’ Katie gave her a knowing look, knowing nothing, before she added in more sober tones: ‘One you can definitely keep is your Mr Dark – I don’t want to know a man like that.’

			Jane gave her a suitably grave nod; Mr Dark, the controlling presence in the novel, the villain that Thizz’d had to escape in those pages, was obviously her father. Poetic licence had made him a many-tentacled, sadistic monster of the deep, but in real life he was plain old cold and cruel. To Jane, on the few occasions she’d met him, he’d seemed sort of stiff but slimy in that way upstanding, churchy men can be, like a fillet of frozen cod, half-thawed, and his teeth were so artificially white they were almost a shade of blue – erk. Jane had thought him the weakest aspect of the novel – a bit of a so-what whoopie-doo. Weren’t all men bastards in some respect? Jane’s own father was no shining prince himself: mean as a bank manager, he was CEO of CitiNat Finance, and he never gave her any money, always calling her spoilt.

			‘There are Mr Darks everywhere,’ Jane said to Katie now, and then she burst forth with the stream of phony intellectual confetti she’d been assiduously gathering for her show: ‘Mr Dark is only part of my retelling of the myth of the Maid – the Maid of Astolat, I mean, or the Lady of Shallot, however you wish to call her. Although the narrator isn’t named, she is, as you know, Elaine the Fair, that maid of the medieval romances – floating down the river in her little boat filled with flowers. But in my feminist reimagining, of course she does not die there of her broken heart. She wakes alive and free on the journey. It’s Darling Lancelot who suffers the waiting and the worrying. Mr Dark is the patriarchy, who must be overcome – and the Maid, when she wakes, becomes the most powerful figure in the story. She rises like Queen Mab, Queen of the Fairies – not Shakespeare’s mischievous sprite, but Mab of much older, more remote lore, the warrior queen who forced her chieftains to drink menstrual blood.’ She paused for the briefest moment, twirling a finger as if tracing her thoughts in the air; as if the drinking of menstrual blood was what all the cool people did. ‘As you’d doubtlessly have guessed, that’s what the red wine in the novel represents.’ She stared unblinking into Katie’s eyes: ‘But yeah, the Maid, my Maid, is the triumph of love. Not romantic love, but real love – ferocious and fuelled by womanly desire.’

			‘Wow.’ Katie was mesmerised. ‘When I hear you talk like this, hear the passion in your voice, you are truly enthralling, Jane. And so en pointe. It’s hard not to think The Wakening Maid will go off like a Christmas cracker. Women are crying out to see themselves fully in literature and the way you’ve painted the Maid – just wow.’

			Jane smiled beatifically. Thisbe’s novel was really barely more than a very pretty and glitteringly cryptic story about the way love lends us courage to dare to face our pain and become ourselves. In truth, it was a first novel still trying to find itself. For Jane, after the umpteenth reading, it was all rather dull. But she sat back in her chair now, commanding more space for herself, and she laughed, loudly: ‘Wow.’

			‘Cheers to that!’ Katie raised her glass and they clinked again.

			‘To Thizz,’ Jane murmured under her breath – unable to resist the cheek, the tempting of fate.

			‘To what?’ Katie asked.

			And Jane feigned a wistfulness: ‘Oh nothing. Toasting an absent friend, that’s all. She passed away some time ago – asleep in her little boat forever. I’m sort of carrying her with me, through the book.’

			‘Ohhh. You’re beautiful on the inside as well?’ Katie gushed, utterly entranced: ‘You’re an editor’s dream author.’

			‘Am I . . .?’ Jane gazed away into the London lunchtime bustle on the street outside. Can I keep this going for a whole book tour? For the rest of my life? Hm – watch me.

			Their meals arrived and Katie was squeezing around the table, phone held high: ‘We need a selfie – for Insta – don’t you think?’

			‘Your call.’ Jane trilled over a chuckle, as though she was miles above this sort of thing. ‘I’m afraid I don’t know much about all the social media-ings one is meant to do.’ Another lie: she was only reluctant to expose herself to any sort of public scrutiny – as any cheat would be.

			‘Nothing to it.’ Katie touched her arm reassuringly, and Jane twitched slightly in recoil. ‘Just smile and say, “Book sales!”’

		

	
		
			INSIDE THE SAUSAGE FACTORY

			Jane’s book was hard to miss, and increasingly so as the pre-publication hype-machine cranked towards full throttle. And each time she saw that title, The Wakening Maid, Penny was struck by a vision of Jane yawning, rousing from slumber, shafts of soft dawn light glimmering mistily all around her perfect Amazonian form – followed by the queasy feeling that descends when someone undeserving gets a lucky break. The Germans probably had a word for that, but Penny could only whisper into her morning coffee, ‘Oh fuck off, really?’ as the cover appeared in her newsfeed again under a bookseller’s banner: ‘TOP AUTUMN READS’.

			She’d not spoken to Jane in a few years, not since they’d last met during a picnic at Centennial Park, a kind of loose uni-reunion-slash-remembering-Thizz event where a keen couple of dozen played a messy game of soccer and drank too much in the midday sun. Jane had been crisply aloof; Penny had been sweat-stained and out of breath, a graze on her knee after falling in the attempt to kick the ball.

			‘What are you up to, you scruffy little muffin?’ Jane had looked down that long nose of hers.

			And Penny had straightened her shoulders. ‘Been busy,’ she told her. ‘I’m commissioning editor now, of fiction, buried under my reading pile. Or burrowing into it – I love it so much.’

			‘Oh.’ Jane had grimaced as though Penny had just told her she’d been promoted to flipping turd burgers at Sloppy Joe’s.

			That was it for Penny. She loved her work. The publishing industry might have been fighting for its life against a rising tide of cheap overseas imports and indie ebooks, and in the process requiring Penny to work her brain into a desiccated pretzel at least six days a week and most evenings for a salary so low she was ashamed to even think about it. But she wouldn’t give up her love for money. To see a novel through from its wobbly first draft to its smartly jacketed, final stride out into the market was as addictive a thrill as reading itself. That she got paid for it at all: bonus. That she got paid to help writers complete and polish tales that had the power to bring joy to others, to inspire and challenge, to light up the dark, to change lives – there was Thizz in this love of Penny’s, always. She wouldn’t be put down by someone like Jane Furlow, who never did anything for anyone for any reason other than self-aggrandisement.

			She never spoke to Jane again. If she saw her at a party or bar, she’d cross the room, but she hadn’t seen her now since – she couldn’t remember. She flicked screens on her phone, over to her Instagram feed; every morning as she sat down at her desk, she’d do a ten-minute scroll-through, liking all her authors’ and colleagues’ pics – and here was Jane yet again. With Katie Ainsley from Chatworth, under the caption: ‘Two maids a’lunching in Soho.’

			Old maids, Penny thought, and she quickly closed the case on her phone, startled by her own streak of spite. She opened her laptop to begin work, heart jumping with a strange and conflicted sense of remorse. Penny hated having bad feelings for other people generally, but that she was having bad feelings about an author was messing with her head. She hadn’t even known Jane had harboured ambitions to write a book – had never entertained the thought that Jane might be capable of such a thing. But many authors closely guard their secret desires for a long, long time, don’t they, before they’re ready to reveal themselves the way writing forces you to. Who was Penny to think that Jane didn’t deserve the success that was about to be heaped on her? She didn’t know how Jane might have wrestled with the work. She didn’t know if the struggle might have gone some way to explaining why Jane was such an unreadable, unfriendly shithead. Writing took all sorts, Penny well knew after a decade in the business, and you couldn’t necessarily judge a book by its author. You could judge it a little by its publisher, though: Penny liked Katie Ainsley, and had a lot of respect for her editorial instincts; everyone did – Katie was one of the best publishers in the country. She’d have had more than a few decent reasons for championing this book. Surely.

			Yes, Penny would read The Wakening Maid – as soon as she could get her hands on an advance copy. She wouldn’t be able to resist. But she would try to read it without bias, try to let go of old baggage that did no one any good. The blurb did sound intriguing: ‘A reimagining of the Arthurian legend of Elaine and Lancelot that smashes the myth of feminine passivity.’ Penny could do with a healthy dose of passivity smashing.

			She opened the desktop file of the manuscript she was presently reading for structural integrity and suppressed a small groan of despair. It was the lacklustre third novel of a newish author, Cara McLaren, who was completely fab at lunch, engaging and enthusiastic, and so impeccably groomed she might have kept a personal stylist in her handbag with her three thousand Instagram followers, but she wasn’t much of a storyteller. Short synopsis: feisty young gal falls desperately in forbidden love with the wrong soldier and together they implausibly survive the Holocaust. They were hugely popular, these kinds of stories, and sold by the truckload through the discount department stores, stacked indifferently on weary metal shelving between men’s underwear and kitchen appliances – they were book publishing’s bread and butter. After contemporary and cowboy love stories, it seemed that Holocaust romances were the next bestselling category. It gave Penny the shivers, for all kinds of reasons. She’d edited seven such novels in the last two years, and not one of the authors was remotely Jewish – not that Penny thought direct cultural connections were essential to the telling of important tales, but where did we draw the poor-taste line? If a bunch of Aussie novelists suddenly made a trend of, say, African-American slavery sagas, there’d be an understandable couple of questions asked, wouldn’t there? And if we were so into man’s inhumanity to man, why weren’t we going for, say, a spate of contemporary tropical asylum-seeker steamies set in our very own offshore detention centres? She’d lightly queried the weirdness of all this herself at the last group editorial meeting, but the publishing director had shrugged as if she couldn’t see the problem with the trending of any type. Their new director, Jemima, seemed a fair enough sort of boss, full of vim and vigour and fresh off the boat from the UK, but she had a marketing background – no editorial experience whatsoever. She didn’t seem to care about what was in the stories, or how they were made, just that they ticked the boxes required for good sales. Of course, they were all in this business to sell books, but it troubled Penny how far the industry had seemed to shift towards caring more about spreadsheets and shareholder returns than the quality of their product. The heart in their product.

			Not that Penny ever spoke up too loudly about these harsher realities. She couldn’t. She was lucky to have held onto her job when so many had been let go as publishing houses shrank their lists or were gobbled up in company takeovers and mergers; plenty of others had left the industry altogether under the weight of disappointment, under the weight of having to write too many rejection letters for too many good books, condemning their authors to obscurity, and disgust at the corporate exploitation they were now all expected to cop. But Penny kept chugging along, chin up, grabbing hold of the few truly brilliant books she was allowed to publish each year, so long as they had prize-winning potential or the authors themselves were in some way on-trend. She told herself this was enough to keep her going. She told herself that her intense advocacy for twenty-millimetre page margins over price margins was as ridiculous as her expectation that writers of fiction should actually be able to write. She was just being daffy, obsessive old Pen.

			Get on with it . . .

			She returned to her reading of Cara McLaren’s latest, picking up where she’d left off yesterday evening:

			Magdalena approached the officer. The one called Gerhard Schiffer. The light of her lamp shone on the brass buttons of his uniform, cast a sheen across the fine, fair stubble along the line of his jaw. He nodded – almost imperceptibly. He knew what she wanted. Sex in exchange for his silence. She held his gaze, beckoning him —

			Penny looked away: For. Fuck’s. Sake. Stop. This is Holocaust porn.

			She opened her Twitter feed instead; sometimes she needed to flit between social media and manuscript for the first half-hour or so, lulling away her prejudices by staring at worse junk, pushing away professional judgements she trusted less and less every day.

			Her laptop screen shouted at her – a blast of trumpets and jingling steel drums, an ad she’d clicked on inadvertently, for soft drink or deodorant or something – and a woman with titian-pink hair danced through a crowded marketplace, the sun making goddess shapes of her body through a sheer, daisy-strewn dress. She looked like Thisbe. Or Penny wanted her to. Yesterday’s inquest findings seemed only to underline how inconclusive this particular feeling would always be. This longing . . .

			Thizz, who would never have a social media profile but was always so here.

			Penny glanced over her shoulder at the slice of Darling Harbour she could see within the cluttered chock of Sydney’s office blocks, and there was Thizz, too, dancing on some other screen, in deep, bright memory, down on the foreshore, along the restaurant strip, waving to her: ‘Come on, Henny Penny – come out and play.’

			She closed her eyes, rested her face on a fist, breathed against her knuckles for a minute.

			And then her phone rang, her mobile – the tinkling ringtone of Chopin’s ‘Spring Waltz’ telling her it was John.

			John rarely ever called, except to return one. She’d called him three times yesterday; considered a fourth but left him be. What was the inquest to him apart from just another day without Thizz? What was there to talk about? Still, she hesitated, heart jumping once more now at the fact that he was actually calling her – and that it was unlikely he was calling to ask her to go ten-pin bowling or ice-skating. It was most likely he was not in a good way.

			She took in a steadying breath and then she answered: ‘Hi, John. What’s up?’

			‘Hi, Pen,’ he said. ‘Have you got a minute?’

			‘Of course.’ She had all the time in the world for John. She asked him again: ‘What’s up?’

			‘I’ve . . . um . . . had a bit of a mishap. Cut my hand – not that badly. No big deal. But I spent all night waiting around at the hospital, getting stitches, and just got home. I’ve got nothing to eat that doesn’t require opening a jar or a packet, neither of which I can do – and I’m starving. You don’t want to come over for lunch, do you?’

			‘Oh!’ Relief was a sharp, high shriek. Relief that he was all right; he sounded all right, didn’t he? ‘I’ll come over now. What do you feel like?’

			‘Anything. I really don’t care. Just food.’ He laughed, sort of. ‘Thanks, Pen.’

			‘No worries at all. I’m not having a very productive morning as it is.’ She laughed with him, but worry was never far behind. ‘How did you cut your hand?’ she asked, trying not to let him sense it.

			‘Stupid story.’ He grunted. ‘Embarrassing. I’ll tell you when you get here.’

			*

			Ordinarily, Penny would walk from the train to John’s place – it wasn’t far, not more than ten minutes from the station at the Junction. But this morning, she thought she’d get them a proper feast from the Hungarian bakery on Bondi Road. He loved the cherry strudel they made, while she loved the apple; so, she caught the bus to take her those few stops further. When she got there, though, it occurred to her that he might need a few days’ worth, so she purchased an industrial quantity of pastry in a variety of flavours: cheese, cabbage, chicken, chocolate, apricot, hazelnut. The man who served her joked as she chose: ‘Feeling hungry?’

			‘It’s not all for me!’ She pretended offence, though she could eat the lot on a bad day – a tale told on the width of her arse. Just making the most of her best feature, she’d say, not only in justification for her bouts of overindulgence, but because she did quite like her arse. So did John.

			Walking back up Bondi Road with her three boxes of baked goods, she came to the cross of Ocean Street and, as she did every time she was here, she renewed her promise to Thizz that she’d look after him, forever, if she must. But this time, standing at the kerb, beneath the fluttering cheep and click of the pedestrian light turning green, she caught sight of a little lizard, a skink, skit­tering along the edge of the concrete and down the stormwater drain: Thizz. Of course. Penny couldn’t see a skink without seeing Thizz stretched out on the sand, candy-striped bikini and bronze-silk tan, turning to her, to say something. What? Penny would ask her, forever. Tell me, please. . . ‘He really should read more,’ Thizz told her now, from some half-forgotten, long-ago chat.

			And Penny could only shake her head at that as she crossed the road: Tell me something I don’t know. John hadn’t read anything longer than the instructions on a packet of instant couscous since Thisbe’s death. He worked for a massive online bookstore, had done for almost a year, with a staff discount of thirty percent, but there wasn’t a book in his place, except for a box of plays and film scripts she wouldn’t let him throw away when she’d helped him move into the flat. He’d never been a huge reader, but he did used to read, comedies, car-chase thrillers, holiday paperbacks: the pictures in Penny’s head showed him reading on a couch by the fire at his dad’s house in the Mountains, sometime during uni days, when a bunch of them had piled up there for a weekend; reading in the backyard hammock here in Bondi as he stroked Thisbe’s hair, her head on his chest. In these more recent Thizz-less times, Penny had brought him offerings of all sorts that might appeal – Ben Elton, John Birmingham, terrific books that weren’t too emotionally challenging – but he’d never cracked the spine on any of them; said he didn’t have the concentration for books anymore.

			She kept walking, and halfway along the next block, there was the little bookshop, on the other side of the road, and she glanced over at it, thinking: Yes, you can take a man a book but you can’t make him read it, can you. Or avoid Valentine’s Day window displays every February: a big red heart filled the square of glass, suspended behind books that seemed to float there, too, on see-through racks. It looked great, but it also looked to be exactly what she wanted, what everyone wanted, for John: a whole heart.

			And, possibly, an audiobook. Ha! She stopped and stared across at the display: right in the middle of the heart was a small gathering of audio cases. She’d never thought to get him an audiobook before, never having listened to one herself, but maybe this would be just the thing. Nothing takes you away from yourself like a good old rambling yarn, but John had been missing that for so long now. He didn’t even watch TV – he didn’t own a TV – as that was a depressing reminder of loss for him, too; and they rarely ever went to see a film – if they did, it was always a super-predictable space-alien thing with visual effects and surround sound so stunning it rattled her own nerves for hours afterwards. Where was John getting his essential dose of story from? Nowhere, really, except for conversation, and that wasn’t the same thing. Penny supposed that listening to her whingeing about the publishing industry for hours on end wouldn’t have been terribly therapeutic. You have to meet a stranger to be properly taken away, to be able to see and understand things from a different point of view. That’s the peculiar marvel of stories – and it’s why we all need them.

			She just about ran across the road, weaving her way through the snarl of cars and trucks to get there. Yes, an audiobook. As she reached the footpath on the other side, she’d already decided that John could explore the possibility of getting work as a voice actor – on audiobooks. Why not? John had a wonderful voice: deep and rich and actorly. Yes, yes, an audiobook. It could change his life.

			‘Hello.’ The bookseller looked up from what he was reading as she entered the shop. She didn’t know his name, she was always in too much of a John-daze whenever she’d popped in over the years to strike up much of a chat, but he was a nice guy and she had a tiny, standard-issue crush on him – the kind of crush that’s only remembered when you see the person again. Anyone would have a crush on this guy, though, or at least anyone like Penny, with his kind eyes, schmick black-rimmed specs, all those books, and that accent, asking her: ‘What can I do for you today? Looking for anything in particular?’

			‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Well, I don’t know which one I want, but I think I want an audiobook. I’m in a bit of a hurry, though. What’s your best pick?’

			He smiled. A nice-looking, nice-sideburns, nice-guy smile, and he said: ‘That depends. Do you want to laugh or cry?’

		

	
		
			A LOVELY PAIR OF SERENDIPITIES

			‘Laugh or cry? That’s a good question,’ she said, and Rich recognised her then. Once or twice a year she’d wander in, buy at least two books, and wander out again, the kind of customer that kept the whole industry going with quiet dedication. He seemed to recall she had eclectic preferences, though he couldn’t remember what she’d last bought; she wore black-and-white converse sneakers and an interestingly pretty dress – one that had cats dancing all around the hem of the skirt, cats that were playing an assortment of musical instruments. She also had exceptionally lovely breasts: Stop looking at them. Her blue eyes were easily as lovely; he had no trouble looking at them as she added: ‘It not for me. It’s for a friend. He’s . . . um . . .’ She frowned with concern. ‘He hasn’t been very well, for a long time. He needs cheering up – no, more than that. I want him to know that life is good and shining, even when it isn’t.’

			That was the moment Rich O’Driscoll fell in love with this customer and the faint lines of care across her forehead, but he would keep himself on task, thinking through his stock, walking over to the relevant shelves. He’d only lately begun experimenting with audiobooks, trying to expand his product base in the small space he had – and fighting a losing battle. Bookish was in the red. It was time to admit defeat and sell up. And do what? He didn’t know. He couldn’t go home to Dublin: the Irish economy had gone completely barkingly bust, the Celtic Tiger was on life support and showing no signs of recovery; and he didn’t want to go home a failure himself; didn’t want to return to winters there that made his old ankle injury ache with failure, too. Although the value of this building itself had almost doubled in Sydney’s just as barkingly outrageous property boom, he’d had to take out a small mortgage to pay his ex, Miranda, to get her out of his life, after she threatened to sue him for a solid chunk of his assets, and after he was advised that fighting her could cost more than it was worth. Such were Australian de facto common law separation proceedings. He still owed almost forty grand, and while he didn’t give Miranda much thought anymore beyond the occasional shudder of sympathy for the poor bastard she went on to marry, he resented the fact that he’d been unable to clear this relatively pissy little debt – business was that bad.

			But he was about to sell an audiobook, hopefully, and to this lovely customer. Stop looking at her breasts. He’d been single for far too long, he reminded himself: after seven years of terrible sex with strangers met via dating apps, his romantic wiring was all wrong. Even the smell of the pastries she was carrying in the shopping bag at her side was turning him on. Stop it. He scanned the audio titles, selected one he’d got in for its rave reviews, telling her: ‘This one comes highly recommended.’

			She peered at it, scrunching her nose: ‘Life After Life? Dead woman reincarnating over and over – no, not this one. Great book, but the idea might be more disturbing than entertaining for my friend.’

			The idea that she’d read this book herself already was as lovely as that scrunched-up nose. Who was she?

			He watched her walk her fingers quickly along the other titles on the top shelf: ‘I want something . . . I dunno. Uplifting. Hopeful. Why is so much respectable fiction so damn depressing? Awful people doing awful things, violence, bigotry, unceasing pain and suffering. No, don’t tell me – middle class can’t cope with their own privilege, so they have to torture themselves to sleep every night. Freaking joyless. I mean, as if life isn’t a series of happy endings with shitty bits in between. It is, really, isn’t it? For most of us? Can’t it be?’

			Rich couldn’t think of anything sensible to say; he couldn’t think of anything except the word ‘lovely’.

			And then she turned to him with those big blue eyes and asked: ‘Got anything cheesy? That’s what I want – cheesy. But I mean decent cheese, really well-done cheese. Bit of a laugh, bit of a cry. Everything works out okay in the end and everyone loves each other.’

			The stakes were suddenly very high for Rich, in terms of both bookselling and wanting to impress. A decently cheesy laugh-cry – that was a harder call than it sounded. He had a few rollicking historicals that could well have fitted the brief, audio editions of solid sellers, and there were the contemporary feel-goods he’d put in the window, books for a lazy afternoon in bed or at the beach, but he hadn’t read any of them, never mind listened to them. Not for the first time, he wished he could somehow download all the books he wouldn’t ordinarily read onto a chip in his brain. He stared at the rows of square plastic cases in front of him, two shelves of them altogether, but all he could see was the new Stephen King horror, and Hilary Mantel’s Bring Up the Bodies, and then a disproportionate number of hardcore crimes. Why? Why do I have so much crime? What did he have in non-fiction? Bill fucking Bryson and Stephen fucking Fry. Oh, please help me.

			And then he saw it – he saw the perfect thing. But just as he did, she saw it, too.

			‘Ah – Red Dog.’ She picked up the case and looked at it. ‘This is exactly what I want. Adventures of a legendary kelpie, tale of mateship and resilience, limitless outback vistas and fart jokes. A dog’s life lived well.’ She looked at Rich again and added: ‘Although, it is irritating when a Brit writes about Australia and more or less nails it. Kind of not fair, like residual colonialism. But I’ll take it – indeedy it is a sweet little serve of cheesy goodness.’

			She handed him the case, and still he couldn’t speak; it was as if she’d taken the thoughts straight out of his head and said them back to him in her own beautiful language. He turned away, stepping towards the counter, his voice cracking slightly as he managed a: ‘Right, then.’

			‘Have you seen the movie?’ she asked him, following.

			For a sliver of a second he couldn’t think what movie she was talking about, but the case in his hand prompted him. ‘Red Dog?’ he said: ‘Er, no. No, I haven’t.’

			‘Me either,’ she said. ‘If I’ve enjoyed a book, the last thing I want to do is see the movie. Breach of copyright on the one I’ve already made on my own – always a poor rip-off.’

			They were of one mind again. He had an overwhelming urge to ask her out for coffee. But she probably already had a boyfriend or whatever; she seemed to have a not-single vibe about her, though he couldn’t have said why; she wasn’t wearing a wedding ring. His mouth went dry as he scanned the barcode on the back of the audiobook; he barely heard himself say: ‘That’s, um, thirty-four ninety-five, thanks.’

			‘On credit, please.’ She handed him her card.

			He couldn’t resist reading it, turning it over to insert it into the machine: her name was Penelope – and something beginning with K that looked Eastern European. Whatever it was, he fell in love with that, too, just as she shouted: ‘Oh my God!’

			He looked up at her, shocked as she was, worried she might have seen a rat – which would not be so far out of the realms of possibility, since the renovations on the old brothel next door had sent vermin of all kinds scuttling about.

			But it wasn’t any such thing. She was shouting at a book – the book that lay on the counter, by the card machine. The book he’d been about to get around to reading when she’d walked in, an advance copy of a hyped-up novella, for which he was being pressured by the publisher to buy in more copies – when the ten he’d already ordered were probably more than he could sell this side of eternity.

			‘Oh my God,’ she said again, snatching it up. ‘The Wakening Maid.’ She shook her head at it, fanning the pages with her thumb: ‘I went to uni with the author. I’m dying to read this.’ Those big blue eyes grew wide, sparkling: ‘Can I borrow it? Please? When you’re finished, I mean. Oh, please don’t think I’m after a freebie. But you see, I work for Medley & Naylor – I’m an editor there – and, well, as a competitor, Chatworth aren’t likely to send me a review copy of their biggest you-beaut debut and March lead title, are they. But I’m desperate, honestly. I won’t tell anyone you let me read it. Oh my God, it’s so tiny – look at it.’

			He’d have given it to her right this very moment, and on bended knee – She’s a book editor? Are you joking? – except that his own desperation had now forced through the order for an abrupt gathering of faculties. ‘Sure,’ he told her, cool as, or so he hoped. ‘I’ll give you a call when I’ve finished it, if that’s all right. Have you got a num—’

			‘Oh, yes – thanks so much. You’ve got no idea . . .’ She took a business card from her wallet and as she handed it to him, she asked: ‘What’s it like? Are you enjoying it?’

			‘Not far into it yet,’ he lied. He hadn’t got past the imprint page; he’d been looking for the book designer’s name – the pink-and-black image on the cover was so striking, and would be even more so when it arrived in its final hardcover form, he had been trying to convince himself that’d sell a few copies on its own. ‘I’ll let you know what I think when I’m done.’

			‘Do you think you’ll be long?’ she said, keying her PIN into the card machine for the audiobook, adding: ‘Listen to me – how rude am I.’

			‘Not at all.’ He smiled, thinking: As long as it takes for me to summon the courage to ask you out. He took one of his own business cards from the holder on the counter, and gave it to her: ‘Here – here’s my number, in case I forget. But I should finish it in a day or two.’

			Their eyes met, their smiles entwined, just for the briefest flicker of time.

			She said: ‘I can’t wait. Thank you – thank you, so, so much.’

			He gave her the receipt for her purchase; she threw another smile over her shoulder at him as she left. Then he watched her disappear behind the love heart of his window display, shopping bag and ponytail swinging out the other side and away. He looked down at her business card: ‘Penelope Katschinski, Commissioning Editor of Fiction’. He stood there thinking: Oh my God, indeedy. Then he sat back down on the stool at his counter, and opened the book again. It took him quite some time before he could make the first lines of chapter one make sense. But once they did, they seemed oddly familiar.

			On the road to your house, a huge hibiscus bush towers between here and there, now and then, you and me. The leaves are blue-green and —

			Where had he read that before? He read and half read so many books, so many chapter ones, week in, week out, month after month after month, it took him quite some time again to remember, and when he did, he could scarcely believe it: the manuscript for this novel was sitting out the back in his stockroom, gathering dust, as it had been now for seven years.

			Jesus. How could that be?

			He wanted to call Penelope Katschinski straightaway, say, ‘Guess what,’ but he couldn’t do that, could he. She’d gone to visit a friend who was unwell, or he could only suppose that’s where she’d been off to. He couldn’t interrupt her with such a bizarre revelation – at least, not until he’d found that old backpack and its manuscript, to be sure he wasn’t making it up.

		

	
		
			REAL LOVE

			Penny quickened her steps through the higgledy-piggledy back lanes to get to John’s flat. It was a nice enough area, filled mostly with rows of pokey old workers’ terraces made quaint with new paint jobs and tubs spilling pansies and geraniums, but there were also some still-functioning boarding houses here, the kinds of places that took in those who had nowhere else to go. It was no crime to be poor, and Penny knew that well enough, having grown up so precariously, with her mum, as a casual teacher, only ever one week away from falling behind on the rent; many a time she’d watched her mum go without whatever she and her brother, Sam, were enjoying – a chocolate, a schnitzel, a ride at the Easter Show. Poverty is everywhere if you open your eyes and look, and it comes in all shapes and sizes. But there was something about these boarding houses that gave Penny the heebies – especially the last one she’d pass, coming this back way, a grim, grey old mansion with a sign on the front saying: ‘SHORT-TERM RENTS – CHEAP RATES’. Why it made her want to pick up her pace and get away from it, she didn’t know, but pick up her pace she did, almost running that last fifty metres or so along the footpath and in through the rear gate of John’s apartment block, her shopping bag brushing the back tyre of his motorbike there: Bloody death wish – she’d like to throw that thing in the sea.

			She raced up the stairs then, too, three flights, keen to see him now, and she knocked on the door, though she had a key: ‘Hello! Hello! It’s only me.’

			The heavy old deco door creaked as it opened, and there he was, and there she was hugging him like she hadn’t seen him for two years, when it hadn’t been quite two weeks. She clocked that he seemed thinner in his face, that the muscles in his back were tense, but that the flat behind him looked tidy, or what she could see of it from here, and she silently promised them both that she was going to stop being so neurotic, all before he managed to say, ‘Hi,’ or before she’d looked at his hand.

			And then, when she did, she broke her promise immediately: ‘John – that doesn’t look like no big deal to me.’ His hand was up to its elbow in bandages and surgical tape, thickly swathed, and she panicked on cue: ‘What happened? What did you do?’

			He groaned, moving inside to let her in. ‘Do you want a cup of tea?’

			‘Yes, please – I’ll make it,’ she said, following him.

			‘I can put a kettle on.’ He sounded annoyed with himself, beaten down, and fear rippled through Penny as she placed the bag of pastries on his kitchen table.

			‘I come bearing cherry strudel,’ she said, though her heart was asking: Did you mean to hurt yourself? Tell me the truth. He’d never explicitly threatened any such thing, but she knew – oh, yes, she knew. Yesterday’s inquest and its justice-for-none findings must have been hard for him, though he didn’t have to go and didn’t want to know; then again, every day, in some way, was hard for him.

			‘Thanks, Pen,’ he said, with a nod over his shoulder at her and the pastries. ‘I’ve only got plain black tea, though. Will 
that do?’

			‘I’ll make a complaint to management later,’ she said, trying to lighten her tone, and sighting the blue sling on the table, which presumably he was supposed to be wearing: Don’t say anything. She plucked at the elastic that held her ponytail, looking away at the mirror on the wall behind her as if she meant to attend to her hair, but she was really looking for clues. Looking at John, more carefully: his grey pyjama pants and white t-shirt seemed just as they should; he’d had a haircut since she’d last seen him; he was filling the kettle one-handed, then flicking it on. She took in the room again: the kitchen was clean; the end of the bed she could see beyond the half-wall partition showed his quilt neatly laid; beneath the mirror, his grandmother’s old piano displayed its usual patina of dust. Everything seemed normal, even the little flutter of envy she had whenever she walked in, thinking his flat was nicer than hers: it might have been smaller, but the large corner windows in the bedroom nook looked out onto palm trees pompomming above the higgledy-piggledy roofs, while her own looked onto a carpark. This place was a hanky-sized haven, lying right in the middle of Bondi’s sprinkling of synagogues, north and south, east and west; not that John was any more religious than she was, but she felt somehow the long tails of friendly ghosts watched out for him here. She tried to make her voice as bold and happy as the late-summer blueness outside: ‘What I want most of all is for you to tell me what happened to your hand. I promise I won’t laugh.’

			He snorted at the kettle: ‘I won’t mind if you do laugh. It wasn’t my finest moment.’

			‘Well, out with it, then.’ She stepped around the table and over to the high cupboard where the plates were kept, taking out two of them.

			‘I punched a window,’ he said.

			‘You what?’ She was fairly certain John had never punched anything in his life; he was a big guy, not as fit as he used to be, but never, ever violent; she couldn’t recall him ever having raised his voice except in character on a stage, never mind his fist. Once more into the breach, dear friends! And even then, he managed to make Henry V look more like a lover than a fighter. But that was once-upon-a-time ago, back in uni days.

			‘Yep,’ he said, passing her the tea cannister to open. ‘I got the shits outside work, trying to get into the building – the security code had changed over, and no one sent me the new one. I punched the window beside the keypad, as you do.’

			‘Oh, sweetheart,’ she said, and she understood: there’s nothing like an inanimate object telling you, ‘No,’ to bring out the violence in anyone. But that only threw up another concern: was he going to lose his job because of this? He’d lost others for less: for being unwell, not being able to get out of bed. ‘Are you in big trouble?’ she asked him; telling him with her eyes: Doesn’t matter if you are.

			But he said, ‘No.’ A shrug of disbelief: ‘A bloke from the head office called just before you got here – they’re organising compo. Apparently, the old glass on the building is dangerous, and should have had a board over it. Insurance, yada yada.’

			Penny sent out a cosmic beam of gratitude to shiningly excellent head office guy; she’d heard that BookSenta were a good mob to work for, distinguishing themselves from the monstrous multinational online booksellers who didn’t even allow their slaves to go to the toilet outside scheduled times, which was one of the reasons she’d told John to go for the job there – apart from his need to get any damn job he could, mostly to give him a reason to get out of bed.

			‘They’ve been really good,’ John said as the kettle began to boil, and he still sounded incredulous. ‘The supervisor who was on yesterday, this woman called Cherie, who I don’t even really know, she took me to the hospital herself. I said, “I’m going to bleed all over your car.” And there was blood everywhere – it was so embarrassing. She said, “Don’t worry about it – just get in.” She said it was her fault, because she hadn’t sent out the text letting me know the code. She said she’d tell head office that all I’d done was try to knock on the glass. She took my keys, called up one of her sons and he brought my bike home – she even got some clean clothes for me, dropped them into Emergency. Unreal.’

			Penny’s eyes prickled with tears not only at the kindness of these strangers, but that John seemed to think he wasn’t deserving of anyone’s kindness. She wondered if by some chance this Cherie might have recognised him as the guy from that TV show, the guy whose girlfriend was killed, a guy having a tough day yesterday. She couldn’t cry, though, not in front of him – she hadn’t done that since the day of the memorial, as if she had to keep it together to keep him keeping it together. Besides, the reference to the bike just now was triggering a recall of some of the finer narrative details of Red Dog, these being that the best human friend of the plucky pooch dies in a motorbike accident on a lonely Pilbara bend, and that his name was John. Fucking hell. Penny swiftly removed the audiobook from the bag containing the pastries and shoved it into her handbag, while John’s back remained turned; then she pushed him away from the kitchen bench and said: ‘Sit down and eat your strudel, will you.’

			‘All right, if you say so.’ He did as he was told, and she found a smile for him as he grunted with some pleasure at the first bite. She could see Thizz sitting behind him, on top of the piano, as she’d so often done in life, her long legs crossed, sloshing wine as she raised her arms, singing spectacularly tunelessly, as John played pretty things at her command. He’d play Powderfinger’s ‘These Days’ over and over again because she loved that song. He played it by ear, he played anything with his whole soul, and he sang like a drug, too; not anymore, or not that Penny had heard. The lyrics of that old song were too sad, anyway: these days’ shattered plans were too real. The idea that he might never play it again was too hideous to think about – he didn’t have a whole load of skills in his repertoire to be able to afford to lose one – but it prompted her to ask: ‘More importantly, is your hand going to be okay?’

			He grunted again, swallowed the mouthful of strudel and said: ‘It looks worse than it is – and no, I’m not lying. You wouldn’t have wanted to see it last night, though – shredded. Three of the cuts needed sewing up. There are a lot of stitches in here. I won’t be punching another window.’

			‘Good plan.’ She let herself laugh, and he laughed too, but as he did, she caught the shadow that fell across his cheek: he’d lost a couple of kilos lately, she’d noticed, but she saw now that it was probably a little more than a couple. Too much, too fast? she wondered, but the explanation seemed obvious enough. It would have been the strain of these past weeks leading up to the inquest, not knowing if he’d be called into the witness box, and then waiting for the coroner’s final words on it all. That’d put anyone off their dinner. Not that they’d spoken about such things. He wouldn’t talk about Thizz, not for any reason, or at least not to Penny, and it wasn’t grief alone preventing that conversation.

			‘Can you stay for a bit?’ There was the question that kept them both here, and it went straight to her thighs – every time.

			‘’Course I can,’ she always replied.

			When had this begun? The first time John had been unable to get out of bed, about three months after Thisbe’s death, Penny lay down with him, and these seven years since, she’d made herself available to him in this way whenever he asked. It suited them both. Penny wasn’t interested in men, not in a relationship sense: her mum’s broken heart had never healed since losing her own true love, Penny’s dad, and in a way Penny’s heart hadn’t healed either. For all her formative years, she’d never had that close-up unconditionally loving bloke at home to show her what one looked like. Then, whatever confidence she might have had had been blown away by the thug that had punched Thizz in the face. How could you know which men were capable of a thing like that and which weren’t? Men didn’t come with content warning labels. How could she say no to John, though? It wasn’t as if letting him do as he pleased with her, letting him make her come, was a difficult task.

			She heard the scrape of his chair on the tiles now as she poured water into mugs, teabags swimming to the top, and as she turned to him, there he was, and there she was: kissing a crumb of pastry from his lip.

			She was instantly in flood for him, feeling him grow as instantly ready against the top of her hip. It was always quick like this, no prologue, though sometimes they’d go on for several hours afterwards. Just loving.

			‘I can’t get the zipper on your dress,’ he said against her neck, and she said nothing, getting it all off for the pair of them, hungry for his skin.

			‘Ouch.’ He hurt his hand as they tumbled onto the bed. ‘Can you —’ He didn’t need to finish that question. She kissed his shoulders as he moved around onto his back and she took him inside her then. He filled her like they were meant to be together this way, their strong, solid bodies made of some similar genetic blendings. How could it be wrong? Even if it was. This love: this lock that seemed to have no key. She shouted her pleasure out over the rooftops and the treetops, she shouted through the blueness above everything, and then, for a moment, just for a moment, his dark brown eyes were warm and alive, fire-bright, as he released into her.

			She slid down into his arms and kissed him for a long time, drowsing, whispering: ‘Very good, Mr Jacobson, very, very good – top floor.’

			He sighed with a small smile, closing his eyes: ‘Glad to know I’ve achieved something this week.’

			And she laughed against his cheek, against the unspeakable sadness of those words. She wanted to love him away from them, away from the wrong thoughts that distorted how he saw himself. She wanted to love him back into the world. She also wanted another orgasm before trudging back to work.

			‘What makes you think you’re finished here?’ She moved her hand down his chest and across his stomach – where she could feel that he had not so much lost weight as changed shape. She raised her head off his shoulder: yes, she could see the faint outline of six-pack abs. Had he been working out? That could only be a good thing, couldn’t it? She didn’t care what his body looked like, tubby or taut, but going to the gym, that’d be a sign of improvement, wouldn’t it? Excitement surged, and she rethought the audiobook in her handbag. He was strong enough to cope with a silly story about a dog – she had to stop babying him like this. People called John existed in all kinds of stories, and had probably died in motorbike accidents a thousand times. She was about to announce to him that she’d decided he should be a voice actor; she was going to suggest he call Marguerite, his agent, today, to ask her how he could get on those books – but Penny’s own phone rang right at that moment.

			She could have let it ring, but she wasn’t that way inclined. A ringing phone was like an uncorrected typo for Penny Katschinski: it had to be dealt with – immediately. And this was the mystery ringtone denoting either someone unknown or someone from work: Vivaldi’s ‘Winter’, instructing her to be alert but not alarmed – although it always brought to mind Bambi’s mother, running from hunters through the snow.

			‘Sorry,’ she said to John, rolling out of bed, ‘I’d better 
get that.’

			Her phone was in her handbag under the kitchen table, and she got to it right on the last downward stroke of those electronic violins: ‘Hello?’

			‘Where the fuck are you, Penny?’ Posh; British-best posh; inexplicably nasty. It was Jemima, the publishing director: unhappy; very unhappy. Potty-mouthed as Penny could be herself, she’d never heard Jemima swear before: marketing people didn’t tend to do that sort of thing.

			‘Just getting something to eat,’ Penny said outwardly, as inwardly she seethed: Don’t you fucking swear at me, you suckhole reject from the London office, glorified fucking backpacker, talk about residual fucking colonialism.

			‘Well, get yourself back here, Missy,’ Jemima spat down the phone. ‘Robert wants those costings for the velvet dahlia book.’

			‘Er . . .’ There was some gibberish that would take a few seconds to unscramble, post-coital brain fog or not. Robert was the Managing Director – Robert Ogden-Briers – chief reject with a try-hard combover and a twenty-three-year-old girlfriend on the side; and he suddenly, urgently wanted Penny’s costing for the new literary title, Velvet Daphne, not dahlia, which Penny had unsuccessfully been pushing for him – and Jemima – to sign off on for the last couple of months? After that unscrambling, however, Penny’s mind closed in on this like a steel trap: obviously, they wanted to copycat on the back of The Wakening Maid. Both novels had maidens of myth in them, and involved a feminist retelling thereof – in Daphne’s instance, an escape from the great god Apollo’s outright stalkerish ways, so that she could live in blissful freedom with her lover, Calypso. It was a little ahead of the trend – Robert had called it ‘LQBG Alphabet rubbish’ and ‘lezo jewel-box smut’ when she’d first tabled it for acquisition – but it was spellbindingly well written, transcendent, and in Penny’s humble opinion, a work of depth and passion that said something powerful and necessary about a woman’s right to choose her own adventure. Not that her superiors would have had a change of heart about any of that. No chance. Clearly, Robert and Jemima had caught wind of pre-sale figures for The Wakening Maid – and those figures must have been at least a bit phenomenal. Penny dearly wanted to tell Jemima to stick those costings up her skinny little marketing arse, but she couldn’t do that; instead, she dropped her voice and lied for all her job was worth: ‘Actually, I’m at the doctor – give me half an hour, please.’ She was already pulling up her undies.

			‘Doctor? For heaven’s sake, don’t you be pregnant, too,’ Jemima whined with revulsion.

			And Penny hung up, pretending she hadn’t heard that. Head of publicity was due to give birth in April; their most senior non-fiction editor was due in July. Happens in an office full of women. But Penny wasn’t pregnant – No way, sailor. She wouldn’t inflict such a thing on a child. She didn’t want children, ever, and certainly not with John, unless they should someday agree that they wanted their progeny to win a fucked-up parents contest. Hence, she was as neurotic about taking her contraceptive pill on time as everything else. She reassured herself now: Unemployment will come for you by other, less exciting means, if you’re not careful.

			‘You in big trouble, Pen?’ John asked her, sitting on the edge of the bed.

			Jiggling about with her zipper, she said: ‘Yeah – but it’s no big deal.’ She grinned with all their ironies. ‘What are you going to get up to this arvo?’ she asked him.

			And he grunted: ‘Sleep, I reckon.’

			She laughed, saying, ‘I’ll call you later,’ before she kissed him smack on the lips.

			And then she dashed away, too flustered to notice that he hadn’t kissed her in return.

		

	
		
			ONE HOUR BEFORE THE DARKEST

			Depression is an eel that slips between the ribs unnoticed until it’s feeding on your heart. It darts between circumstantial sense – the relationship between bad things happening and bad feelings had – and the shark shadows of every nightmarish dream, every unnameable, aching need.

			John didn’t blame Penny for hurrying off, back to work, back to meaningfulness, with everyone else he knew. Why wouldn’t she?

			The only pressing job he had to do was to empty his bladder. He stood and all his ghouls spun: Loser. Waste of space. Why don’t you die now?

			Though he’d had the thought a thousand times, it always took him by surprise. Off kilter, the fingertips of his injured hand clipped the top of a kitchen chair on his way through to the bathroom, and the pain of it screamed at him from the deep, black bottom of time: See? This is how it is.

			As he pissed, he stared into the wall tiles: they were pink and green: they were tiles that Penny loved, 1930s originals; and they were Thisbe: the pink was her pink. It was the colour of her lipstick.

			But was it?

			He couldn’t remember. Not really; not exactly. All his photos of her didn’t help: they seemed less and less right; too bright on his new phone; too dull on his laptop; less and less real.

			The back of his wrist throbbed from the worst of the cuts. ‘Lucky you missed that tendon,’ the doctor had said. Her name was Dr Yu and her fine, efficient fingertips had been so gentle on his stinking clumsiness, sewing him up, sending him off for x-rays and scans; blinking, tired as he was by three in the morning, she said there was some concern about some nerve thing or other in his thumb: ‘It should be okay. But it’s very important you don’t use your hand at all for a while. It’s very important that you come back to see . . .’ yada yada, whatever. It didn’t matter now.

			She wrote him a prescription for antibiotics and painkillers, codeine; then she said, ‘Hang on,’ and disappeared again, coming back a few minutes later with half a blistered sheet of tablets: ‘Technically, it’s against the rules to give you these as well, but hey, in case the chemist across the road isn’t open when they kick you out – save you waiting around for half a century at Pharmacy here, too. It’s going to hurt a lot when the anaesthetic wears off, and for a few days afterwards. Take these, two of them, every four hours, and take ordinary paracetamol in between, if you need to. Take care, hey, John?’ She left him to it.

			He didn’t take any of it; he hadn’t taken his everyday, always no-end-in-sight antidepressants for three months, either, but he had this new prescription filled on his way home, just in case.

			He stared at the total of twenty-eight tabs of obliviating peace now, sitting in their white paper bag, on the side of the bath. He ran the taps.

			He hadn’t planned it. Few truly plan these things. It was just that the option was there, the plain facts of it were there, all the time, every second, every breath, like existential frequent flyer points, begging questions of ways and means, and then he’d be making calculations, he’d be shying and baulking and hating himself more each time he thought it, hating the drugs he’d taken not to feel all these years and hating even more, so much more, what he was feeling this second, today: he wanted the whole disaster of this life to end.

			He was miles out of guts, beyond guts, and out the other side of sorry.

			He’d tried to fight it. He’d tried so hard. He’d tried to grip the ropes that Penny threw to him. He’d tried to love her as he knew he did. But did he really? He’d tried so hard to feel as he should. He’d tried to feel the surf; the sunrise. He’d tried to get fit; he’d wanted to be fit ahead of the inquest finishing. He’d wanted to be ready to be normal again. He’d even been cleaning the flat. He shaved every day; cleaned his teeth. He always looked after the leather of his shoes. But all of it was stupid and strange and halls full of nothing.

			White bag. White flag.

			He thought of his grandmother and her all-eclipsing warmth: the world of her warmth; his small form swallowed by her longed-for laugh; the soft sleeve of her blouse brushing the side of his face as he sat at the piano, playing with her. And he wanted to be there, in that place.

			He thought of his parents, convincing himself they’d be all right. In fact, they’d be better off, he decided: his dad was going to get remarried next year, finally, to a woman called Jill, a really great person, and her young kids, Ted and Becky, meant that his dad could start again, make a happier family. His mum was settled as well, this time with a woman called Merilyn, who seemed good for her, genuine, seemed to make her happier than she’d ever been, too.

			He thought of Penny again: he couldn’t keep her in this holding pattern of unfeeling, unloving, any longer. He loved her too much for that. He had to let her go, let her be free of him.

			His phone rang, out on the bedside table where he’d left it, a low, turned-down buzz, and he ignored it.

			It was time for him to go, and he would go peacefully. If the last twenty-four hours had shown him anything, it was that he wasn’t going to let Penny find some bloodied mess when she eventually let herself in. He would be a good lover in this, at least.

		

	
		
			ONE HOUR LATER

		

	
		
			THAT THING YOU NEED TO FIND IS ALWAYS HIDING IN A LONG-FORGOTTEN BOX FULL OF UNRELATED CRAP

			Rich had turned the ‘Back in 5’ sign around on the door, thinking it would take him less than that to find the backpack in his stockroom. This was ambitious: while the front of house at Bookish was a model of stripped-back urban style, all timber-and-charcoal minimalism, his stockroom was a shitfight. It was a place where cardboard and other packaging materials went to die, among all manner of junk-filled boxes and can’t-part-with books that covered every inch of the shelving that ranged high up to the ceiling opposite the staircase, under which lay his rather more orderly stacks of incoming titles and outgoing returns, to and from more than a dozen different publishers. After all this time, he had no idea where he’d put that backpack; he had a vague recollection of having moved it from somewhere to somewhere else when he’d brought a heap of stuff from upstairs down here a couple of years ago, having cleared the guest room for his sister Ronnie, who came to stay for a while, doing some PhD thing in marine zoology – overachiever that she, and everyone else in his family, was.

			‘Where are you?’ He pulled down yet another box – this one filled with jars of nails and screws, from when he’d fitted all these shelves. He was almost going to give up, but then, buried under a pile of manked-up, threadbare linen, behind a lampshade and a roll of grimy, used bubble wrap, none of which would ever come in handy one day, he saw an old filing box – one he knew contained piles of receipts and invoices, because it had ‘Tax, 2010–2011’ written in marker pen on the side. Then he remembered: he’d tossed the backpack on top of the papers in here, for no reason other than ease of carrying it to its final resting place. And here it still was.

			He lifted the tasselled flap to look inside: there was the pink folder that contained the manuscript, and the rose-covered notebook with it. He hadn’t touched any of it again since that day he’d sat on the window seat in the lounge room to read it. A curious thing, it was: like a very long and meandering love letter. The author was so enraptured with the one she called Darling Boy, Rich had been jealous of him, which was understandable in the circumstances. Miranda had just walked out, and though the end of that relationship had been a mercy killing, Rich had cried a couple of times at the unchained adoration in these pages, the words bounding this way and that in extravagant, roller-coastering loops – into the sea, into the centre of flowers and around the sun. There wasn’t all that much to the story, though, he’d thought – girl loves boy, they drink a lot of red and have a lot of sex, she leads him on, a lot, gives him a hard time, a lot, but then girl slays a few heavy-handed metaphors of childhood trauma so that she and boy can live together, probably not all that happily ever after – and Rich hadn’t thought any more about it then, apart from wondering if its author would come and claim it one day. And now, it turned out it belonged to this new literary star, Jane Furlow? Rich pulled out the folder and took it with him back into the shop, still somewhat sceptical that this could be true; it seemed more likely to him that he was making it up, too eager to call Penelope Katschinski, too desperate to find something interesting to say.

			It would be a few moments yet before he could check either way: a couple of lunch-hour customers were waiting at the door; he let them in, distractedly.

			‘Do you have any of them rural romance things?’ a man in dusty work boots and hi-viz shirt was asking him, looking about; a tradesman of some kind, well-earned keg belly hanging over the top of his shorts. ‘I want a couple for the wife,’ he said, as though he might have come in for engine parts. ‘Try me luck for Valentine’s. She can’t get enough of them.’

			Rich wanted to shake the man’s hand. Not only was he a deliberate and thoughtful Valentine, the actual day, Friday, being three days’ away yet, he was prepared to walk into a shop and announce that he wanted some cowboys for his wife.

			‘To be sure, sir.’ Rich gave him a nod of full respect, and showed him over to the small selection of new releases he stocked in the Australian fiction section; they were a little hard to spot, as he displayed them spine out, hiding their covers, which were all so awful they looked like horse-themed tampon advertisements. Why did publishers do that to commercial novels marketed at women? The answer was worse than the covers themselves: discount-department-store bots demanded this kind of easy-to-identify branding. Ugh.

			He left the tradie to his romance, noted that his other few customers were browsing too, and he got back behind the counter, sliding the manuscript out of its folder. He read those first few lines again, and yes – how extraordinary – they were exactly the same as those in his copy of The Wakening Maid. He shuffled through to the opening lines of the following few chapters, just to make certain.

			Then he opened his laptop to google a photo of the author, and there she was, this Jane Furlow. She had an interesting face: broad jaw, almost mannish; too thin, as though she was in need of a feed; a bit of highbrow disdain in the middle-distance stare; lots of wispy blonde hair falling about the shoulders of her black polo-neck jumper. Somehow, she didn’t look like the writer of a ‘post-feminist literary love story’, whatever that was, and whatever any author of any genre was supposed to look like. Rich didn’t recall ever having seen her in his shop, either. Not that that meant anything – it had been a long time, seven years since she’d have left her bag here, and the author bio under the pic said she lived in London these days.

			The romantic tradie bought three books for his wife; a regular bought a copy of Gone Girl, possibly the last person on earth not to have already done so, and it only made Rich think of Penelope Katschinski again, her remark about respectable fiction’s fascination with awful people doing awful things. She’d no doubt read Gone Girl, then, but she might be surprised by The Wakening Maid – it was such a fragile narrative, for all its bounding about. Sort of sweet.

			He sat there at the counter a while longer, looking at the picture of Jane Furlow, still not quite believing he had her manuscript, and then looking at Penelope Katschinski’s business card, wondering how he should open the conversation. Should he ask her out for coffee now, over the phone, or maybe suggest a drink this evening? Or should he keep it spontaneous, wait until she popped in to pick up the book and, possibly, Jane Furlow’s backpack? Should he wait until after she’d read it? How should he speak to her? With an air of excitement for the odd find, or should he keep it cool, as though authors regularly left their manuscripts in his shop? Had he left it long enough before calling her? Would she still be with her ill friend, perhaps listening to that audiobook? Would she think he was a weird creep for imagining she might want to talk to him about anything?

			He stared at her card a few moments more, stared into the words ‘Commissioning Editor of Fiction’, sans serif, bold black on white: ‘Penelope Katschinski’.

			His hands began to sweat; his heart began to pound.

			What the fuck is wrong with you?

			He’d fallen in love, that was all.

			Just call the number, you idiot.

		

	
		
			THE SECOND-LAST STRAW ON THE BRINK OF TOTAL WORK DISSATISFACTION

			Gerhard’s hands were like hot, hard metal all over her breasts, missiles seeking soft targets. He ripped open the front of her dress, not rough but firm. He meant business. This was just another transaction of war for him. Her buttons went flinging in all directions as they flew from her and hollowly spun on the cold, hard floor beneath her feet. It was so cold, that winter in Warsaw. And Gerhard was warm at least. Magdalena was more concerned about the loss of her buttons – where would she get more in the ghetto? But she was too fearful to ask Gerhard if she could retrieve them. She could not dare to push her luck. He was smiling Teutonically. Did she have any luck left 
to push?

			She felt his Glock press into her stomach as he loomed over her. But no – that wasn’t his gun. It was —

			Penny thought she might suffer a brain bleed if she had to read on. She rubbed her eyes. Was she being unfair? Unkind? Why had this writer, above hundreds and thousands of others, been chosen to inflict this crap on the world? Or on Australia and New Zealand, at least. Was it possible to smile Teutonically? What did that even mean? How was Penny going to make it through 130,000 words of this? Why hadn’t she farmed it out to a freelancer? Of course, she would get her head into gear and get the job done, and with the utmost respect for the work – for the author and her many reading fans. Penny would quietly, tactfully make suggestions to tidy and tighten the prose, she would gently point out the extreme unlikelihood of a Nazi SS officer openly risking sex with a Jewish woman in the first place, among a dozen or so other historical inaccuracies she’d flagged so far. Because this was Penny’s business, her one true talent and love. Even if it was just another transaction in the game of cynical, give-’em-muck profit guzzling to her bosses . . .

			Her stomach growled, thoughts returning once more to the pastries sitting on the kitchen table at John’s. In the mad hurry of getting back to the office, and printing out the costing for Velvet Daphne again, running it around to Robert and Jemima, and up to Chief Bean Counter, the finance director, to set the wheels in motion for ‘lezo jewel-box smut’ to be transformed into potential Miles Franklin Literary Award contender, Penny hadn’t eaten anything today since the half a slice of vegemite toast she’d had for breakfast – apart from that crumb of cherry strudel she’d kissed from John’s bottom lip.

			Her stomach lurched with a rush of super-panic at that – as if she should return to John right now. As if he needed her. It was the third time this had happened in the last hour. But John was fine, wasn’t he? And she was just using him as an excuse to skive off from Holocaust porn – a truth so hot and hard it made her cheeks flush with fifty shades of shame.

			Still, her hand hovered over her phone. She should call, just to check he was okay – just to tell him to save her the apple strudel.

			But before she could give in to this complicated knot of craving, her phone went off at her: Vivaldi’s winter mystery vibrating on her desk. And she leapt at it – whoever it was, whether it be her mobile company calling with an offer of a new plan or Wildlife Rescue after her quarterly donation, she’d be grateful for the distraction.

			‘Hello?’

			‘Oh, hi.’ It was a voice she didn’t recognise, a male voice. ‘Is that Penelope?’

			Penelope? No one called her Penelope unless she was in trouble. She guessed it was probably the bank, chasing her overdue credit card payment, so she replied sharply: ‘Yes. And who is this?’

			‘It’s Rich O’Driscoll – from Bookish.’

			‘Who?’

			‘The bookshop on Bondi Road. I’m calling about, um . . . I have that copy of The Wakening Maid you wanted, and —’

			‘Oh!’ His accent registered and she remembered: the window filled with big love heart, nice guy, Red Dog, great little bookshop; was that only this morning? But she was more surprised he’d called so soon: ‘Have you read it already?’

			‘No,’ he said. ‘I mean yes. That’s why I’m calling. I had to tell you – it’s the strangest thing. You see, I realised I’d read it before, some years ago.’

			‘Huh?’ That made no sense. ‘How could you have read it before? It’s a new release – it’s not yet for sale.’ She knew that sounded accusatory, as if she suspected he was having her on; this was how she spoke to most men she didn’t know; this was primarily how she fended off potential interest. She might have liked this bookseller’s accent; she might have had a vague crush on his nice-guy smile, schmick specs and books; but he was still a bloke, and she wasn’t up for any nonsense. She was about to put him off with a counter-lie that she’d found a copy elsewhere, but he was continuing with his story.

			‘Yes, I know,’ he was saying. ‘This is not going to sound very plausible at all, but I have a copy of the manuscript – in my stockroom. Years ago, someone left a bag in the shop, with this novel in it – Jane Furlow, obviously. Since you know her, you might want to tell her I have it?’ His voice rasped uncertainly on that question mark, and her defences yielded a little: he sounded like a teenage boy.

			And his story was irresistibly intriguing. Jane’s original, unedited manuscript? Penny had to see how bad that one was. While Schadenfreude wasn’t normally her shtick, she’d make room for some today, if there was any to be had. Yes, having a good old snicker at Jane Furlow’s first awkward attempts, hopefully typo-riddled and brimming with over-egged ickyness: that was just the ticket to save her day.

			‘Wow,’ she said to nice-guy bookseller, telling him: ‘I’ll be over right away, if that’s all right. Wouldn’t want that manuscript finding its way into the wrong hands, would we.’

			‘Oh. No. Fine,’ he said. ‘I’ll be here.’

			She didn’t even pause for a ‘Thanks’ or ‘Goodbye’ before she was slapping shut her laptop and getting out of there again, racing past the receptionist with a, ‘Got an urgent author meeting. Daphne. You know – the new one?’

			The receptionist would have no idea – she was a fresh-from-high-school, cheap-as-chipped-nail-polish temp – but if anyone asked, it would seem that Penny had rushed off to attend to the new potential Miles Franklin contender. Sharon Webster was this author’s rather unassuming name, and Penny hadn’t yet even spoken to her on the phone, all communications so far having been run through the agent. Not that any of it mattered. Penny had no intention of returning to the office today. She needed a break.

			She gave a sly finger to the Medley & Naylor ‘M&N’ logo on the wall opposite the lift and let out a long, long breath down the seventeen floors to the ground. She never had days off, unless she was so flu-ridden she couldn’t move her eyelids. She worked stupid hours – the clock didn’t stop at five for book editors. If a manuscript needed to be at the typesetter the next day, you damn well worked on it all night at home. They never thanked you for it; they never paid you for it. Yes, the book trade was struggling – but it was editors and authors who were bearing the financial brunt. The managing directors and shareholders were all still getting their fat slice of pie, still lunching on the company card. The bunch of —

			‘Hi.’ She smiled at one of the guys-in-suits she recognised from the law firm on level three, passing him as she strode through the sliding doors onto the street. She charged on through the lunchtime crush, a burning churn of emotions powering her feet as she headed for the train station. It still stung that she’d been treated like some little snip of a nobody this morning – by Jemima, and Combover Bob. That they’d robbed her even of the pleasure of calling Daphne’s agent with the news of the offer of publication. It was an insulting offer of five grand, but it was an offer. It was Penny’s book – not theirs. She’d be the only one caring about it from here on in.

			She crossed against the flow of high-fashion shoppers and office drones at the lights on the city’s main commercial artery of George Street. What am I doing here? she asked herself, as she did regularly – she didn’t belong in this scene, didn’t own a pair of stilettos or a suit, never would – and someone slammed into her shoulder, unseeing, on their phone. She turned and shouted at the man, ‘Yeah, good on you!’ and as she did, the sun stabbed her in the eyes – reflecting off the top windows of The Garden, a few buildings along. The second-last place that Thizz had been seen alive, The Garden had been renovated since – like everything in Sydney gets renovated after five minutes – but no amount of polished concrete or brass fixtures could disguise what it really was: a meat market where people with way too much money and way too little care went to hook up and hook into the coke. Penny glared up at it, past the sun: angry. Still angry at the thought that Thisbe’s killer was somewhere here, in this city. And also plain angry angry.

			But at least the Bondi Junction train was only just pulling in as she thumped down the near-empty escalator inside the station. She slumped into a seat as it moved off, and called John to let him know she was truanting and possibly on her way back over soon. He didn’t answer, and she didn’t leave a message. Perhaps he was having that sleep. He must have been, mustn’t he?

			As she got off the train, she almost walked on as though she were heading straight for John’s, and had to pull herself away for the bus – pull herself away from this dread-filled compulsion to go to him right now. She did not have to go to John right now. She had to get her hands on Jane Furlow’s manuscript. By some miracle of public transport, the bus was also swinging into its bay when she got there, and five minutes later she was getting off at the stop across from Bookish, slipping through traffic that seemed to part for her, too – seemed to tell her she was meant to have this particular manuscript, oh yes, indeedy.

			The bell on the back of the shop door jingled as she stepped inside. She heard someone say, ‘Hi,’ as she blinked into the softer light – and then blinked again.

			On the counter of the bookshop sat a backpack she knew instantly. It was black with a silver buckle on the front pocket, and a tassel lolling on the flap. She touched it: it was real.

			It was Thisbe’s.

		

	
		
			WHEN ALL YOU CAN 
DO IS STAND BESIDE THE WOMAN LOSING HER SHIT IN YOUR SHOP

			Rich O’Driscoll had witnessed all kinds of confrontingly human actions and behaviours, as most in retail do if they survive more than a year or two. Fainting, vomiting, couples bickering, children tantrumming, falling-down drunkenness, delirious ranting – he could handle any of these events with a calm that came from a natural empathy for anyone having a bad day. Once, not so long ago, he’d even looked the other way on seeing one of his elderly customers drop a copy of Alice Munro’s Dear Life into her handbag. Most of the time, it’s not worth giving a fellow traveller a harder time than they’re already experiencing, when we’re all experiencing some sort of a hard time ourselves, pretty much all the time. Always best to try to find a way to be helpful, even if it’s only in the offering of a smile.

			A smile probably wasn’t going to be of much use for Penelope Katschinski, though.

			She’d just let out a howl that seemed to shake the whole shop, and had now covered her face with her hands, her shoulders shaking in distress.

			‘Um . . .’ Rich couldn’t think what to say or do. He wasn’t unfamiliar with tears at close range, and quite a broad variety of them, including his own. He’d hugged his sisters through all sorts of pain, in person and over skype, from Ronnie’s savage endometriosis to Jules failing her first-year medical registrar’s exams because she wouldn’t let her supervisor rape her; when he was sixteen, and his dad had been away with work, he’d sat with his mum, night after night, as she sobbed out the sudden loss of her best friend to an aneurysm – that was shattering.

			And so were these tears from Penelope Katschinski. Wounded tears that made every instinct in him want to hug her, but of course he couldn’t do that. Instead, he supposed he should ask her what was wrong, what had happened, but he didn’t want to make the hurt worse.

			‘No!’ she howled again, through her hands.

			Another customer appeared out of the rear room, one of the local rabbis, a dapper gent who read history and political biography, and who was approaching with a hardcover this very second. They exchanged a look, in which Rich hoped to convey, Be with you in a minute, and the rabbi nodded, I’ll wait here in case you need assistance.

			‘No. Oh, no. No . . .’ Penelope Katschinski continued to cry as she opened the backpack, fat tears beading on her lashes as she emptied the contents onto the counter. ‘Oh, no. Oh, no.’ She cried over every item there: the folder, with its manuscript pages and the notebook, the lipstick, the scuffed-up old paperback of The Women in Black, the chewing gum, the old bus tickets, and what looked like a USB drive – a little memory stick, which he hadn’t known was there.

			‘Oh this. Oh this,’ she seemed to say, with more and more despair as she looked through the pages of the notebook. Rich hadn’t looked at the notebook closely, thinking its roses and photographs and scribbles definitely none of his business, but as Penelope Katschinski turned the pages, he could see most of the photographs were of one man, a man with a big smile and laughing dark eyes: on the beach; raising a beer; asleep on a sofa; sandy toes against a blue sky; broad feet at the end of hairy legs; broad shoulders and tawny-tanned skin, Australian, those happy eyes asking a question, What? as he looked up from a giant plate of crumbed schnitzel and chips.

			‘Oh this . . .’ A tear landed on a patch of writing, ragged-edged, a poem, something about the ‘taste of the sea on his skin’, such a chaotic scrawl, all exuberant loops, Rich knew from the lettering alone: this must be Darling Boy. A boy who looked familiar for some reason, too – probably because he was a fairly generically good-looking guy with good teeth and blond tips in his brown hair. Rich could only jump to the conclusion that he must have died; or that some other terrible thing had happened to him.

			Penelope Katschinski picked up the slim sheaf of manuscript pages in one hand and the copy of The Wakening Maid in the other, then she turned to Rich with raw and angry eyes: ‘You’re absolutely sure these are the same novel?’

			Rich nodded, and then she slammed them down onto the counter, checking them herself, flicking pages, running fingers over words, furiously and with lightning efficiency. Then she smashed a hand onto the counter, a bit too close to his laptop, and shouted: ‘You bitch! You horrible, horrible, evil bitch!’

			‘Can I do anything?’ Rich had to step in now – he was concerned she was going to injure herself or his laptop if she smashed her hand down again. ‘Please, can I help?’

			‘Yes,’ she said, and her tears were streaming once more as she looked up at him: ‘Call the police.’

		

	
		
			A PAUSE FOR MORE IMPORTANT FORMS OF JUSTICE

			‘No. Wait.’ Penny said this to herself, trying to grab hold of her thoughts, her mind spinning so fast through grief, rage, confusion. But how? She looked at the manuscript pages again: how did Thisbe’s novel end up here? And what did Jane have to do with it? Was this Thisbe’s novel, or Jane’s? Penny couldn’t assemble all the pieces as they flew around and around in her head. She knew she was looking at evidence of some kind – she knew Thizz’s backpack had to be handed in to the police, in case it was important. In case Jane – no, Jane was evil, beyond doubt, but Penny didn’t think she was capable of killing someone. Killing Thizz. Did she? ‘Oh – oh my God . . .’

			‘Police?’ the nice guy was asking her: ‘Why do we need the police?’ His voice was gentle, concerned; the question sensible.

			And she managed to force an answer out through more bitter, bitten-back tears: ‘This manuscript isn’t Jane Furlow’s. It belongs to someone called Thisbe Chisholm. At least I think it does – or did. Thisbe was my friend. Do you remember the girl who was killed, down on Ocean Street? You were here then, weren’t you? February 2007?’

			‘The girl . . .?’ The nice guy was frowning, thinking, and then telling her: ‘Oh, yes – your friend? I’m so sorry. I didn’t know her, not at all, but I knew there’d been a terrible – The police came in, at the time, asking if I’d seen anything – And then the newspapers —’

			‘When was the bag left here? When did you find it?’ she heard herself ask.

			She heard him say: ‘Oh . . . um . . . around that time. A few days after the police were here – or maybe a week? I’m not sure – I’m so sorry . . .’

			Every feeling and every unpinned scrap of fact swirled and overwhelmed, until it all stilled around the only one who mattered: John. She had to take these remnants of Thizz to him, let him decide what should happen next.

			She told the nice guy: ‘There’s something I have to do before I do anything else. Thisbe’s boyfriend needs to see all this – it’s him, in the photographs. He’s my friend, too – the friend who’s been unwell. He only lives up the road.’ She started packing everything back into the bag, including the advance copy of The Wakening Fake. ‘I’m sure he’ll want to hand it over, but it should be his choice. I’ll let you know when we’ve contacted the police, in case they want to talk to you again.’

			‘But do you need somebody to come with you?’ the nice guy asked, handing her the memory stick that she was just about to leave behind. ‘Will you be all right?’

			‘I’m fine, thank you,’ she told him, and she was a little more in control of herself for having an immediate objective to fulfil. ‘When I’m more fine, I’ll apologise properly for putting on such an awful show in your shop. Do you have a card?’

			‘Ah, yeah. I’ve already, um – doesn’t matter.’ He reached across to the card holder over the other side of his laptop. ‘Here’s another one.’

			‘I’ll call you,’ she said, and then she left, all thoughts folded into the small, whole-world tragedy of Thisbe’s backpack, fingers curled around its straps, as if Penny might hold her hand there.

		

	
		
			A QUIET WORD WITH A RABBI

			As he watched her go, Rich couldn’t help wanting to chase after her – but it wasn’t his business to do any such thing, was it? Penelope Katschinski. She hadn’t even remembered 
his name.

			He sensed a customer draw near, the rabbi, beside him, placing that hardcover on the counter; Rich glanced at it absently, a cartographic history of London, and he said: ‘That’s a beautiful book.’

			‘Yes, it is,’ the man replied, adding something that Rich didn’t hear.

			He couldn’t drag his mind away from that poor murdered girl – Thisbe? He could see the old newspaper picture: her laughing eyes, her big, sunny smile. She and the boyfriend must have made an impossibly smiling pair. And she was the real author of the literary love story? That sounded like more plot than was present in the novel itself. It made him greasy in the guts to think her bag had been in his shop all this time, that it might have been important to the investigation – but how could he have known? He hadn’t followed her real-life story beyond the headlines – who actually reads the Sunday tabloids, anyway? But then, if only he’d opened that notebook, he might have recognised the boyfriend. Would he have, though? Rich would never know. All he could be sure of was that Penelope Katschinski’s howl of grief would stay with him forever.

			‘Never an easy thing to see another so upset,’ the rabbi said with a sigh, placing his credit card on top of the book.

			And Rich snapped out of it, moving around the counter to attend to the sale: the man was probably growing tired of waiting now.

			‘I only wish I could have been a little more helpful.’ Rich smiled apologetically.

			‘Kindness is always helpful,’ the man replied, keying his PIN into the machine.

			‘Be helpful if it could manage to put a bit of extra cash on the mortgage,’ Rich joked then.

			But the man shrugged: ‘Oh, it does, in the end, one way or another. You’ll see.’

			Rich nodded at the wisdom in that; and the rabbi nodded too: ‘Good day.’

			Then the shop was so quiet the rats from next door could be heard chewing their way through the electrical wiring, and Rich was so lonely and sad and sick of failing, he began looking up fares back home, to Dublin.

		

	
		
			TEN MINUTES LATER

		

	
		
			FAILURE AND OTHER BLESSINGS

			Penny climbed the stairs of John’s apartment block, gathering doubt and fear with every step. She was about to open a great big scar on his heart, but wasn’t the gash always open, anyway? Wasn’t that his deepest, most intractable problem? His heart refused to heal. But could this be just what he needed, too? ‘DARLING BOY’ – that’s what the manuscript was called, bold block letters right there on the title page. That was what Thizz had called him – happy or sulking or annoyed – that was her everyday name for him. Now that Penny came to think of it, occasionally, teasingly, she’d called him ‘Lance-A-Lot’ as well – a name Penny’s eyes had flitted across as she’d taken in what she could of the manuscript, and she might find that very funny another day. It was that little book full of photos and notes, though, that John needed to see most – how could she not show him this beautiful mirror that Thizz had made for him?

			They’d had some kind of argument the night Thizz died – Penny knew that. What they’d argued about, she didn’t know; he’d kept that secret close. Penny would bet next month’s salary that Thisbe started it, though, and that the argument was possibly more than a bit one-sided, but John blamed himself for her death because of it. In those first agonising weeks afterwards, he’d say so many awful, wrong things, strings of them, like, ‘I never deserved to know her’, ‘She shouldn’t have been with me at all’, ‘She probably wanted to break up and I was too weak and stupid to hear her’, ‘Why did I let her walk out?’ and his most consistent answer: ‘Because I’m an arsehole.’ This little book full of love would prove him wrong, no matter what was in the manuscript. Penny had to give it to him, no matter what might happen next.

			She took a deep breath and knocked on the door: ‘John – John, it’s only me. Hello!’

			No answer. Not a sound within.

			She knocked again: ‘John! Johnny! Wake up! It’s your favourite pest. I want my apple strudel!’

			Nothing. He wasn’t a heavy sleeper, usually, even when he couldn’t get out of bed. Maybe he’d gone to the shops?

			She pressed her ear to the door, which was pointless as the heavy slab of timber was so thick and snug in its frame; but the transom window above it was always open – the flat being so tiny, it needed to be, for air – and from somewhere up there she was sure she could hear the soft buzzing of his phone inside. She stepped back and stood there in silence for a while, listening: yes, it was his phone. Bzzzt. Bzzzt. Bzzzt. Like a bored bee. It stopped and then a few seconds later it began buzzing again.

			Panic shot through Penny like she’d never known its name before: ‘John! John! Are you in there? John!’

			She bashed on the door with every terror: ‘John!’

			*

			He was cold. Freezing. Floating on a block of ice. Except for his hand – his hand was on fire.

			He knew he was asleep, but it was a cast-iron, slow-submarine sleep, and not as peaceful as he had hoped it might be. It was . . . very uncomfortable.

			He could hear the phone going like it hadn’t stopped all day; he could hear banging on the front door. Penny shouting his name. He wondered how she could have followed him here. He could still taste the whiskey in the back of his throat; he didn’t like whiskey much. The bottle had been a present from Simon’s dad, from a couple of birthdays ago – the sort of present your best mate’s father gives you with no idea that drinking spirits was not good for your persistent suicidal ideation.

			Fuck. He gradually began to realise then where he was and what was going on – or what hadn’t gone on. He realised first, with an ice-axe crash of guilt, that he was supposed to see Simon on the weekend, and that he hadn’t even called him to tell him he wouldn’t be able to make it, that he couldn’t ride up there to see his new house.

			Fuck. He began to realise now that he wasn’t dead at all, but that he’d fallen asleep in the bath. The combination of the whiskey and the hot water and the exhaustion of the previous night spent in Emergency had made him pass out almost immediately. He remembered opening the box of codeine, pulling out the sheets of tabs, lining them up on the tiled edge of the bath, with those few extras the doctor had given him; he remembered it was difficult popping them out with his left hand, and he’d only managed to swig down two of them when he laid his head back. And then —

			Keys in the door: ‘John! John!’

			Penny: her face appeared in the open doorway of the bathroom just as he lifted his eyelids. He was too slow to move, to get up, to tell her everything was all right, except for everything that wasn’t. He saw the look of horror in her eyes as she took in the evidence of his intentions: the pills on the side of the bath, the bottle of whiskey on the floor. Shame screamed at him a split second before she did.

			‘John, what have you done?’

			‘I . . .’ What could he say? How could he have thought it was in any way reasonable to do this to Penny?

			‘Wake up!’

			He felt the sharp slap of her hand on his face.

			‘Wake up, you fucking shithead. You fucking arsehole piece of shit! Wake up!’

			She slapped him again.

			‘What have you done? What have you taken?’

			‘I . . . nothing —’ How could he explain? He was very awake now, and he sat up, shivering, realising he’d got the bottom of the bandage wet: It’s very important you keep the dressing dry and clean, okay? the doctor had told him as she was writing out that fucking prescription. Fuck. He told Penny: ‘I’m sorry. I —’ He told her the truth: ‘I didn’t do anything, much. I meant to, but I fell asleep – I can’t even kill myself without fucking it up.’

			She sank down onto the bathroom floor, sat there against the cabinet with her head on her knees.

			He stood up, grabbed the towel from the rail and, as he did so, knocked all the tablets into the water – where he’d leave them. Unfortunately, he knocked the small plastic bottle of antibiotics in there, too, but who needs antibiotics? He could probably have done with a couple of codeines right now, though, as the pain tearing up his arm was pretty intense, but he thought it was about right that he should wear that as well.

			‘Pen, I’m sorry . . .’ he told her again, kneeling in front of her. ‘I don’t know what I was thinking. I get so low, so tired, tired of not feeling I’m alive anyway, I don’t know what I’m doing.’

			‘I know.’ She spoke into her knees. ‘I don’t blame you.’ She looked up at him with those beautiful blue eyes he’d made so sore and frightened. ‘I’m tired too,’ she said. ‘I’m tired of worrying about you. But hey, I’ve been having an interesting day – why not include your bad impersonation of Romeo dead in a bathtub as just another highlight?’ Her eyes spilled with a fair bit more than weariness as she added: ‘Fuck you.’

			That was the cold slap he needed most of all, and he knew it.

			‘I’m sorry,’ he said yet again, and more firmly, but sorry meant nothing without action; he gave her some real contrition, and some more of the truth, too: ‘I have to tell you, I’ve been taking a not-very-happy holiday from antidepressants lately. I’ll call Gabby this afternoon, right now, and get myself back on track. I’m not making any excuses – it’s just that that’s what I did. And if Gabby says I should spend some time in the psych ward, I’ll go this time. I’ll go tonight. I will. I won’t do anything like this to you again. I promise.’

			Penny nodded, then shook her head: ‘If you had died today . . . now . . .’

			‘I’m so sorry, Pen.’ How was he ever going to make this right? Epiphany hit him like a cloud of red flashing lights: that he had allowed all the care in their pact to pour one way – his way. He owed Penny a lot more than sorry. ‘I’ve been selfish,’ he said, and he meant it this time; he told her, not as a promise, but as a fact: ‘I’m going to change this.’

			‘Bravo,’ she said, leaning away from him, reaching out into the hall for her bag. ‘What I was going to say is . . . if you had died today, you’d have missed out on this special delivery.’

			She slid the bag along the tiles towards him; it wasn’t her handbag, or her laptop bag; it was —

			He thought he was still dreaming, dead in the bath.

			He looked at Penny; she nodded again: ‘Yeah. The guy at the bookshop on Bondi Road has had it all this time – someone left it there, a week or a few days after . . . you know.’

			‘No.’ John stared at the bag, as if Thisbe might walk past and pick it up; he saw her bend and reach for it a thousand times, walking up the hall. He’d bought her this backpack from a market in the Mountains; he’d thought she’d like the tassel. It swung when she walked; it swung with that little bounce in her step; it swung when she walked out the door. ‘She was carrying this when . . .’ How could her backpack have gone missing and no one noticed? Because John had been incapable of giving anything like a coherent statement at the time.

			‘That’s what I supposed,’ Penny said. ‘Whoever took it probably killed Thizz, or knows something. We should take it to the police. But first you need to look at what’s inside.’ Then she left him: ‘I’ll put the kettle on.’

			He almost couldn’t bring himself to open it.

			I don’t think I can trust a man who doesn’t read . . .

			The backpack had been sitting on the kitchen chair between them, in the house at Ocean Street, the air steaming, almost too thick to breathe.

			Don’t. Have. Time. She’d mimicked his sigh.

			He thought he knew what was in the bag: her novel.

			His regret at having rebuffed her that night had stalked him ever since. Why hadn’t he said to her, ‘Okay, let’s take this bottle of wine to bed and read it’? What had stopped him from saying, ‘Congratulations, baby’? Why hadn’t he just said, ‘Well done’? He’d been too tired – too selfish. Too lazy. He wasn’t thinking. It seemed as if he’d not been able to form whole thoughts from that night onwards.

			He pushed the flap of the bag open and there it was: a pink folder; of course, the folder would be pink. He pulled it out and, fumbling it left-handed, a book fell from it, hit the top of his thigh and landed open on the tiles.

			A photograph shouted up from the page, a picture of himself, leaping off the sand to catch a tennis ball, Bondi’s northern headland behind him, crawling with apartment blocks. Thizz had written beneath it:

			Finest and sole example of the species 
Homo darlingmost at full stretch.

			Who would want to bring a child into this life? The idea seems so alien and unnecessary, maybe I’m not meant to breed. But then something changes when I slip along your sinews, when you kiss me, and I want seven children, for good measure and good luck. You make me want to be braver. Be a better sort of human. Your patience is the greatest wonder of my world. I don’t know why you keep loving me. But I’m always grateful you do.

			He didn’t need to read any more than that, but he read it all, there on the bathroom floor, sitting on that damp towel, cold on that warm February afternoon, and feeling everything. He read every word of every page, and as he read, at last, after all these years, he began to cry.

			*

			Penny resisted the urge to check on him, to intrude; she switched his phone to silent; she didn’t even take him a cup of tea, and not just because she didn’t want to disturb him – she was still very, very angry with him. Fuckhead.

			She sat at the kitchen table, trawling through Thizz’s memory stick on her laptop, primarily to check for signs of provenance, and found the history of ‘Darling Boy’ laid out surprisingly neatly, a trail of documents dating back to October 2004 – when it appeared she must have first begun writing it. This was hard evidence of manuscript ownership, Penny was convinced. Thizz hadn’t possessed the concentration span to thieve something piece by piece over a period of two and a half years. Thizz wasn’t a thief by nature in any case. Penny had never heard her once even covet another writer’s success, or express a jealousy for anyone’s achievements. She studied the writers she loved to try to glimpse their magic tricks, but she loved words and ideas too much to risk copying. She was too determined to be original.

			Thizz loved words, all right, and doing original things with them. Although Penny sped through the manuscript on-screen over these next few hours, spot-checking only the most startling passages against the hardcopy of The Wakening Maid, she gleaned enough to be certain that she would have suggested a much sterner copyedit than the one Katie Ainsley had given the work. This was a short book but there were long, long tracts of word spaghetti in it that didn’t really make much sense, and shifts in time and place that seemed more like random thought bubbles than deliberate stream of consciousness. The only significant thing that Katie seemed to have edited out was the daggy humour – any suggestion of ‘Lance-A-Lot’ changed to ‘Lancelot’. Other than this fleeting Arthurian allusion, how they’d managed to claim a retelling of Elaine of Astolat seemed the longest literary bow ever drawn, to Penny – though she’d microscope it all later, when she had the time and the will, to satisfy herself of the pretty bullshittery afoot here. This was a hoax, as far as Penny was concerned, a great little Aussie hoax to make Malley and Demidenko proud, and she was very disappointed with Katie Ainsley, very disappointed indeed.

			But while ‘Darling Boy’ perhaps wasn’t quite a novel, it was also a long way from being ‘a bit shit’, as Jane had so dismissed it that day at Thizz’s memorial. It was a firstborn, delicate and searching revelation of Thisbe Chisholm’s soul, in which she’d set down in riddles all her most tender secrets. It was most obviously an explanation for why she’d made John wait, and wait; for why she had been so afraid to give herself to him fully; for why she had been such a capricious bitch to him at times, too:

			He lived at the bottom of the sea, in a witches’ cave, emptied when he ate its occupants whole and alive. He locked me in there whenever he was displeased, and sometimes even when he wasn’t displeased. He locked me under the house for two days when I was small because I wouldn’t eat my broccoli. I grew smaller there, each time, so that the devil would not make me into a difficult woman. I wore long sleeves and stockings on hot days to hide his tentacle grip blooming all over my schoolgirl skin. I could just never seem to learn to be easy.

			My Darling Boy, I know you love the sun, as I do too, but Mr Dark pulls me into the cave still, even when he can’t find me. He holds me there against my will, and makes me scared of you – yes, even you. Sometimes, especially you.

			It would have been clear to anyone who knew Thizz that she was referring to her father when she wrote of Mr Dark. Penny hadn’t known that Warren Chisholm hurt his daughter physically, and no one would ever know now exactly what that abuse entailed – except that Penny was fairly sure he’d go to prison for it if ever it could be proved. It seemed, from several descriptions of skinks in the story, that her affinity with these little lizards came from hanging about with them there under the house, the only creatures she had for company, darting in and out along the crack of light under the door.

			All this reading, all this listening to the toilet-roll holder in the bathroom turning every time John had to blow his nose again, made Penny determined that someone should be punished – and that someone was Jane Furlow. Penny had the sharpness of mind and the experience of seven extra years of same-old, same-old, pretty-dead-girl police procedurals to know that Jane wouldn’t have had anything to do with Thisbe’s death for sheer lack of necessity. Jane wouldn’t have had to kill Thizz to steal her words – she could have swiped them from Thizz’s laptop any time she liked and let opportunity do the rest. But that’s not the impression that Penny would give the police, should John choose to go there tonight.

			The sun had almost set, and Penny got up to prepare them some dinner, having eaten every pastry in the place. She put on some water for pasta and found a jar of pesto in the cupboard; a good hunk of parmesan in the fridge. He ate well, John, no matter his mental state; they both loved their food, and had such similar tastes: he even had her favourite baby dill pickles from the Russian deli in the fridge, because they were a favourite of his, too. In another life, they’d be married and happy and possibly very fat, Penny thought as she looked out of those large, corner windows above the bed. The sky was entirely pink.

			She heard the floorboards in the hall creak and turned around to see him emerge as a shadowed shape in the darkening space. He didn’t speak as he walked through the room and out to the wardrobe. She watched him find his jeans; she watched him struggle to get the fly buttons done up, but she wasn’t going to help him. Fuckhead.

			‘You hungry?’ she asked him.

			‘Not really,’ he said. ‘I feel a bit crook.’

			That wasn’t surprising, she supposed. She also supposed that, since he was putting on a proper shirt, he was preparing to go out. She said: ‘Will we go to the police tonight?’

			‘Yep.’ His voice was hoarse but sure. ‘We have to, don’t we.’

			‘Yep.’ They had to go, not only because there might have been some trace of the truth here that would lead the police to the thug who really killed Thizz, but because only that discovery would finally, absolutely, once and for all, clear any lingering doubt in anyone’s mind that John could have done it himself. And there was no other appropriate time to tell him, so she told him straight out now: ‘You know that book Jane’s supposed to have written, The Wakening Maid?’

			‘What book?’ he grunted, and Penny might have thrown the packet of pasta at him: one, because it proved he never listened to her when she was banging on about books; and two, he would have seen pre-orders for this one coming through at BookSenta, so it wasn’t like she was referring to some obscure title he could never possibly have heard of.

			‘The book Jane’s supposed to have written.’ Penny tipped the pasta into the pot to boil. ‘It’s being published next month to a whole heap of buzz and hype – and it’s not her book. She stole Thizz’s manuscript.’ Penny picked up the advance copy from the kitchen table and held it out to him. ‘I’m going to have to tell the police about this, too.’

			‘She what?’ John squinted at Penny, not even glancing at the book, and she could see he’d had enough; she could see he didn’t want to think anymore, and probably couldn’t have cared less if Jane materialised in the room right then and there in a black puff of smoke.

			‘Doesn’t matter.’ Penny waved it away, shoving the book into her handbag. ‘The thing is, the police will need to see all of the evidence – the manuscript, the notebook, the memory stick. But no one is going to notice or care if you take some things for yourself. If you want any of the photos, say. If you want to keep any of it at all, then do it.’ Because, chances were, once the police had the backpack and its contents, John would never see any of it again; he wasn’t next of kin – they wouldn’t return it to him. It would all be returned to Thizz’s family.

			But John shook his head: ‘No. I’ve got enough of a problem hanging onto stuff as it is. I’ve got to start saying goodbye.’

			Penny could have fallen to her knees in hallelujah; she could have cried; instead, she said: ‘Good call. But give yourself a minute or two to think about it. All that whackball, sooky-la-la free verse devoted to you – make sure you won’t regret letting it go.’

			He laughed; she could see how much it hurt, she could see the pain written all over his face, but he still laughed, and she felt the load she carried for him lighten a little in that moment. Then he looked away; she could see him thinking, and after a long pause, he said: ‘I will keep one thing – just her lipstick. I want to remember the colour.’

			This is why Penny had had no trouble keeping her promise to Thizz all this time: looking after John might have been a long-haul pain in the arse, and occasionally terrifying, but it wasn’t hard to love him.

			She watched him schlepp back to the bathroom, and then return with the backpack; she watched him place the lipstick in his bedside drawer. Bless that man forever.

			For herself, she took the copy of The Women in Black, which Thizz had borrowed from her anyway, and made some snaps on her phone of Thizz’s notebook pages, just to have them.

			Then she watched John eat only half his dinner, before he grunted again, shaking his head: ‘Can’t do it. I’m sure I’ll feel better once we’ve got this over and done with. Let’s go, okay?’

			‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Let’s go.’

		

	
		
			AND THEN

		

	
		
			THE KARMA BEGINS OR SCHADENFREUDE NEVER COMES FOR FREE

			John shivered as they made their way through the quiet Tuesday-night streets towards Waverley Police Station. It was a warm night, he could feel the mugginess in the air, but he was still cold. He was never going to fall asleep in a bath again, he promised himself; he was never going to fall asleep in a bath and then spend the next several hours sitting naked on a damp towel. He was pretty sure he was getting the flu or something – and he’d wear that, too.

			As they walked, Penny yawned beside him once every thirty seconds or so, and it occurred to him that the very best thing he could do to repay her for all her care and goodness was for him to not need her anymore.

			Grow up, he told himself and the footpath. It was as though Thisbe’s death had really stopped a clock in him, like the way the lover wants everything to stop in that poem of Auden’s, ‘Funeral Blues’; John had memorised it over a decade ago, as part of a performance component for his Drama major, but he hadn’t thought of it again until now. So many very obvious things hadn’t occurred to him; he hadn’t been able to see them inside the dense fog of his bereavement.

			Whatever part he’d been playing ever since – Romeo or Pyramus – he’d been overplaying the role, behaving like a sullen adolescent, constantly longing to follow his love to the grave, incapable of considering that his loss was not the centre of all time. All loss is relative, he’d picked over and over this idea on Gabby’s sofa, each loss is excruciatingly lonely, too, but it can help to reflect upon the fact that the experience is not unique. John didn’t have to look far for examples of true grit in the face of unbearable tragedy: his grandmother’s life told him everything he needed to know. She’d been smuggled out of Berlin at the age of eight, never to see her parents or her brothers again; she was sent to live with distant relatives in Switzerland, who treated her like dirt. ‘Worse than Cinderella, liebchen – I will never tell you how bad that was,’ Omi would say whenever he asked about her growing up. Then, after the war, she escaped to Australia with the man of her dreams, who died a couple of years later from early-onset, Shoah-induced emphysema, leaving her to raise a small boy, his dad, all on her own. And still Omi had managed to play the piano every day of her life. She wouldn’t be impressed that he’d stopped playing. She probably wouldn’t even be sympathetic.

			What a difference a different view can make. Even his ton-weight of guilt over Thizz’s novel was beginning to shift. Having attempted to read it just now, hypnotically compelling though so much of it was, it was also nuts. If it hadn’t been about him, he probably wouldn’t have made it past page one. As it was, he’d skimmed half of it. Wasn’t this precisely why he had tried to avoid it that night? He had been tired, yes; he’d had a shitty day on the set, yes; but as well, he’d known that he was far too tired to read something he was sure he wouldn’t really understand even if he’d been wide awake. If he’d taken that manuscript to bed, she’d have been jumping all over him, demanding to know: ‘What do you think? What do you think? Is it any good?’ And he’d have been snookered again. He’d have said something like, ‘It’s not for me to judge, Thizz. You know I don’t know that much about books.’ And then they’d have had an argument, anyway.

			Wouldn’t they?

			He’d probably have missed the point; maybe back then he wouldn’t have understood what she was trying to say about her father. He wasn’t sure he understood it now. John would have said, ‘Yeah, your dad’s an arsehole. I’m not. Why can’t you just be with me?’ like he’d said a hundred times before, not knowing how much of an arsehole he himself would turn out to be.

			It was hard to catch and keep hold of any of these thoughts, though. Pain seemed to throb to some new rhythm. The back of his wrist felt as if diesel had been poured in through the stitches and then set alight. He really needed that codeine, and he’d do something about that once they’d been and gone from the police. He’d go to the late-night chemist at the Junction, get something near as good over the counter – he’d turn around and go there immediately, but he couldn’t justify the backtrack.

			‘You all right?’ Penny asked him as the police station came in sight.

			And he said, ‘Yep.’ As the rest of him insisted: No. Not all right.

			To distract himself again, he took his phone out of his pocket, to check he’d only missed the usual. Yep, he scrolled through the missed calls and messages: Dad, Mum, Penny, Simon, Dad, Dad, and then five missed calls from Marguerite, his agent. He didn’t listen to the message she’d left; she was probably calling about an audition for some health insurance or pet food commercial, which he’d have little to no hope of getting whatever it was, because in the tiny, taletelling world of the Australian entertainment industry, he was still that guy who might have killed his girlfriend. Instead, he quickly texted back, Sorry busy call u tomorrow, and even his left hand seemed to ache as he thumb-typed it out.

			His vision blurred; the cats around the hem of Penny’s dress seemed to be marching of their own accord, marching along between them.

			‘You ready?’ she asked him as they stepped under the blue-and-white sign hanging above the station: the light that was coming from it seemed too harsh, too loud, too bright on the silver buckle of Thisbe’s backpack, strobing with the tassel that kept on swinging and swinging, the whole thing swinging from Penny’s hand. ‘You okay?’

			‘Yep,’ he said. But nope was the correct answer.

			Maybe it was just the post-traumatic stress; maybe he was just having a very freaky flashback to the last time he’d crossed the threshold of this place: ‘Welcome to Waverley Police Station’ etched into the glass doors like anyone would want to come here. He tried to focus on his breathing – In, one, two, three. Shit. What is happening to me? – as those doors slid open and they stepped inside.

			*

			‘Evening.’ A young male officer appeared at the window of the reception counter as they approached. ‘Can I help you?’

			‘Hi,’ Penny said, assembling all her determination to give Jane Furlow the metaphorical punch in the face she deserved. But before she got to introductions, John said behind her: ‘I’ve got to sit down for a bit, Pen.’

			She turned to look at him: he did seem a little pale under the blue-tinged fluoro mood-lighting, and as he sat, hunched over, on one of the seats along the wall opposite the counter, she felt bad for not suggesting he stay at home – not that leaving him home alone would have been a good option, either. She squeezed his shoulder and told him: ‘Full marks for being here at all, sweetheart. This shouldn’t take long.’

			She said to the policeman: ‘We’ve come across some evidence that might be relevant to the Thisbe Chisholm case.’

			‘Oh?’ The policeman raised his eyebrows at her, instantly interested, and not surprisingly, she supposed, as yesterday’s inquest would likely have been fresh in the minds of any police around here. ‘What evidence do you have?’

			Penny placed the backpack on the counter: ‘This is the bag Thisbe was carrying when she was attacked. It’s been sitting in the stockroom of the bookshop at the top of Bondi Road as lost property all this time.’

			‘How did it end up at the bookshop?’ the policeman asked.

			‘No one knows,’ she said. ‘It just appeared. The owner there, um . . .’ She couldn’t remember his name and had to rummage through the inch-thick mass of crap in her wallet to find his card; she found two of them, for some strange reason, and handed one over to the policeman: ‘Rich O’Driscoll, the bookshop guy, found the bag a few days or so after Thisbe was killed. He didn’t know who it belonged to at all until I recognised it – this afternoon. The only thing that’s certain is . . .’ she pulled out the pink folder, ‘the writing in here, Thisbe’s manuscript of a novel, was stolen by a woman called Jane Furlow.’ Penny slapped the copy of The Wakening Maid on top of the folder: ‘This book is a complete fraud – I’ve checked every word.’

			‘Is that so?’ The policeman gave her a slow, crooked smile. This wasn’t going quite as Penny had imagined.

			‘Yes,’ she sharpened her tone: ‘This is so. I don’t know if anyone might be mad enough to kill for a novel, but you might want to check it out.’

			‘I’m sure we will.’ The policeman slid a clipboard between them and clicked a biro under her nose. ‘Let’s get to know each other,’ he said. ‘What’s your name, then?’ He gave her that slow smile again, and let it talk to her tits: he was frigging well hitting on her. Unbelievable.

			‘Penelope Katschinski,’ she told him. ‘Would you like me to spell it for you?’ she asked, and not politely. She tossed her business card onto his clipboard: ‘That’s me.’

			He picked it up, and said: ‘Ah, commissioning editor of fiction. What does an editor of fiction do?’

			She kept her reply to herself: Oh, you mean apart from despairing that real life can’t be corralled into nice, neat narrative lines in which good guys and bad guys are easily identifiable? Or do you mean apart from wishing this moment in time we’re sharing right now was fiction so that I could delete you from it as an awkward irrelevance within the broader storyline? She kept her shudder to herself, too.

			Then she heard a groan behind her – John – and she turned to see him slump forward, holding on to the edge of the seat, as if he was fighting to stay awake.

			‘John?’ She bent down to him, crouching. ‘John, what’s wrong?’

			He didn’t answer her, except to groan again and close his eyes, leaning further forward, his head resting against her shoulder, and Penny was too surprised to panic; she was too necessary for the prevention of his continued trajectory to the hard, tiled floor.

			‘Just when you think it’s a quiet night . . .’ The policeman came out from a security door and stood over them: ‘What’s 
he on?’

			‘Nothing.’ Penny was fairly sure – wasn’t she? She gave this policeman her coolest and most concise: ‘I think he’s fainted. And if you had a tiny skerrick of investigative sense, you might have guessed why. This is John Jacobson – Thisbe’s boyfriend. This has all been very difficult for him, for a very long time.’

			‘Oh.’ The policeman seemed to understand then; he even sounded concerned as he crouched beside her to see for himself: ‘Not feeling too good, hey, mate?’

			‘Hey, mate?’ Penny had to twist down on her haunches to keep John from falling; a trickle of his sweat dripped down her neck: he wasn’t suffering any kind of nervous shock, she didn’t think – he had a fever. She wanted this day to stop; she snapped at the cop: ‘Why don’t you do something useful and call an ambulance.’

			*

			‘It’s an infection of some sort,’ the doctor told her at the bedside, where John lay, still unconscious, in a curtained cubical, grey and breathing strangely beneath the spaceship bleeps and squeaking rubber soles of this place that seemed far too busy. ‘His temperature is nudging thirty-nine degrees – and that’s not great news,’ the doctor explained. ‘We’ll have to grow a culture from his blood to find out what it is specifically, but it’s most probably come from the wounds in his hand – something from the dirty glass set in. We’re going to get some broad-spectrum antibiotics into him now, though, and some fluids, too. Chances are, he’ll be fine, but we’ll have to admit him. He’s really quite sick. Are you his partner?’

			‘No.’ Penny heard herself say that a little too quickly. ‘Friend,’ she told the doctor. ‘A very good friend.’ Just a few moments ago recorded as secondary contact on the triage form, after John’s dad, Adam.

			The doctor smiled, and she seemed too young to be a doctor as she said: ‘We’ll look after him. Try not to worry too much. But we’re going to have to get a drip into him, and have a good look at those wounds now. You probably don’t want to hang around for that, hey?’

			Penny was being asked to go, gently; she didn’t want to. She didn’t want to call Adam, either, but she had to do that, too. She kissed John on the forehead and whispered, ‘See you tomorrow. Don’t get up to any more mischief while I’m gone,’ closing her eyes around the wish: For fuck’s sake, somebody, will you give him a break?

			She dialled Adam’s number on her way back out into 
the night.

			‘Hello, Penny?’ Always worry in that man’s voice, like he’d invented the concept; and this was worry at being called unexpectedly after ten pm.

			‘Hi, Adam.’

			‘What’s up?’

			‘John’s, um . . .’

			‘Oh no.’

			‘No, Adam – he’s sick. Just ordinary, awful sick. He’s got an infection from a cut in his hand – long story.’ But she told him all about it as she walked, looking for a non-existent cab; she told him everything except for the terror of finding John in the bath the way she had, so still, so — Adam didn’t need that information tonight, and Penny didn’t need to relive the experience.

			‘Thanks, Pen,’ Adam said. ‘Thanks for looking after him, letting me know what’s going on. I don’t know what he’d do without you.’ And she knew then that she must have done a good job of convincing him that everything was going to be okay, because he didn’t say he was going to get in the car and drive to Sydney this minute.

			She said: ‘Heh. I had nothing better to do tonight.’ Nothing better to do with her life, and her heart yelped within: I’ve had enough. When is somebody going to look after me, for a change? ‘I’ll talk to you tomorrow, no doubt,’ she told John’s dad, chipper as she could pretend to be: ‘Nighty-night.’

			When is a cab going to come and rescue me? Never. She’d be walking all the way back to John’s, and her laptop, which she’d left there, no doubt accumulating a hundred new work emails she should check through before passing out; she wasn’t going to wait around for a bus all on her own, not in the dark. Only a couple more kilometres to go, but she was ruing her resistance to getting that new Uber-neoliberal-crap app thing on her phone. She’d thought that particular form of market disruption immoral – a cab fare is a cab fare, and a cabbie should be entitled to feed his family off his hard-earned income, or we’ll all be going to Dickensian hell soon. Not that her sore feet cared about any of that as she trudged on.

			Half an hour later, she was too exhausted to even be scared of the creepy old boarding houses she had to pass to get to John’s. She dragged herself up the stairs and let herself into the flat, thinking she’d pack him a bag of PJs, toothbrush and phone charger, to give to him before she’d have to head off for work in the morning – she really couldn’t skive off another day. But it was suddenly all too much. She plonked down on the bed, this bed where she’d had that top-floor orgasm only twelve or so hours ago. This had to stop. Everything had to change. It was time for her to start saying goodbye, too – to John. But how?

			*

			‘Nothing like making a mess of a patient’s good hand, hey?’ The doctor gave him an apologetic wince as he came to. He remembered her name – Dr Yu – but he hadn’t yet figured out what had happened to him, how he’d got back to the hospital, or if in fact he’d ever left. ‘Sorry,’ she said to the needle she was trying to push into the back of his left hand. ‘Between you and me, cannulas aren’t my best skill. Nearly there . . . Ah – got it. And you’re done. I’ll stop torturing you now. With a cannula, at least. Don’t go anywhere.’

			And then she left.

			‘How’re you feeling?’ a nurse said, untangling plastic tubes above his head, frowning as she punched the buttons on a monitor-type gadget, concentrating on her job.

			He couldn’t say how he was feeling; he was still confused. When he was here before, Dr Yu was tweezering splinters of glass out of his skin, sewing him up, telling him: ‘Yeah, you probably don’t want to look – you won’t get a prize for it.’ And now she’d reappeared at the end of the bed, saying things to the nurse he mostly couldn’t understand, except for, ‘Gotta get this fever down,’ and, ‘Look, it’s probably not going to happen, but that long period of unconsciousness is a worry – if the broad spectrum doesn’t get to work on this infection quick sticks, we could be heading for septic shock, and that would be a bummer.’ The nurse turned away, back to her busyness, rolling her eyes like the doctor was giving her the shits. And then they both left him alone for a while.

			He stared straight ahead, through the open curtain; he could see nurses and doctors coming and going; he could hear some poor older lady moaning and moaning, not far away. It started to come back to him, all the events of the day – Hello! Hello! It’s only me, Penny hugging him at the door of the flat, strudel and sex, his performance in the bath, the manuscript, the notebook with all the photos, all Thisbe’s mad words, passing out at Waverley Police Station. It still didn’t make sense, but he put it together enough to come up with an idea of the result: he hadn’t taken those antibiotics he’d been prescribed: he’d made himself sick. Well done, you loser. How badly had he fucked things up this time?

			Then an alarm went off – wurp, wurp, wurp – and people were running everywhere. As she ran too, he noticed Dr Yu’s shoes were gold – shimmery, iridescent gold. And then he saw what the alarm was about: a trolley rushing past, someone on it, blood soaking the white sheet that covered them, a big red bloom of blood. Dark curly hair – he couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman until he saw the hairy feet. More blood trailed under one of the trolley wheels, and a nurse was following with a mop. A man started yelling, a man he couldn’t see, but whose breaking heart was the worst sound John had ever heard: ‘My boy! My boy! My boy!’ On and on and on, the man cried: ‘My boy! My boy! My boy!’ He shouted like that for maybe a few minutes, but it seemed like hours. Eternity.

			Sometimes, one shock needs another to be truly overcome, for equilibrium to be restored, for understanding to forge its own point of no return, and this was John’s.

			How many times had he willed a truck to hit him, the brakes to fail, the questions and their pain taken from him in one quick clash of metal and road and flesh? A moth splattered on a windscreen. Here was a glimpse of the fantasy made real. Here was the sound of his own father’s inconsolable grief.

			When Dr Yu reappeared once more with her small, pristine surgical trolley, pulling on a fresh pair of blue gloves, she said: ‘Oh, you look a smidge better. How’re you feeling now?’

			He still couldn’t answer that question; he had to ask her: ‘That guy . . . is he going to be all right?’

			Dr Yu shook her head; she looked away at her trolley, picked up a pair of scissors: ‘He’s very badly injured.’

			‘What happened?’ John asked her; he had to know: was it a motorbike accident?

			‘I’m not sure,’ she replied, and as she looked away again, he saw her swallow her feelings with some truth she couldn’t 
tell him.

			But he couldn’t get to his own in time, as though today had opened a gate on his emotions that would never quite close again. He’d never really been able to cry, even as a kid; it was a problem for him in more ways than the obvious – he couldn’t get any work that required actual tearing up, because he was that rubbish at it. Not anymore. He wasn’t loud about it; he just couldn’t hold it back.

			‘Hey . . .’ said Dr Yu, cutting through the tape around the bottom of the dressing. ‘Don’t mind me. Just make it clear if I’m hurting you, yeah?’ She didn’t hurt him; she knew exactly what she was doing. She stopped for a moment halfway through to wipe her own eyes with a cotton swab, before flicking it in the bin under the trolley, and getting on with the job. Then, when she’d got all the bandages off, she squinted into the puzzle of his wounds, saying, ‘Ew,’ before looking back up at him with a grin. ‘Just kidding. It all looks good. You’re all right. Or you will be, once we get this temperature down. Speaking of which, let’s shove a thermometer in your ear right now.’ That’s what she did, and when it beeped, she took it out, frowning at it: ‘Hm, still way too warm . . .’ She looked at him again, studying his face: ‘Hot as.’ And then she winked: ‘Don’t mind me, honestly – I haven’t slept for two days.’

			*

			A lot can happen in two days, but not much was going to happen for John this time. He was quarantined in a viewless room of his own, his temperature remaining stubbornly high. Pathology had a couple of goes at growing a culture to see what this mystery bug might be, but they couldn’t pin it down. A different doctor, a Dr Sauer, a sour old bloke in a bowtie, tried a couple of different antibiotic approaches, all to no avail.

			John was so bored he took to answering his phone every time it rang, and every time he picked it up, the intravenous line would softly brush against the metal edge of the bed, reminding him that he was alive. He would say, ‘Hi,’ and think of the dying man he saw last night and the crying man he heard; he’d think of Thisbe’s swirling words, the worlds of yearning love she didn’t get the chance to share with him or anyone, and he’d say, ‘Yeah, I’m all right.’ Because he was. You can’t buy therapy like this. It just happens. It’s down to luck.

			He told his psychiatrist as much when she rang: ‘I haven’t felt this good in a long time, Gabby.’

			‘That’s great, John.’ He heard the doubt in her voice, and he didn’t challenge it.

			He told her: ‘You can come in and check, if you like. I’m only across the road. Not going anywhere in a hurry.’

			‘They haven’t given you any idea of when you might be discharged?’ Gabby asked him.

			‘No.’ He resisted the urge to complain about that. He wasn’t going to complain about anything at all, even the food here, which was disgusting.

			‘Hm.’ He heard Gabby’s frown. ‘It sounds serious.’

			‘It is, a bit,’ he had to admit. Dr Sauer had spelled it out for him: if the rampaging bacteria in his system were allowed to flourish, not only was death a possibility, but irreparable organ failure and brain damage were more common results. He wasn’t going anywhere until he was told he could. Life, good life, his life, was suddenly, intensely precious.

			He saw it most in his father’s eyes, felt it in the touch of his hand on his forehead as if he were five years old. ‘No change?’

			‘No,’ John had to say. ‘I’m still a problem case.’

			His father laughed, lightly, lovingly: ‘Yeah, well . . .’

			John had to tell him, too: ‘I’m sorry, Dad.’

			‘What are you sorry for?’ his father asked, sitting down, all suited up for Blacktown Local Court, on his way, fifty kilometres out of his way, to help someone with actual problems. This man who always had time for him, no matter how busy he was, telling him: ‘I’ve been in touch with the solicitor who is looking at the compensation claim for your hand – straightforward case there. You don’t need to worry about money or work or anything like that. You tell me what you need when you need it.’

			‘What I need is to not punch a window ever again,’ he said. ‘Dad, I mean I’m sorry for all of it. Everything I’ve put you through, all the worry.’

			‘Wait until you’re a father one day. There’ll be payback, I promise you,’ Adam Jacobson said, not going to let him apologise.

			John would apologise best by getting better, in every sense; he changed the subject for another love he needed to put right: ‘Have you heard from Penny?’

			‘Not today, no,’ his father said. ‘I imagine she’s at work, tied up with that manuscript, the one that’s been giving her so much trouble. You know, the terrible thing she’s been calling Holocaust porn? Can you imagine? Anyway, it’s running late, she told me yesterday – she probably worked all night. She works too hard, that girl.’

			‘Yeah, she does,’ John agreed, and swallowed the payback she was now dishing out to him. She hadn’t been in to see him at all; she’d packed him a bag and had given it to his dad to bring in yesterday morning, sending him a text: Crazy busy today – see you soon. Love – Pen xxx. And she hadn’t returned any of his calls over the last two days; only more texts: Poor sausage, I’m sending out bacteria-blasting vibes; Am fighting a barrage of relentlessly inappropriate split infinitives. Think of my suffering; and, Guess what! Jane’s Sydney launch is on 8 March – should be a hoot. Wanna come heckle? No, he didn’t. And he had no idea what this Holocaust porn thing was that his father had just mentioned, or if it was something he’d missed in never properly listening to her. John knew he’d blown it with Penny, wrecked whatever might have been; he’d destroyed probably the best thing he’d ever had going, probably better even than he’d ever have had with Thizz. After all Penny had done for him, he’d betrayed her in the worst way possible: he had been prepared to lay the first burden of his own pathetic death at her feet. There was no coming back from that.

			‘You all right, Johnny?’ his father asked.

			‘Yeah, of course.’ And he would be, eventually, wouldn’t he? He’d make things right between them, for however things were going to be from now on. ‘I was thinking about food, that’s all,’ he said, not completely lying. ‘Is there any chance you could bring me in something nice – I mean whenever and whatever. I’m starving.’

			‘Oh, I nearly forgot to tell you,’ his father said. ‘You know Jill’s sister-in-law, Tanya, she’s only five minutes away, over in Woollahra – she said she’d bring in whatever you needed. She’s a great cook – she does this amazing eggplant kugel thing. I’ll ask her to bring you some, and don’t be shy about asking for more. They want to help. Everyone does.’

			Yes, they did. Because this was John’s incredible, incredibly fortunate life.

			Like his mind had been read for its deepest needs, his best mate, Simon, turned up for lunch with a box of Korean barbeque.

			‘You think you’ve got issues?’ Simon sat down on that chair beside him, looking a bit stressed.

			‘What’s up?’

			‘Wasn’t going to tell you until the weekend, but since you’re not coming . . .’ He screwed his eyes shut tight and said it quickly: ‘Lisa’s pregnant and I’m not ready for this.’

			‘Oh, mate . . .’ John was genuinely stoked and terrified for him, and annoyed he couldn’t shake his hand, or jump up and hug him.

			‘Yeah, oh mate . . .’ Simon laughed nervously, and then he looked stressed again. ‘I have to ask you something else,’ he said, serious. ‘And say no, if you’re not up to it – I’ll understand. Say no right away if you don’t want to do it and there’ll be no further word about it, but I’m going to have to marry Lisa now, aren’t I, and so I’m going to need a best man. What do you reckon . . .?’

			John couldn’t answer for a second. Simon and Lisa had been together for five years; they’d just bought a house. John couldn’t have been more pleased for them. He’d known Simon for twenty-two years; they had punched the air for each other’s scores all this time; even when he’d been so depressed it had felt that the muscles in his face had been strung with weighted fish hooks, he’d managed to summon a cheer – even when Simon had landed his dream job in radio program production, and it had cut like nothing else. Hadn’t he hidden it well enough? The difficulty Simon had in asking him this ordinary, joyful question now was a punch to the guts, and a new question: Have I really been that bad? Yes, was the answer: yes, you have.

			He told his old mate: ‘Mate. Of course. I wouldn’t miss it.’ He told him with his heart: you’ll never have to hesitate like this again; though he was also compelled to add: ‘As long as you don’t need me to show up tomorrow.’

			Simon smiled, excited, and whenever he did that he always looked like the twelve-year-old kid he’d met on the first day of boarding school; he said: ‘We’re going to have to do it before Lisa gets too fat – we’ve scraped in for the end of March, the twenty-ninth. Only date we could get at this short notice. But you’ll be out of here by then.’

			‘I can hope,’ John said, joking. Of course, I’ll be out of here by then. The twenty-ninth of March was six weeks and two days away. But the fever swept through him with the next breath, as it did several times a day: a rush of heat and overwhelming fatigue, and it scared him: Please, let’s be clear, I have changed my mind – I don’t want to die.

			‘It’ll be a small event but brutal on the wallet,’ Simon was saying, as John was closing his eyes, thinking, This wedding will also be a small and brutal school reunion for me, but I still don’t want to die. ‘. . . I should probably leave you to get on with resting . . .’ Simon was tidying up the remains of their lunch; lunch that John had barely touched despite wanting it so much, and he was asleep again the breath after he’d said, ‘Thanks . . .’

			He drifted through dreamless, blessedly blank sleep until the phone rang once more, and he picked it up wanting it to be Pen, but it was only his mum. ‘Darling, how are you today?’ Blah blah blah. He loved his mother, as we each love our mothers, but Sandy had never asked that question, ‘How are you?’ with any desire for the answer; she blathered on about the price of quinoa or whatever for a few minutes, followed by a run of rhetorical wonderings about whether her girlfriend, Merilyn, really got her on a spiritual level. He wondered for the millionth time how his dad had ever married her; they’d met at a party thrown by mutual friends not long after she’d arrived in Sydney from Johannesburg: she’d been a stunner to look at, and she still was, but she was very silly. He fell asleep again before he said, ‘Yeah okay, Mum, bye . . .’

			It seemed he’d only been drifting another minute or so before his phone went off yet again; and yet again, it wasn’t Pen – it was Marguerite, his agent.

			‘Hello, my love.’ She was lighting a cigarette, he could hear, as she asked: ‘Any news?’

			‘No, sorry,’ he croaked. ‘I’m still crook. Boring, boring, boring crook.’

			‘Oh, love,’ she commiserated; she was always so good to him, too. And pragmatic as well: ‘Listen, don’t fret. I’ll explain the situation to them. I’m sure they’ll understand. I’m sure they’ll wait. What shall I tell them time-wise, maybe a week? Do you think?’

			‘I really don’t know, Marg . . .’ She was trying to tee up an audition for him. It was in Melbourne, and it wasn’t for a health insurance or pet food commercial; it was for a major role in a film, his first proper big film call-up, and they were asking for him in particular. Out of every weird thing that had occurred over these past few days, this was the most unreal, for John. It was some kind of historical dress-ups bushranger thing. He hadn’t seen the script, but it sounded like a lot of fun; question number one, can you ride a horse? Not fantastically well, no, but let’s go. Giddy up. Except that getting out of bed to go to the bathroom was excitement enough at the present time. If this was a path to atonement, though, if this was punishment for every wrong he had to right, he’d wear it, too, with bells on. Well, he had no choice, did he. He really was that crook.

		

	
		
			POETRY IN MOTION

			‘Are you Jane Furlow? Jane Doris Furlow?’ the man in the suit enquired when she opened the door of the flat. He and his companion, another besuited chap, looked like they might have been God-botherers when she’d first spied their crew-cuts through the peephole. They didn’t look so much like that anymore. Stern-faced, no-bullshit types, the one who’d spoken had called her by her full name. How she hated her middle name; and how certain she was that these fellows, standing here filling this small, dank space at the bottom of the basement steps, were cops. Jane could imagine only two reasons why this might be happening: they were going to tell her that someone was dead, or that she was under arrest for – what? Unpaid parking fines? She didn’t have a car here in London. Theft of a novel? That wasn’t a criminal offence, in the strictest sense, and certainly not in this case: the plaintiff wasn’t around to make plaint.

			As there was nowhere to run or hide, and no real reason to do either of these things, she found no alternative other than to answer them: ‘Yes.’ And bat her eyelashes a couple of times, while pulling back her shoulders a little to best present her small but well-scaffolded breasts. ‘Yes, I’m Jane Furlow. What can I do for you?’

			Neither of them cracked a smile; the one doing the talking held up his ID and said: ‘Detective Sergeant Thompson, New South Wales Police, and,’ cocking his head at the other, ‘Detective Senior Constable McCallum, Metropolitan Police Service. We’d like to ask you some questions relating to the death of Miss Thisbe Chisholm.’

			‘Oh?’ Jane’s brain flapped about, not least because she hadn’t immediately picked up on the Australian accent – she did now, and the ‘a’ on ‘ask’ sounded like a crow seeking roadkill. This cop had flown here, from Sydney? What? But hadn’t the inquest ended a couple of days ago? Such news hadn’t featured in any British press, naturally, but Jane had looked for reports of it online and found perfunctory mention of the central conclusion, ‘killed by a person unknown’, under that old smiling photo of Thizz; Jane had felt faintly glad that John had been officially exonerated, hoped this might mean he’d smarten himself up a bit, but she hadn’t given any of it another thought. She thought as quickly as she could now: she needed to walk a fine line between helpfulness and self-preservation. She needed to say: ‘Of course.’ And hold the door wide open: ‘Do come in.’ Not that there was much in about the place: it might have enjoyed an exclusive address among some of London’s most dignified Victorian townhouses, but this flat was really the most basic of bedsits squashed beneath one of them, where the bed itself took up most of the available space.

			The cops were in every way unmoved, especially the Australian: ‘We’d like you to come with us, please, to Fulham Police Station.’

			‘Now?’ The shrill apprehension in Jane’s voice rang off every surface. Be calm. Look confused, she demanded of herself. ‘Whatever for?’

			‘New evidence has come to light, which suggests you might have information important to our investigation,’ he said, with the inference that he and his friend would stand there like a pair of reinforced concrete blocks until she agreed.

			She couldn’t think of her rights, or their cross-jurisdictional powers. She couldn’t stop the hurtling circuit of her questions: This cop has flown here? He has the cooperation of London’s Met Police to drag me off? For appropriating an unpublished manuscript by an author who essentially doesn’t exist? Has copyright law changed while I wasn’t looking? Has it become an indictable crime? Even if that legislative leap were at all possible, how could they know about the manuscript in the first place? Thizz didn’t share it with anyone – she didn’t, did she? The edges of Jane’s carelessly tossed-together deception began to crumble like stale cake – a slice she could never quite have, nor eat. She scrambled madly, attempting to strike a tone of curious innocence: ‘Do you have a warrant of some kind?’

			‘No,’ the detective said. ‘No warrant has been obtained. I don’t have the authority to arrest or detain you outside of New South Wales. At this stage, we would only like you to come to the station for an interview. You may refuse, but it would be easier for everyone if you do come with us now, or arrange a time more convenient to you. I don’t want to be put in the position of having to apply for your extradition.’

			Holy shit. She turned her shock into a cough, pretending amusement: ‘Extradite me for a few questions? A little excessive, considering I’ll be getting on a plane to Sydney in a couple of weeks, anyway.’ Then she forced a forlorn and weary sadness into her eyes: ‘I answered police questions, at length, when Thisbe – when my friend died. Thizz was my flatmate, you know.’

			‘Yes,’ the detective nodded, ‘we are aware of that, and your statement at the time has been reviewed in light of the new evidence we now have.’

			‘What new evidence is this?’ Jane had to ask, and braced for the answer.

			‘It has become apparent that a work of literature written by Miss Chisholm has by some means made its way into your possession and is now about to be published under your name.’

			Here it was. She was busted.

			And, too scared to lie, she tried to bat it back: ‘You’ve flown all the way here to accuse me of plagiarism?’

			The detective’s eyebrows twitched inscrutably. ‘I don’t know anything about your plagiarism,’ he said, as if Jane had just mentioned some arcane dark art. ‘What we do know is that the book you are going to publish was originally written by Miss Chisholm, and we need to ask you some questions about it.’

			‘Right.’ Jane could see there was no getting out of this. She grabbed her handbag and her coat, then followed them up the stairs, her blood belting around the most baffling of her own questions: How? How had she been sprung?

			Outside, the air was a cold slap of winter, six degrees and sleet stinging her cheeks as she walked the few yards to the waiting, unmarked car. It was only half a mile up Fulham Road to the imposing old police station at Heckfield Place, but as this was London mid-afternoon it took them almost twenty minutes to get there, and on the way Jane decided that, in the long tradition of entitlement distinctive of her class, denial and defiance would be her best friends. So what if Jane had pinched a few of Thisbe’s words? Well, it was 42,931 words to be precise, but who was counting? Thizz was dead – there was no way that ownership of any of those words could be proved beyond reasonable doubt. Jane would simply say they wrote the thing together and didn’t keep a diary of what belonged to whom. Besides, if Jane hadn’t stolen this manuscript and bluffed her way to its publication, it wouldn’t be in the world at all – it really was that shit. Yes, Jane Furlow was going to stare this one down.

			She was escorted into a small grey room that smelled of mothballs and slow rot, as it was explained to her that the interview would be recorded.

			Whatever. She sat down, looking around, noting the worn carpet, the flaking paint on the skirting boards, tea stains on the melamine tabletop in front of her, and imagined she was in an episode of The Bill so dull it was cut from the series’ dying days. Detective Sergeant Sterling Aussie Personality gave the date to the machine as Thursday the thirteenth of February, and asked her to state her name and address, asked her to repeat the details of her relationship with Thisbe, back to their first meeting at university. Had they been rivals from the beginning? Yes, of course – they were women, weren’t they? Had they always both wanted to be writers? Yes, of course, it was all they talked about – Jane lied with customary indifference. It was all a bit of a yawn.

			Until he asked her: ‘So, it seems you had something of a motive for wanting your friend Thisbe out of the way, doesn’t it?’

			There the fine, fair hairs along the back of Jane Furlow’s neck electrified: ‘What?’ Had she heard that correctly? ‘What are you suggesting?’

			The cop paused, arms crossed, elbows resting on the table, and then, like he was making conversation at a bus stop, he said: ‘The coroner found that Miss Chisholm’s killer was taller than she was by a good six inches, and stronger than her. The person who killed her struggled with her first before punching her once, very hard, in the face. A review of CCTV footage from the time of the attack shows an image of a tall, slim, blond-haired person, running in the direction of Bondi Junction. Do any of these facts remind you of someone you know?’

			‘No.’ This was more than surreal; she demanded that he spell it out: ‘What exactly are you suggesting?’

			The detective didn’t blink. ‘I’m suggesting the description of the person who assaulted Miss Chisholm might bear some resemblance to you, Miss Furlow. You said in your original statement that you’d spent the evening alone in the flat you shared, that you’d had four or five gin and tonics before falling asleep, unaware that your friend had not returned home from work. Is this the case, or did you meet with Thisbe Chisholm as she left her boyfriend’s house that night? Were you waiting for her on the street? Did you fight with her? Did she drop her backpack in the struggle, or did you snatch it off her and dump it later? Did you snatch anything else while you were at it?’

			‘I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about.’ Jane had no trouble appearing very truthfully horrified.

			‘There’s a quick and easy way to eliminate you from further investigation as regards the assault and murder of Thisbe Chisholm,’ the detective said. ‘I understand from what you’ve told us that you have plans to return to Sydney in the near future, and when you do, it would be a good idea to present yourself voluntarily at Waverley Police Station for a DNA swab.’

			‘What for?’ A hundred terrible scenarios swarmed through her head: this is how innocent people get thrown into jail. The circumstantial evidence was compelling; and DNA was dangerous territory: Jane and Thizz had used the same linen, towels, cutlery, she’d even used Thizz’s hairbrush when she couldn’t be bothered finding her own – her DNA could be anywhere. Everywhere.

			The Met detective finally spoke, saying to the Australian: ‘I’m sure we can make arrangements to get that testing done here, today. Should be a quick and easy answer if we ask the lab to restrict their analysis to gender identification for the time being, yeah?’

			‘Yeah . . .’ The Australian nodded at him, thinking that through for a moment, and then he said, ‘Why not?’ He turned back to Jane. ‘What do you reckon, get it done now, save spoiling your holiday?’

			Fear grabbed her by the throat and she couldn’t reply. She couldn’t think why her gender wouldn’t be patently obvious without analysis of any sort; she couldn’t think of much at all except that this snare was closing in around her.

			The detective sat back in his chair, and asked: ‘Where did Thisbe scratch you?’

			‘Scratch – what?’ Jane Furlow saw her nasty little life flash before her eyes, but as it did, she remembered her most elementary of entitlements and she told him: ‘I want a solicitor present. I’m not answering another question, or agreeing to any preposterous test, until I can arrange an appropriate witness to this farce.’

			‘Sure.’ The detective nodded again, and stood with his concrete-block fellow. ‘We’ll leave you to make whatever calls you need to, then.’

			They’d barely closed the door before she’d hit the contacts list on her phone. It was about two am in Sydney, but it was hardly unusual that Jane should be heedless of the time, or the grunt she received on pick-up at the other end.

			‘Daddy . . .?’

			*

			‘What’s your feeling?’ Detective Senior Constable McCallum asked the Australian, Thompson.

			‘Dunno,’ Thompson replied, lighting a smoke out in the carpark, collar turned up against the cold; he didn’t know, either, how it was possible that there could be a smoker left in England, given the weather. There he was, thinking he’d won himself a few days’ sabbatical in the Old Country; and here he was, spending half of it inside a plane and the other half getting pneumonia. He told his Metropolitan Police counterpart: ‘Whatever’s gone on with that one, she’s got guilt written all over her. Poor little rich girl, hand caught in the lolly jar.’

			‘Looks that way,’ McCallum agreed. ‘But do you think she, or perhaps biologically he, killed her friend?’

			‘She stole from her,’ Thompson said inside a long drag. ‘And she stole something very valuable.’ He gazed through the mizzle at the smog-stained council flats opposite, all no doubt worth a small but undesirable fortune these days, and he offloaded the most personal of his feelings: ‘My sister is a writer.’

			‘Oh, is she?’ McCallum asked.

			‘Yeah,’ said Thompson. ‘Erotic thrillers, she writes. Not my cup of tea, but each to their own. She hardly gets paid for it – you should see what one of them publishing contracts looks like if you want to see something criminal. But I tell you what, my sister loves that writing of hers like life itself. If someone stole it from her, she’d be beyond devastated. Stealing a whole book off someone? That’s not “plagiarism” – that’s stealing someone’s hard graft. Stealing a piece of someone’s heart. You wouldn’t do something like that to a friend.’

			‘So you do think Jane Furlow was capable of the assault, then?’ McCallum asked.

			‘Probably not,’ Thompson had to admit. ‘But either way, I’m going to enjoy fucking with her head while I’m here.’

		

	
		
			HAPPY VALENTINE’S DAY

			‘Got anything planned for today?’ Dr Yu asked, as she looked at John’s chart.

			‘Planned?’ He might have laughed at her offbeat wit and her gold shoes and the little T-rex dinosaur clip holding back her thick dark hair, but a wave of nausea chose this moment to swash over him. He seemed to be getting worse, not better.

			‘Yeah,’ she said, still looking at the chart, ‘you know, for Valentine’s Day?’

			‘No.’ He closed his eyes, concentrating on not vomiting. ‘Is that today?’

			‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Not the romantic type?’

			There was something about this Dr Yu that made him laugh despite himself – despite the sad fact that once upon a time he used to be romantic, not only on Valentine’s Day. He’d never needed an excuse to buy Thizz flowers: he did it just to see the way her eyes would flash with happiness, the way she’d give out a tiny squeal before she said, ‘Oh, I love them!’ Whatever he bought. He missed dancing in the kitchen with her. He missed singing to her. He missed Penny, too, for all that he hadn’t ever shown her the affection she deserved – the affection he’d felt all along. Another feeling crashed through him: anger. Not at himself, but at what he’d lost. Anger, at last, for the person, whoever it was, that had taken his happiness away – and, in a roundabout way, made him this unbelievably crook. He opened his eyes, and there was Dr Yu inspecting the cannula in his left hand.

			She frowned: ‘Probably have to change this tomorrow, put it in a different vein – don’t worry, I won’t be doing it.’ She gave him that grin of hers, and he saw she had dimples like little half-moons either side of her smile. She whispered theatrically: ‘I’m not supposed to be here. Just wanted to make sure you’re okay.’

			‘Am I okay?’ he asked her; he wasn’t sure if he was even in the room.

			‘Hm.’ That frown again. ‘Give it a bit more time.’

			‘What does that mean?’ he asked her. ‘What’s a normal amount of time someone should be sick like this?’

			‘Normal? Ha.’ She sighed sympathetically: ‘Think of it like you’ve caught a bad cold. It might last a couple of days, it might hang around for weeks. Difference is, with the temperature and bloods you’ve got, you need to be here, to make sure things don’t get out of hand – and to protect the public from whatever mysterious plague it is you’ve incubated.’

			She made him smile.

			And then she asked him: ‘Do you have anything you’re worried about? Do you need the social worker to come in, help with anything?’

			‘Like what?’ He was suddenly worried he was the nutcase, needy patient: that hopeless guy who injures himself in a depressive rage and then fades away from septicaemia some days later. Had Gabby called and told them all about him? He was grateful Gabby was such a nagger – not everyone who needed one got a shrink who cared like she did – but he didn’t want to be that guy anymore.

			‘Oh, I didn’t mean to offend you.’ Dr Yu rubbed out the idea with her hands. ‘I meant, it can be pretty harsh getting unexpectedly holed up in hospital. Life outside doesn’t stop when anyone gets sick. So, if you need any help – like calling your boss to explain what’s happened, or if you’re feeling pressured or anxious, say the word, don’t be shy. No one here is going to judge you. But it’s important for getting better that you don’t have extra things bothering you.’

			‘Oh.’ He was relieved that she was only being kind. ‘Thank you.’ And he assured her: ‘I don’t have anything bothering me – I’ve got plenty of help. I’m very lucky. There’s only one thing I need to do, and that’s to be in Melbourne next week, for a – um. A job interview. But I don’t think anyone can do anything about that.’

			‘What’s the interview?’ she asked, widening her eyes like this might be good goss. ‘Totally don’t tell me if you don’t want to, but since you’ve mentioned it, I have to know. Sorry.’ She crossed her arms, waiting for the answer.

			She’d got another laugh out of him; this doctor should have her own show. He hadn’t even told his dad yet, it had seemed too hopeless to bother, but he told her now: ‘It’s an audition, for a fil—’

			‘Oh!’ She gasped and snapped her fingers. ‘That’s where I know you from. You’re an actor. It’s been bugging me since I first laid eyes – well, on your face, at least. Don’t tell me what you were in . . . Don’t tell me . . .’

			Don’t tell me you know me from Hard Evidence, please, he was thinking. That show, that time; would he always have to drag it around with him? Would he always be recognised as that new cop on the final season, the cop that killed the series, and then recognised as that guy whose girlfriend was killed, maybe, probably, by him, too? That old conversation stopper. He stared at the grey, turned-off TV monitor above the bed, resignation a fatigue all its own. Even if he went to Melbourne, even though they’d asked for him specifically, he was sure there’d be some producer there who’d spot the problem and decide it was too much of a risk to cast him, too much of a curse.

			‘I know! I know!’ said Dr Yu. ‘It was a toothpaste commercial, wasn’t it? Bare chest, white towel, big smiley smile.’

			‘No.’ His smile deepened as it met hers, a smile that felt different somehow; sick as he was, for the first time in so long, he was smiling from the inside out. Just smiling at a silly old thing: ‘That one was for shampoo.’

			‘Oh yeah, what am I saying, of course it was . . .’ She nodded, looking him over anew. ‘You don’t have the blond in your hair now, hey?’

			He shook his head, remembering those days – he was not quite twenty when that commercial went to air. He’d waxed his chest back then as well. Who was that guy?

			‘Must be good being an actor. Interesting. Is it?’ Dr Yu asked.

			‘When you get the work, yeah, it can be fun,’ he replied. ‘Lots of waiting around getting your hair done, too. Not as useful as being a doctor.’ Why had he ever wanted to be an actor? The answer to that question was about the only one that had always been clear to him: it had pleased his grandmother. Whatever and however he performed, she had loved it, whether it was playing the piano or making puppets out of toilet rolls. Her father had been on the stage, vaguely famous in Berlin, before being sent to Sachsenhausen concentration camp, and then on to Auschwitz; she’d idolised him. And then she’d idolised her grandson. It was as simple as that – apart from the fact that John had never had much else to offer, academically or otherwise, and that singing and dancing in musicals, as well as joining the choir, had got him out of compulsory rugby at school. ‘It’s a bit of a pointless thing to do, really, acting.’

			‘I don’t know about that,’ said Dr Yu. ‘Everyone’s job is useful somehow. I mean, where would I be now if I hadn’t had a crush on shampoo guy when I was sixteen, giving me an excuse to stay home and study with the TV on in the lounge room in case you came on? I might not have become a doctor at all.’

			She was making that up, he was sure, but she’d made him laugh again.

			‘I’m serious,’ she said, but she wasn’t, she couldn’t have been, and yet she was when she added: ‘Imagine what life would be like without actors? Without TV and movies and advertising jingles that get stuck in your head? You’d be stuck with me for entertainment and you’d go mad.’ She looked down at her watch. ‘And I’ve gotta go. Happy Valentine’s Day.’ Her dimples and her shimmery shoes dazzled him once more and she was gone.

			And he lay there feeling a bit better, until he felt direly shithouse again, staring at the ceiling, thinking mostly of Penny, and payback, and wondering just who was that guy who’d done this to him, apart from himself, and how strange it was that he hadn’t thought about it much before. Such was the odd marriage of guilt and grief, one that excluded all others with unmatched constancy. But now, now that he had the time and the clarity to think, mild-mannered John Jacobson wanted to find and destroy the bastard who killed Thizz. In this respect, it was probably a good thing that he wasn’t sure if he even had the energy or capability to work out how he was going to manage a shave today, or if he could be bothered.

			 *

			Happy Valentine’s Day? Dr Viviane Yu scooted down the hall towards the lift, on her way back to Emergency, chiding herself as she went: Crush on shampoo guy? Did I just say that?

			Yes, Viviane, yes, you did.

			You are a perv. 

			She was making notes in her head as she hurried, though: John Jacobson was not getting any better. Yes, she was embarrassingly attracted to him – stomach flutters, non-caffeine-related palpitations, et cetera – but she was attracted to the puzzle of his illness even more so. His white blood cell count was through the roof and the fever was unrelenting, but there was still no definitive answer as to what was causing it, last night’s attempt at growing a culture having come back negative, too. Her conclusions swung between fungal infection and leukaemia, and the idea that it would be just like her to get sweet on a guy with some kind of terminal lymphoma. She’d only recently recovered from the last guy experience – Lewis, her ex-boyfriend, had dumped her six months ago because she worked too much, which apparently was the reason he had to have an affair with one of her now ex-girlfriends. They were the ones who needed a terminal lymphoma. No, they didn’t. Yes, they did. And John Jacobson wasn’t her patient to worry about. But she was worried, nevertheless.

		

	
		
			TOTAL WORK DISSATISFACTION ABSOLUTELY ACHIEVED

			Penny Katschinski had just sat down at her desk and opened her emails, bleary-eyed from last night’s late one at the coalface of mass market historical romance, when she spied, among the rolling deluge of senders and subject lines pouring into her inbox, a name she recognised like a fragment from a bad dream: it was the author of Holocaust porn herself, Cara McLaren, pinging straight back at her, though Penny had only sent the editorial report nine hours ago, a whisker before midnight.

			She rubbed her eyes, told herself not to open it; disobeyed, and here it was:

			Hi Penny,

			Thank you so much for all your great thoughts on my book baby. I’m sure I will agree with eighty-five percent of them as I usually do.

			I’m concerned this time, though, that we’re not in sync on where I’m coming from with Magdalena and Gerhardt. First of all, as for the historical inaccuracy of their relationship, this is fiction. So, I think we can safely say that this is fine – can we not? Secondly, yes, the sex is brutal to begin with – of course it would be, he’s a Nazi! But their love is above any politics or war. Not all relationships begin in a perfect way – believe me.

			I think if I make the changes you’ve suggested, being that Gerhardt have more of a depth of feeling for Magdalena, then it will limit the shock value of the first encounter. Please bear in mind that this  first  love needs to reflect the dramatic smashing of windows on Kristallnacht. I want to move away from the predictable boy-girl patterning here and impress more authenticity into the narration. My work is heading in a more literary and sophisticated direction. This book has more international appeal, I guess. It’s so much more political and European, don’t you think? Maybe you’re not getting it from this point of view?

			Oh, I am getting that you must be on drugs. She closed the email; she’d read the rest of it later, when she’d regained some generosity of spirit. Literary? Whatever that word means these days, Cara, you’re barely even lit— Do not go there, Penny. This book was a leading commercial fiction title for December, she reminded herself, it’d be stuffing the Christmas stockings of as many as ten thousand eager readers, if the sell-in to the stores went well. This author deserved nothing but the very best of Penny’s professionalism. Later.

			Before she could be tempted to indulge in any wonder at the relationship between terrific book sales and terrific mediocrity, she opened Twitter, unseeingly – and thought of John. Just a random thought of John that came several times a day: that she had found him dead in the bath, that he had never woken up. It paralysed her own mind every time it came; she didn’t want to see him now, couldn’t see him, until she’d quietened the urge to punch him in the face. And as that thought passed, she was dizzy and tearful in its wake, reaching for her phone.

			‘Good morning, Ward 4B.’ The voice at the other end was calm and cool.

			‘Hello, it’s Penny Katschinski here, just checking to see how John Jacobson is.’

			‘Um . . . sure . . .’ A pause. ‘Still no change, I’m afraid. But no dramas, either. Do you want me to pop you through to his extension?’

			‘No, thank you. Can’t talk, I’m at work. Just wanted 
to check.’

			‘That’s fine, any time.’

			She hung up, throat closing over her cowardice. She was stinging everywhere with tiredness, and with forty-one different flavours of emotional overload. Adam had suggested she should take some time off; he was right. When was the last time she’d had a holiday? Three years ago, and with whom had she spent most of those two weeks? John. They borrowed a car and drove up to Byron Bay to visit his mother: not a holiday. Holiday or not, she had to move on, for both their sakes, but it hurt, how it hurt, to do it. She wondered about how responsible she might have been for feeding John’s despondency by never having challenged him. By always being there, to hold him. How it hurt, how horribly it hurt, not to hold him now. She held her temples instead and pressed in on her gathering headache.

			‘Hangover, hm?’

			It was Jemima, behind her in the doorway of her office. Penny gave her an unimpressed, unforgiving glare, not only for having sworn at her on Tuesday morning, but for the ludicrous suggestion that Penny had any leisure time in which to get drunk. She’d like to get drunk right this minute, properly drunk, dribbling-on-the-carpet drunk, for breakfast, and why the hell not.

			She ignored Jemima’s question and asked: ‘What’s up?’

			‘I have wonderful news!’ Jemima clapped her hands together. ‘Just heard from the UK office – their offer on rights for Velvet Dahlia has been accepted – and to top that off, Hellier & Schenkel have outbid M&N for the US rights. We’re creating a moment, Penny. An international Velvet Dahlia moment!’

			‘The novel is called Velvet Daphne.’ Penny sighed.

			‘Yes, yes.’ Jemima flicked away the nuisance detail. ‘And it means exciting times for you – the UK want to publish in Feb next year, so you’ve got to get our edition out by the end of July. That’s doable, isn’t it?’

			‘Not really, no.’ Penny could only tell the truth. ‘Five months is not nearly long enough. The manuscript needs some further structural work, and I haven’t even met the author yet to know if she’s ready and willing to come up with the goods in that short space of time.’

			‘What do you mean by structural work?’

			Unbelievable. ‘I mean there are issues with the story losing momentum in the middle parts and the ending is a bit convoluted, needs a rethink to bring out its best. Nothing terrible, just that it shouldn’t be rushed – it’s not fair on the author.’

			‘But I’ve already sent out the press release,’ Jemima whined like a child. ‘We can’t waste a second.’

			‘You what?’ Penny took a deep, careful breath, and asked: ‘Have you actually read the manuscript?’

			‘Of course I have.’ Jemima folded her arms and leaned back against the doorframe, exactly the same way the managing director, Combover Bob, would do to send a signal that this was his publishing company and you’d do as you were told.

			But Penny wasn’t going to suck it up today; she said: ‘All right, then, tell me, what did you make of the blue butterfly sequence, you know, that happens about a third of the way in?’

			‘It’s gorgeous.’ Jemima flicked a hand at that, too. ‘Perfect sequence. Perfect butterfly. What’s wrong with it?’

			‘It doesn’t exist, Jemima.’ Penny sighed a little more heavily. ‘I just made that up.’

			‘You . . .’ Jemima’s face flamed; her expensive, artsy resin bangles clanked as she flicked that skinny wrist of hers with a deeper contempt. ‘You just do your job and have that novel ready for the July release.’

			Penny turned away to stop herself from saying another, sackable word, as Jemima’s stilettos drove holes in the carpet all the way back to her corner-office lair.

			And fucketty fuck to you, too, you emaciated fuckfaced corporate bitch – go and eat a biscuit. Penny returned to her emails, infuriation still rampaging around her head, when a fresh ping into her inbox drew her eyes to another name she instantly recognised: Jane Furlow.

			Oh my . . . She’d have liked some popcorn with extra butter for this one but didn’t want to waste time.

			Penny,

			I’m sure you know why I’m contacting you. Be aware, that your malicious little game has been exposed. I know that you made a statement to the police, implicating me in Thisbe’s tragic death, claiming that I stole the manuscript for, THE WAKENING MAID, from her.

			How low has you’re jealousy brought you? Are you so unhappy, and unfilled, in your life that you felt the need to meddle in mine?

			Know this – any future claims made by you that suggest that I in any way improperly acquired my own damn book, or borrowed one word from poor Thizz, will be met with a defamation case against you.

			Know this, too, – there’s nothing wrong with being a fat boring nerdy word herder and the sooner you accept yourself for what you are the more satisfied with your lot you will be.

			Tread very carefully, Penny Katschinski – you’ve been warned.

			Jane

			PS: I’ve also heard your still mooching around after John. Isn’t it time you gave up that fantasy too? The only reason he associates with you is because he’s lost his mind.

			Well. Then. Wowzers. Penny read it over a couple of times, a little more forensically. The thing about editors is, once something is written down, it’s open to their analysis – open to the full arsenal of the editor’s acquired knowledge and skill. An experienced editor is more than a word herder, but someone in command of a finely tuned bullshit detector. It’s the editor’s ultimate job to ensure that the reader, whoever they may be, remains so captivated by the words on the page that no sleight of hand might be perceived. But the editor knows and sees every trick – and Jane’s were particularly clumsy. Threats, insults and hyperbole do not a scary letter make: such things only suggest fear on the part of the writer. Yes, Jane Furlow might have been intimidating in person, but not on the page. Her misspellings and misuses of commas were proof enough of her fraudulence; Penny never nitpicked language from any person who was not both private school and university educated, but anyone who was she judged mercilessly. Of more importance, however, Jane had also made it clear that she was not aware of the evidence against her: namely, Thizz’s notebook and memory stick. That would all make for a scandalous defamation case indeedy, with Jane forced to contend that it was really Thizz who stole bad poetry about her own boyfriend from Jane. It would almost be worth calling the bluff.

			Instead, Penny picked up her phone and found Katie Ainsley’s number on her contacts list, her direct line at Chatworth: it was time this twisted hoax was truly exposed.

			The number rang and rang, and then: ‘Hi, you’ve called Katie Ainsley. I’m out of the office until Feb 17. If it’s urgent, please call my assistant, Melanie Marconi on . . .’

			My assistant. Penny made a face at the phone as she hung up: she didn’t have an assistant. Who had assistants anymore? It was practically an anachronism. Penny occasionally enjoyed the company of a mystified intern, whenever M&N could be arsed taking one on, to take up more time than they could ever possibly give, for the privilege of Penny showing them the ins of an industry that seemed not long for this world. Assuming Katie was still in London or in transit, Penny wondered what to do. She could have hosed herself down and waited a day or two. But no. Fat, boring, nerdy word herder? The axe in Penny’s hands needed wielding right now.

			She called reception.

			‘Good morning, Chatworth Books,’ came the bright and breezy reply.

			‘Hi. It’s Penny Katschinski, of M&N, could you please put me through to Ken Rowland?’ Kenneth Rowland was the Managing Director of Chatworth; Kenneth Rowland had, some eight years ago, when he’d been Sales Director at M&N, pressed himself against her at Christmas drinks and told her she looked like Bridget Jones; he looked more like Voldemort than Colin Firth, and had frightened her as he rubbed his dick against her thigh, but she was fearless now.

			‘I’m sorry, Ken’s in a meeting until ten. Can I take a message?’

			‘No, thank you, that’s all right.’ Penny hung up once more, trawling through the vast bank of trivia she also held in that editorial arsenal of hers. Kenneth Rowland was a late starter, as enthusiastic drinkers often are; ‘meeting until ten’ was probably code for ‘not in till then’. She ticked through the list of who else of relevance worked there: she didn’t really know the publishing director, someone originally from their old Melbourne office, and the only other person she knew well was Kayley Ayad, associate publisher of women’s commercial fiction, which was code there for insanely huge list crammed with everything from cheeky bodice-rippers to finely crafted psychological brain-benders, and she was so phenomenally overworked it was highly likely she’d barely glanced at The Wakening Maid. There was only one option, as far as Penny could see: take a trip up town with her laptop, which contained all condemning evidence downloaded in digital form, including those keepsake snaps she’d made of all Thizz’s notebook odes, and camp with them in reception until Ken arrived.

			*

			The offices of Chatworth Books were larger and grander than M&N’s, situated within view of the Sydney Harbour Bridge, deep in swankland. On her way upstream, through the last of the morning’s coffee-cup jostling stragglers, she had to pass The Garden, all shut up like a shiny vampires’ den, and as she walked by she caught sight of herself in the tall glass doors: the frock she was wearing today was a favourite, all cowgirls and guitars and prancing ponies, and probably not appropriate for the occasion. Still, it had a figure-accentuating power of its own, underlined by the opinion of a construction worker two doors down: ‘Woo! Let me ride you to paradise, little horsey.’ Kiss my fat, boring arse, she told the whole city; she told the whole day.

			Up on the twenty-first floor she told the receptionist: ‘Penny Katschinski. I’m here to see Ken Rowland at ten. Sorry – I’m a bit early.’ A lot early, as it was now not quite twenty past nine. ‘I’ll wait here, if you don’t mind.’

			‘Okey-doke.’ The receptionist smiled; she looked so young, so barely out of high school, so temporary and dispensable, it struck Penny that publishing, this industry run almost entirely on female labour, this once noble industry of higher ideals and their print dissemination, had become one of the worst offenders at ripping off the sisterhood. From the front desk to the editorial desk, from the mostly female authors themselves, who delivered their story fodder for grist, and out to their mostly female readership as well – here was a backcover blurb from the penultimate circle of Dante’s hell. Although she had several good answers to the question, she couldn’t help asking herself, anyway: How the fuck did this actually happen? ‘I’ll let him know you’re here,’ the receptionist said. ‘Can I get you a glass of water or anything?’

			‘No, thanks.’ Penny’s resolve skipped a beat: so, the boss was in the building. She began rehearsing her opening lines in her head, supposing she would have at least forty minutes before they’d have to be said. But not five minutes later, Voldemort was filling the doorway that led from reception.

			‘Penny,’ he said, and he did not look pleased to see her.

			‘Ken.’ She stood, and as she held his gaze, she realised this was not going to go well.

			With some pretence at gallant formality, he gestured for her to walk ahead to the office he inhabited, bridge and harbour a postcard splashed across floor-to-ceiling windows, which might as well have come with a banner that said, ‘ICONS ARE US’.

			Ken said, on closing the door: ‘I’ve been told to expect trouble from you – by Jane Furlow’s solicitors. Whatever it is you have to say, we’re not interested.’

			Penny blanched, but she would not be denied this hearing: ‘You’re not interested in seeing the evidence I have that one of your major titles this year is a fraud?’

			‘I understand that you have a history of hostility towards Jane.’ He wouldn’t look her in the eye.

			‘What?’ This was steaming, fresh-laid bullshit. ‘I haven’t spoken to her in about three or four years.’

			‘That’s not what we’ve been told about the situation.’ Ken Rowland remained standing, as if she was not expected to stay long. ‘Penny, jealousy is a very destructive emotion,’ he said, making an attempt at condescension. ‘You should back off.’

			‘You cannot be serious.’ She wasn’t about to back off anything. ‘You’ve known me for, what, eight, nine years? Do I seem like a crazy author stalker to you?’

			She wasn’t always the best at reading body language, but she read something in his eyes now that looked like doubt. He said: ‘Listen, I don’t know what’s gone on between the two of you, but you shouldn’t be here. I can’t help you.’

			Penny stood her ground, willing him to explain.

			He did. ‘Do you know how much money we’ve got tied up in this book?’ he said rhetorically, for the answer was truckloads, not just in the print run and marketing expenditure on ads and catalogue space, but there’d be airfares booked for the Sydney launch and publicity tour, preliminary lunches already locked in with literary prize people, gratis copies despatched to key reviewers and bloggers. ‘It’s too late to pull the book. Forces will come down on you like a ton of bricks if you push this.’ He seemed genuinely racked for a second. ‘Penny, you know I like you. I always have. And I don’t want to see this kind of thing happen to you. Trust me, it will get vicious if you go there – from her lawyers and from ours.’

			‘But the evidence . . .?’ Penny was both flummoxed and fascinated by this brazen flouting of common decency and morality.

			‘We don’t care what your evidence is,’ he told her dispassionately. ‘Our advice is that your claim is unprovable because the other woman, Thisne, is deceased.’

			‘Thisbe.’ Fuck you.

			‘Thisbe, whatever. I’m sure she was a great girl. But our advice is that the evidence could have been manufactured. I’m not saying by you. I’m not making any accusations, Penny. But it does seem a little strange that all this is coming to light now, don’t you think? It’s a bit too coincidental to be believed. You don’t have a leg to stand on with this. So please, for your own sake, drop it.’

			I will not, she promised him with all her heart, but she said: ‘Okey-doke.’

			And she left – making her way to Martin Place, for the train to Bondi and Waverley Police Station.

			*

			Constable Ivan Petrovic saw her come in through the doors and almost fell over himself to be the one to meet her at the counter. Ms Penelope Katschinski. He’d been dreaming of this moment pretty well nonstop for the past three days, never thinking it would happen, and now here she was. And she was gorgeous, with her nose in the air and her rosy cheeks, and the shape of her everywhere. Just the swing of her ponytail was enough to render him senseless, but he managed to school himself as she approached: Don’t be a dickhead this time.

			‘Hi,’ she said. ‘You’re the guy who was here the other night, aren’t you?’

			‘Yeah,’ he said; he wanted to say something snappy and clever, but it came out as complete nonsense: ‘Lucky my roster changed yesterday, isn’t it.’

			‘Right.’ She gave him a querying look but got on with her business here: ‘You know the bag I handed in, Thisbe Chisholm’s backpack?’

			‘Yeah.’ He was distracted by the growing body of evidence that this woman was way out of his league; he was only twenty-one to her thirty-ish; she did important things he didn’t know anything about, with books; he remembered again how staunchly she’d advocated for her friend, John Jacobson, when he’d passed out; Ivan wanted to ask her how Mr Jacobson was going, but he couldn’t form the question, because he was in the presence of some kind of fiction editor princess.

			And one who looked so sad as she spoke: ‘I might need to talk to someone more senior about this.’ She was gripping the edge of the counter, her fingernails white with the pressure, as she outlined her concern: ‘The publisher of the book that’s been stolen is saying that I’m wrong, and they’ve threatened me with legal action if I say or do anything about it. I’m aware that copyright law is complicated, and that it’s especially complicated with this case because Thisbe isn’t here to make a fuss about it, to prove this book is hers. But I need to make a fuss about it. I need to know if the police can back me up in any way. I’m not even sure what I’m asking for, but a crime has been committed – there’s a bunch of people who stand to make a whole lot of money from it, too – and I just can’t let them get away with it.’

			Constable Ivan Petrovic nodded; he’d lately been preparing to apply for admission to a bachelor’s degree in policing and justice, and so had been reading a few books himself: he knew that copyright was a lawyers’ game. All the New South Wales Police could do, if a criminal infringement had occurred, was to compile the facts, hand them over to the Commonwealth Director of Public Prosecutions, and let the parties slug it out in a war of words from there. It was highly unlikely that any DPP was going to want to waste taxpayers’ money on something like this, though, and even less so since it appeared no other kinds of offences had been committed. The station had received confirmation a couple of hours ago that Jane Furlow most probably couldn’t have been Miss Chisholm’s murderer: her DNA was indisputably female, even if she did sort of look a little bit like a nicely done-up bloke in the photos he’d found of her on the internet. The case had gone as quickly cold again as it had gone hot, but he couldn’t tell Penelope Katschinski any of that.

			He could only say: ‘I can ask, see if one of the detectives can take another look at it all, but you might be better off contacting a lawyer to see if you can get a case going under civil law.’

			‘I already know a lawyer who’d help in a heartbeat.’ She nodded too, acknowledging the hopelessness of the situation: ‘I just don’t have a Thisbe handy and willing to sue, and I doubt very much her family would be interested in claiming the novel on her behalf – it doesn’t paint a flattering picture of her home-life influences.’

			Ms Katschinski looked so down and disappointed about this, he said: ‘I’ll ask about the options for you all the same, to see if there’s anything the police can do. We’ve got your phone number. Someone’ll be in touch.’

			‘Thanks,’ she said, and looked as though she was about to say something else, but added only, ‘I’d really appreciate it,’ and out she wandered again.

			As he watched her go, he promised her ponytail that he’d try to do something for her; he’d get onto Detective Sergeant Thompson about it. DS Troy ‘Thommo’ Thompson was still in the UK, but Ivan decided he’d send him an email right now. Thommo had been on the Chisholm case from the very first day, and had got pretty fired up about the copyright theft allegation when the new evidence had been examined, getting himself special clearance to travel almost immediately; Ivan had overheard him on the phone, telling the inspector: ‘It’d be a fucked-up mind that’d steal another person’s novel. That’s sociopath territory.’ And it had upset Penelope Katschinski. There had to be something they could do.

			*

			Penny started walking back in the direction of Bondi Junction, but she didn’t know why. She didn’t want to go back to work – ever. She was done. Disillusioned beyond repair. She began composing her resignation letter to the rhythm of one foot after the other, but didn’t know to whom she should address it. This wasn’t a straightforward matter of quitting a job. She would be divorcing herself from a whole industry – the industry she’d spent all her working life within. Apart from stints in a doughnut shop and pulling beers in a couple of pubs to put herself through uni, she was unqualified to do anything else. Making books, magnificent, shining books of all kinds, had been an exciting delight, even on the shittiest days. She never tired of opening that first fresh box of books hot off the press; she never tired of publication day, even if the book was not to her taste; she never tired of the joyful tears of her authors, even from those she didn’t much like. She never tired of the process of making magic happen. But this industry she had loved so much, now seemed so broken, so corrupted by dollar signs and spreadsheets and ruthless decisions that had nothing to do with art or culture or even good old-fashioned entertainment.

			She stopped in the middle of nowhere, just listening to the whoosh and rattle of the cars rushing up and down the road. She thought she should maybe turn around and keep walking to the hospital, go to see John, stride off some steam on the way, and lay some of this crap onto him. But the very thought of him only brought the shock back to her: that he was dead in the bath; that he had taken the tablets; that she had got there too late. She tried to retrace what happened afterwards; she tried to focus on the fact that he was presently safe and snug and probably being aptly punished with endless hours of nothing to do apart from be contrite and regretful and unwell. But she could not shake her fixation on what he’d meant to do – and what that would have meant for her had he succeeded. She couldn’t face him. Not yet. She’d send him a text instead; she dug out her phone and typed: Hello, lazy bones. How’s the —

			Right then the phone rang, a mystery number she didn’t want to answer in case it was work, but somehow in attempting to swipe away the call, she’d both accidentally answered it and sent the text at the same time. ‘Idiot,’ she said at it and put it to her ear, ingrained action overriding her desire to speak to no one. ‘Hello, who is it?’

			‘Hello?’ It was a man’s voice, and for a fraction of a hopeful second she thought it might be the police calling her already to tell her they’d found her a new life in lost property. It wasn’t, of course; it was some guy saying, ‘It’s Rich O’Driscoll here, from Bookish. I’m sorry if it’s a bad time, I —’

			‘Who?’ she said, and then all at once she put the accent and the name together, with an, ‘Oh!’ on realising she’d forgotten to call him, as she’d promised to, to let him know they’d handed in Thizz’s backpack, and to apologise for carrying on in his shop the way she had.

			He said: ‘I was only calling to see that you’re all right, after everything the other day.’

			‘All right?’ That accent combined with the sentiment struck home with such a power she had to sit down on the low brick wall behind her.

			‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘I’m sure it’s none of my business, but I just —’

			‘No, no.’ She clutched at the kindness of nice bookshop guy. ‘Thank you for calling. I meant to call you. I said I would call you – you must think I’m so rude, as well as insane, but I’ve been so busy. I . . .’ She had to tell someone: ‘I’ve been busy having a really bad time, actually.’

			‘Oh,’ he said, and even that tiny sound was kind, concerned. ‘That’s not good to hear. Is there anything I can do to help?’

			‘Not unless you want to get drunk with me.’ She tried to reassemble herself, keep it together.

			She tried to keep hold of the lightness of his laughter as he replied: ‘Well, that shouldn’t be too difficult to arrange. What are you doing this evening?’

			‘I meant now.’ She tried to laugh in return – it wasn’t yet eleven am – but the footpath seemed to spin under her sneakers. She couldn’t speak; she couldn’t imagine another word.

			‘Penelope?’

			That yanked her back into the moment: ‘Penny.’

			‘Penny,’ he said. ‘Are you all right?’

			‘No,’ she had to admit.

			‘Where are you?’

			‘Not far,’ she said. ‘Sitting on a wall near the corner of . . . um . . .’ Where was she? ‘Birrell Street and Bronte Road. Near the bus stop.’

			‘Are you drunk now?’ he asked carefully.

			‘No!’ But she couldn’t seem to move. She told him: ‘I think I’m having a panic attack.’ She’d had the occasional self-diagnosed flip-out over the years, like anyone, but this was a doozy. ‘I’m sorry, I . . .’

			‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘I’ll come and find you. Give me five minutes.’

			*

			Rich was caught between deciding whether to drive or run. Penny Katschinski was only sprinting distance away, across Waverley Park and up the road, but he didn’t want to arrive sweat-stained and out of breath. Then again, if he drove she’d see what an utter shitbox his car was: a scratched-up, ageing SUV that hadn’t been off-road since he bought it, because he never had time enough for travelling anywhere further than the beach, which meant that the front seats were covered in sand and stank of wet towels – indeedy, on the floor of the passenger side lay a pair of discarded underpants and the crumpled-up remains of last Sunday night’s fish and chips. He didn’t have time to clean it out now. He didn’t have time to be running off mid-morning on Valentine’s Day, either – it wasn’t necessarily going to be a good sales day, but it might have been; who would ever know? Regardless, he wasn’t going to leave Penny Katschinski sitting on a brick wall having a panic attack.

			He turned around the ‘closed’ sign on the front door, locked the shop and ran. He was like that, Rich. Even his ex, Miranda, missed that about him: he could be astonishingly heroic in a crisis, no matter how seemingly trivial: opening jars, changing tyres, doing the washing up after a party; he was there. As he ran through the park, he hoped he hadn’t locked a customer in the shop; he was fairly sure he hadn’t, but he had been a bit all over the place this morning trying to summon the courage to make that call – more than a bit all over the place ever since she’d stood there crying at his counter, crying for her friend. He hoped she was all right. He also hoped she wasn’t a psycho. Doubts crowded as he neared Birrell Street: he’d made some appalling decisions based on sexual attraction in the past, hadn’t he.

			But on seeing her, sitting there beyond the cars rushing by, he was helpless to do anything other than help her. She was looking the other way, towards the Junction, her hair honey-coloured and shining in the sun. Behind her, on top of the retaining wall on which she sat, a large green electrical box towered over her aloneness. She turned her head at the sound of the traffic lights changing. She waved when she saw him, her smile small. Lost.

			And that was it for Rich O’Driscoll. He’d do anything for her now – anything at all.

			*

			‘This is the nicest thing anyone has ever done for me,’ she told him. ‘Thank you.’ This wasn’t strictly true, of course; Penny’s mum and her brother, Sam, were unfailingly nice to her, sending random gifts and texts and tags to kitten and otter memes they knew would make her feel their love, but they were her family; and they’d seemed a planet away from her this week, far, far away on a very nice planet called Ordinary.

			Rich O’Driscoll sat down beside her, all lanky angles, and told her: ‘No problem. I couldn’t think of a good excuse not to come.’

			She tried once more to laugh, but her face had gone numb with the flood of strange chemicals unleashed by the flip-out; her hands and feet seemed to have disappeared, too. She knew none of this was ‘no problem’, and managed to tell him how much she knew: ‘I’m sure you’ve got plenty of better things to do today, such as sell lots of last-minute romance to book-loving Valentines.’

			‘Not overly likely,’ he said, and that laugh of his was musical. ‘Just another day, really.’

			She knew there was a fib or two in that. Apart from the enormous love heart in his window giving away his marketing strategy, she remembered now some snatch of conversation from who knows when, telling her he ran that shop on his own. She said in even more dazed amazement, as it dawned: ‘You closed the shop for me? You just closed your shop for a crazy stranger?’

			‘You don’t seem like a stranger,’ he said, and behind those black-rimmed specs she saw grey eyes sparkling with bright kindness. ‘I can’t tell if you’re crazy, but I can see you’re upset.’ His smile was soothing, even as he added: ‘I am a bit concerned that I might have locked a customer in the shop, though. Do you think you might want to walk back that way with me?’

			She wasn’t sure if he was joking, but he was the safest port in her storm; she said: ‘Yes. Please. I might like to come and sit in your shop for a little while, if that’s all right.’ That seemed the most sensible idea in the world: go and sit among the books for a few moments, breathe in the biblichor.

			‘That’s more than all right,’ he said, standing again and reaching for her laptop bag to carry it for her.

			She looked at him like he was some figment of her imagination, concocted by a desperate need for respite. But he was real and here and telling her: ‘We’ll walk across the park, yeah?’

			‘Yeah.’ She stood too, and as she did, she noticed a paper coffee cup rolling along the footpath towards the gutter, its plastic lid lying upturned a few feet away; excellent metaphor, she thought, for this was how she felt: broken apart and wobbling towards some other untold disaster. Where was she going to get another editorial job when every publishing house in the country was laying off staff, or disappearing positions inside ‘new expanded roles’, takeovers and mergers, creating mega-publishers producing fewer and fewer Australian fiction titles? What was she going to do with her life if she couldn’t make books? She felt worse about this than she did about John: for books, it seemed, were actually dying.

			‘Do you want to talk about it?’ Rich O’Driscoll asked her as they began walking.

			‘Yeah,’ she said, and she’d never remember much of the rambling babble on injustice that streamed from her over those next five minutes or so, except that, when he told her he was once again unable to help the police with any further clue to the identity of Thisbe’s attacker, Penny replied with a massive, yawping non sequitur: ‘I don’t know what’s happened to the last seven years of my life.’

			‘I know that feeling,’ he said with his kind smile.

			And she asked the sky: ‘What am I supposed to do? Set up my own publishing company?’

			‘Would that be such a bad idea?’ Rich O’Driscoll said 
beside her.

			And she’d looked at him askance once more: ‘Contrary to popular belief, most authors would like to be paid for their work – and I can barely afford to pay my rent.’

			They’d arrived at the shop by then, a couple of customers loitering out the front; one of them, a young woman with a doll-like fuchsia bob, was saying: ‘Hey, Rich, I didn’t think it was possible you could be closed today.’ And Rich O’Driscoll was saying to her, ‘Sorry – had to pop out, wasn’t sure how long I’d be.’ And then he was telling Penny softly in the doorway, ‘I’ll get you a glass of water – it’s getting warm today, isn’t it?’

			‘Thanks.’ She stood in the middle of the bookshop, the tall shelves pressing in around her, listening to Rich being asked by the fuchsia doll if there was anything suitable as a gift for her new girlfriend, which made Penny think Velvet Daphne would be perfect, which then made her wonder who was going to edit that book now; she hoped the author, Sharon whoever she was, would be okay without her once the words were purchased and extruded by the sausage factory. Penny looked for somewhere to sit down, but the only chair here, apart from the stool behind the counter, was a red sofa in the second room, which was occupied by a man, knees spread wide in the middle of it, absorbed in his reading. She leaned her forehead against the shelf edge of the Australian Classics section, and exhaustion fell over her like a heavy cloak. Lack of sleep from late-night editing combined with post-drama drag, and she could have slept right there, standing up, like a horse, all her little horses, leaning against a fence.

			‘Can I call you a cab?’ Rich O’Driscoll placed a glass of water in her hand. ‘Do you want to go home?’

			‘No. Thank you.’ She didn’t want to go home; she didn’t want to be alone with all her whirling, haunting thoughts – the most awful of them at this moment being, But do I really have the courage to leave M&N?

			He said: ‘You’re welcome to go upstairs, if you want to – go and have a rest. Do whatever you need to do. It’s all right.’

			Who was this knight in shining bookishness?

			‘Go on, honestly,’ he said. ‘The stairs are out the back, in the stockroom – mind the mess. Make yourself at home. There’s a spare room next to the bathroom. There’s vodka in the fridge.’

			‘Thank you.’

			‘You can stop saying thank you.’ His eyes twinkled like grey diamonds, smiling. ‘If you are a crazy person, I don’t want you disturbing my customers.’

			Like I did last time I was here, she thought but said, ‘Okay,’ wandering away, grateful most of all for the distraction that would be having a stickybeak inside someone else’s place. Books, books, books, hundreds watched her as she went: they sat in towering piles in the stockroom, little stacks peered down at her from the balustrade, and upstairs the hall was lined with hundreds more, the shelves of his personal library that kept on going and going into the lounge room beyond. It was a tranquil cul-de-sac of books, a paradise of books. She saw he hoarded Irish authors – Enright, Tóibín, Barry, Heaney – including loads of poets she’d never heard of and a fair bit of noirish crime. Julian Barnes’ The Sense of an Ending lay on the coffee table, a Booker winner she hadn’t yet read but wanted to; Charlotte Wood’s Animal People sat over on the comfy-looking window seat, tagged with a multitude of yellow sticky notes – brilliant. All good enough to show her she was quite safe here in this house.

			She found the spare room, a space so small it held a single bed, a chest of drawers and a coat rack. A framed print of some abstract expressionist painting sat above the bed, one she vaguely recognised as maybe Kandinsky, circles and ribbons and blades that looked somehow like the mechanics of a brain. She sat down on the bed. She yawned and let herself fall towards the pillow; she switched her phone to silent and, in less than a minute, she was fast asleep.

			*

			Rich checked on her twice throughout that surprisingly busy afternoon, but she slept on. A picture of peace, her phone flashed with messages on the floor where it lay as though it had dropped from her hand. He could see how perfect she was as she slept, all creamy roundness, all softness clothing strength, the contours of her calves and shoulders speaking of some determination he wanted to know.

			As they’d walked across the park this morning, although she’d been overwrought, she’d sung his song on the state of their trade; she was deeply intelligent and very funny; she fought for her authors’ words and her friends with a loyalty that had made him want to hold her hand. A loyalty that seemed to sit at the very centre of her loveliness.

			He was going to suggest they have a bite to eat before he drove her home this evening, wherever her home might be, so they could talk some more. He closed the shop half an hour early and cleaned the car. He hoped with all his heart that her crazy would only complement his own crazy, and that it hadn’t already been tethered elsewhere.

		

	
		
			VERY BAD DAY GETS A LOT WORSE

			Penny woke with the western sun blasting through the window above her head and across her face. Opening her eyes, it took her quite a few seconds to work out where she was and how she’d got here: nice guy, book paradise, quality paintwork on the windowsill, all good.

			Until she looked down at her phone: it was 5.59 pm and Adam Jacobson had left three messages.

			She listened only to the latest one, clocked at 5.17: ‘Penny, I hope you get this soon. They’ve moved John to intensive care now. One doctor says it’s precautionary because of his blood pressure – it’s still way too high. Another doctor is talking like he’s going to go into cardiac arrest any minute. They both say they’re concerned his kidneys will shut down. I’m so worried, Penny. Please – um. Please call me back when you can, or just come – ask at the reception desk and they’ll tell you where to find us.’

			*

			Adam Jacobson watched his son, his only child, fading before his eyes. John wasn’t in any pain, he didn’t even really look all that unwell, but his body was being attacked from the inside, and no one seemed to know exactly why. Whatever it was, the light seemed to be leaving his eyes.

			John asked him again: ‘Did Penny get back?’

			‘Not yet,’ Adam said. ‘She must be in a meeting or maybe there’s something wrong with her phone.’ Neither of which sounded convincing to either of them. Her last text, unfinished and hours ago, sounded more like she’d been abruptly kidnapped. Hello, lazy bones. How’s the —

			‘She doesn’t want to come,’ John said.

			‘Why wouldn’t she want to come?’ Adam asked him. ‘Have you had an argument?’

			‘No,’ his son said. ‘But I’ve treated her like shit. I shouldn’t be surprised she doesn’t want to see me.’

			‘What do you mean you’ve treated her like shit?’ Adam couldn’t understand why John would be saying this. He’d been behaving oddly the last hour or so, pulling the oxygen line from his nose, saying he had to go and have a shave, saying he had to catch a plane to Melbourne, like he was caught up in some kind of waking dream. He was delirious. He had to be – John and Penny were the closest of friends.

			‘I’m an idiot, Dad. Fucking idiot,’ John replied, looking away at the monitor measuring his heart, beat after beat.

			‘Don’t say that.’ Adam’s own heart clenched at his boy’s distress, but still he couldn’t stop himself from asking: ‘What did you do?’

			‘You don’t want to know.’ John shook his head, groaned at whatever he was thinking, and then he said: ‘I’ve spent all this time obsessing about Thizz, about what happened.’ His voice was flat, distant, out of breath. ‘I haven’t been good to Pen. And now it’s too late.’

			‘Too late? Don’t say that.’ Adam fought to keep his own voice calm. Thisbe bloody Chisholm – Adam had never thought much of that girl, the way she had strung John along, the way it seemed she was still stringing him along. John could never seem to please her, no matter how much he followed her around, doing as he was told – she’d even have a go at him for chewing his food too loud. She was vain, more into herself than anything else, and too stupefyingly pretty – just like John’s mother had been. Adam guessed John was telling him now that he and Penny had become something more than friends, that something had gone wrong – or maybe he was only talking nonsense. Whatever had happened, it was upsetting him, and possibly not helping his blood pressure. All Adam could do was tell John yet again: ‘I’m sure Penny will be here soon.’

			Please.

			John closed his eyes and went back to sleep, but it wasn’t really sleep; it was something else – something that was taking him away. Adam listened to the rhythm of the monitor, a low and steady beeping; rows of numbers, pastel-coloured, blinked out of the green-black screen like a strange and taunting chalkboard calculation. He saw John as a small boy drawing rainbows and daisies on the footpath outside Omi’s old house in Bondi, on Watson Street, such a happy little kid, who loved his grandmother so much, as a man he’d rent that place on Ocean Street right near all those memories of her. As if he’d been saying, Look at me, Omi, making it as an actor, getting paid buckets for it, too. Are you proud? Adam watched John’s broad chest rise and fall among the lines and wires attached to him. His boy had barely been living at all since Thisbe Chisholm had died, always half buried under the weight of suspicion, guilt, grief, and now this. It was too unfair.

			Adam looked down at his phone again, as if Penny could prevent the worst from happening, if only she was here.

		

	
		
			THE MISSING PIECE OF ANY PUZZLE IS OFTEN LOCATED WELL AFTER THE SEARCH HAS BEEN ABANDONED

			It was only when Constable Ivan Petrovic was pulling out the Chisholm case evidence box that the vital clue required to identify the attacker finally revealed itself.

			The box slipped from his grasp, just a careless fumble, and the contents had scattered across the floor. Everything that had been inside the backpack had seemed to find a way to escape, especially the rose-covered notebook containing the photographs and whatnot – there was crap everywhere – and as it was already fifteen minutes past the end of his shift, he was hasty about putting it all back together, as well as disappointed that it seemed he wouldn’t have an excuse to call Penelope Katschinski with any heartening news today. He was rostered off on his four-day break now – he’d probably never see her again. This was all DS Thompson’s business from here on. ‘Will seek advice from Commonwealth DPP re copyright infringement prospects,’ Thommo had replied to young Ivan’s email not twenty minutes ago, on his way to Heathrow for his return flight: ‘Have that evidence box on my desk ready for when I get in.’

			Yes, sir. But as Ivan was shoving the rose-covered book back into the bag, his effort met with some resistance: the corner of the book had snagged on an inside pocket. The pocket was made of the same material as the lining of the bag, a silky sort of fabric, and invisible, until now. He’d ripped the stupid thing, hadn’t he: ‘Shit.’ And yet it exposed something else that had seemed invisible, too: a piece of paper, about three or four inches across, a corner torn from a sheet of everyday office notepad paper, and on it were written the words:

			 I’M SORRY
 PLEASE FORGIVE ME 

			It could have been nothing; it could have been everything. To Ivan Petrovic, it was an evidential inconsistency that stuck out like a dog’s proverbials: the handwriting was clearly different from that of the victim’s. The writing on the note was small and neat, all capital letters and blue pen; the writing in the notebook was all curly, girly running writing, mostly black pen, and some pink texta. He scanned the list of evidence in the box: everything was itemised, except this note. He put it back where he found it and went off to find Sergeant Kelso, the officer in charge of the station for the evening.

			He found her making a coffee in the staff kitchen, but took a moment to collect his thoughts before disturbing her; it was well known and beyond doubt that female officers had brought a civilising influence to the police force in recent decades, but it was also well known and beyond doubt that many of them had to be twice as tough as their male counterparts in order to work their way up, and that Sergeant Kelso was scarier than most. Ivan was more intimidated by her than he was by his own mother, probably because his mother was a couple of inches shorter than him and was not a champion kickboxer outside of working hours.

			He cleared his throat: ‘Excuse me, Sergeant.’

			She turned around, raised an eyebrow at him and said: ‘What are you still doing here?’

			He rattled out his explanation, telling her the whole truth and nothing but, including that he’d damaged some evidence.

			She frowned at him, as if she might have been about to give him a dressing-down, but then she said: ‘Show me.’

			He took her back to the evidence room and pointed out the inconsistency he had seen.

			‘Hm,’ she said. ‘It’s not inconceivable that this note could be a confession of some kind. An apology. The perp has got the guilts and slipped it in the bag, wanting forgiveness from the victim, or someone associated with her – or maybe even just from the universe. Who knows?’ She rubbed her forehead, thinking, looking hard at the little note again. ‘This handwriting, though . . . This bit of paper . . . It’s ringing some kind of bell.’ She stood there thinking for quite some time; then she asked herself: ‘What was his name . . .?’ Among her many attributes, Sergeant Kerry Kelso was also known to have a photographic memory, near-perfect recall that was often employed upon her staff: she knew how long you took for lunch, she knew the names of spouses, kids and pets, when your birthday fell and your preferred taste in cakes. But most usefully, she could remember details of crimes, scenes and people, sometimes many years after the fact; and she remembered now: ‘Brent . . .? Brandon . . . And something beginning with A.’

			Sergeant Kelso glanced at Ivan. ‘Stay here. I won’t be long.’

			She left the room and came back not two minutes later with a slim file marked: ‘ASHBY, Brandon Ellis’. She said as much to herself as to Ivan: ‘Look at this . . .’ She opened the file so that Ivan could see: sheets of plain, foolscap notepad paper, half-a-dozen or so, that appeared to be written all over with the same small and neat handwriting, distinctive block letters, the Es like backward 3s. The writing looked like a list of some kind, a long list, on which Ivan caught sight of the names of a few banks and some details of university study, or something like that, and then he saw what was important here: the last near-empty page was missing its bottom right corner.

			Sergeant Kelso glanced at him again, ‘Well done, Petrovic,’ and she smiled sadly as she matched the note to the page. She flicked the file back to the cover sheet then, tracing an index finger around the photograph stuck there: it looked like a passport photo or maybe one taken for a work CV, the face young, a man in his twenties, blond wavy hair, collar and tie, blank stare; no one special. ‘We’ve got him, I reckon,’ said Sergeant Kelso, solemn and sadder still: ‘We’ve got the man who killed Thisbe Chisholm.’

		

	
		
			SEVEN YEARS EARLIER

			

		

	
		
			TRUE CRIME

			Brandon Ashby wasn’t anyone special, and he knew it from birth. Growing up in one of Sydney’s farthest-flung burbs, he shared a train line with Penny Katschinski, but not much else. They would never meet; they would never share a circle; only the occasional Penrith-to-Central commute to uni when their years there in the early 2000s had overlapped.

			His father had been a disgraced public servant, jailed for eight years for a scam on fake government training programs, exiled on a prison farm that lay over the Blue Mountains. Brandon would tell the kids at school that his father was a timber-cutter; while his mother, everyone knew, was a chain-smoking alcoholic. Brandon’s mother was a sweet, nervy, house-proud woman, whom everyone liked and pitied, not least for the boxes of cheapest cask wine she’d have delivered weekly; she died of oesophageal cancer in Brandon’s second year of his Economics degree.

			He’d had every intention of honouring his mother and reclaiming all that his father had lost: a house with a harbour view; a beautiful wife; a sparkling life. But of course, things were not destined to work out that way.

			‘Everyone’s greedy,’ his father had taught him. ‘It’s whether you get caught or not that makes the difference.’ And in Sydney, in every circle Brandon inhabited, this rang as true as it rang hollow. Kickbacks, greasy palms, brown envelopes. Thinly veiled corruption: it was how this city ran. Roadworks, property development, finance, everything. It just wasn’t possible to get ahead unless you played the game, and the higher up the food chain you went, the less anyone seemed to think any of this was against the law. What law?

			As a young banking executive rapidly flying up the ranks, Brandon was, within a few short years, too coked out of his mind to care much about anything at all. He was, as they say in the classics, living the high life. His digital camera was filled with images of his bronzed pecs and the women who enjoyed sex with his wallet. A careful examination of that camera would have shown him, in one instance, clutching Thisbe Chisholm around the waist at the door of The Garden. The photograph would have shown how bored Thisbe was with this all-too-common kind of behaviour; and what an unselfconscious prick Brandon Ashby was when it came to his own. The photograph was one Brandon would get printed out at the camera shop at Bondi Beach, to send to his father, to make him jealous – to rub the old prick’s face in all that he had done to his poor mother. It was a photograph on the back of which he would write ‘my bitch’. It wasn’t a photograph the police would ever see, though – because they’d never know of the existence of this camera at all.

			By the time the then Senior Constable Kerry Kelso came into contact with young Mr Ashby, he was an unemployed crystal-meth addict, and it had been almost a year since Thisbe Chisholm’s death, that camera long-ago pawned. The dots had simply not been there for anyone to join.

			Brandon’s fall from the heights had not been as conventional as his rise, but it had been brutally quick. When it had come down to it, he wasn’t quite prick enough to cut it in this world. It wasn’t the breaking of any law that turned the tables for him, but a client hard done by. The bank that he worked for had taken to aggressively pressuring existing clients into taking on investment loans, targeting small businesspeople and women in particular – people either not savvy enough, or too busy to realise they were being set up to fail, so that their assets could then be stolen from under them. He didn’t think anything of these predatory entrapments at first – he’d only thought of the bonuses he’d earn.

			Until that one client appeared in the lobby of the bank. ‘I’m going to lose everything!’ she’d screamed at the receptionist – hysterical. ‘How can you sit there and do this to me!’ She was in her fifties; she looked a bit like his mum. And that was it. Brandon had been coming back to the office after a long lunch when he’d seen her, and in the lift, he’d kept on past his floor, to go in to speak to the relevant superior, the Director of Commercial and Investment Lending. He said: ‘This can’t be right.’ He was told: ‘Other people’s stupidity is not the responsibility of the bank.’ Brandon had had a few glasses of wine during that lunch and was stupid enough to argue the point: ‘You’d throw your own mother onto the street, wouldn’t you – motherfucker.’ He got the sack that afternoon. And more than that: he was blackballed. He’d never get another job in banking or finance.

			It might have been the best thing to happen to a kid like Brandon Ashby; it might have been the wake-up call he needed to start afresh. It wasn’t. He had a coke addiction that needed feeding. He had rent to pay. He had combined credit card debts of almost thirty grand. He had no one to help him get through it. No one on this earth gave a shit about him.

			Within three months, he’d lost his top-dollar, top-location flat down at North Bondi above the beach and was living in a boarding-house room out the back end of the Junction, promising himself he’d get his act together – Tomorrow. Tomorrow. Tomorrow. He’d swapped coke for meth, and most of the time, that was all he could think about. It was cost-effective to begin with: a smoke could last for hours. He’d run up and down the beach, up and down, up and down, feeling fantastic. He’d swim and laugh and talk to strangers, unhinged but weirdly exhilarated. He’d hang with the few other crackheads who lived behind the pavilion, sleeping under the old concrete picnic tables there; he’d tell himself: ‘At least I’m not as bad as them.’

			He wasn’t all that bad a kid, in a way. Unsupervised, unchecked, uncared-for – this is what sometimes happens. He hadn’t been in contact with his father for more than a month, and his father didn’t go looking for him. He had nothing much more to lose.

			Brandon didn’t mean to kill Thisbe.

			He’d been hanging out in his room, about to start crashing: he could feel it coming on, a blackness around the edges of his vision. Although it was a hot evening, he was freezing. He was suddenly very hungry, too. And just as suddenly remembering that he had no money – not a dollar until his unemployment benefit arrived in his bank the day after tomorrow. Although he gave some thought to sleeping and maybe getting clean when he could think more clearly, the thought of scoring was stronger. He decided he’d take his leather jacket down to the beach and sell it for enough to take the edge off, enough until pay day. And that’s exactly what he did.

			They laughed at the jacket, down there around the back of the pavilion, and he’d laughed too, with the smoke kicking in: it wasn’t the style of jacket any of his new companions would have worn unless necessity chose it for them; it was a designer cut in gunmetal calfskin, long-line with a high collar; it had cost him five hundred bucks, and they gave him fifty for it, or half a gram – which he thought was a good deal at the time.

			Some hours on, though, walking back up Bondi Road, the badness of the deal sank in. He did not have enough ice to see him through tomorrow. It might have been enough when he’d started along this track, what seemed like only days rather than months ago, but it wasn’t enough now. He needed to use every day, several pipes a day.

			He wasn’t as high as he wanted to be right now. He already wanted to die.

			Opportunity tossed itself across his path at the intersection of Ocean Street, where he’d stopped, halfway home, to roll a cigarette. In the late-night, early-morning quiet, he heard heels clipping along the footpath; it was too dark down that street to see who it was, but it sounded like a woman. Then, in the faint light cast from one of the streetlamps across the road, he saw her legs, skinny legs, and that she was carrying a bag on her shoulder. He just wanted the bag. Like a banker, he convinced himself in those few seconds, that the theft was justified: he’d take the bag and run. He’d never done anything like this before in his life, but ice could convince you black was white if there was a pipe in it being so.

			As he crept near, she even paused in her walking, bending down, doing something with her shoe, making herself even more vulnerable – and he couldn’t believe his luck. But when he got hold of the straps of the bag, she wouldn’t let go. Why didn’t she let go? And then she started to scream and shout: ‘Help! Help me, please!’ She was strong, too, for such a small and skinny woman. She scratched him hard, and twice: once on his face and once down across his forearm. He didn’t think anything of the scratches – he’d been picking and scraping at his skin so much lately it hardly mattered. But he had to stop her carrying on; he had to make her let go.

			Bang.

			He only had to hit her once. Even without the disinhibiting effects of the drug, he was only ever going to have to hit her once, he was that much bigger than her, that much stronger. As she went down, something glittered at her neck, some kind of jewellery, and he snatched that too, ripping it from her as though it were made of nothing but a wisp of air.

			He had no idea she was dying right there. No idea that within the next half-hour she’d be dead. He was too preoccupied with panicking, his mind so smashed by the smoke he’d had earlier, he wasn’t sure what to do. He stood for a moment in the shadow of the tree, frantically trying to find her wallet: cash was all he’d really wanted. Why didn’t she have any? Plenty of people rarely carried much cash anymore – up until recently, he’d been one of them. But he couldn’t understand his misfortune now. He pulled out all her cards as if one of them might turn into a hundred-dollar note.

			And then, realising he’d just punched and robbed a woman, he dropped the wallet and ran.

			As he ran, it began to rain, fat drops becoming a torrent by the time he’d reached the next block. He ran and ran through the rain and the gathering storm, the wind insane and howling, and once he was back at the boarding house, he slammed the door. He sat on the filth of his unmade, unwashed bed, head in his hands, disbelieving. He sat there for an hour or more, listening to the storm, before he sensed the bag at his feet. He’d brought the bloody backpack with him? He couldn’t work out how, though obviously he’d thrown it over his own shoulder without thinking when he’d been going through her wallet. He kicked it under his bed now, and pretended it wasn’t there. He filled a cup with white wine from the cask on the kitchen bench and gulped it down. But he couldn’t settle, couldn’t sit still. Like it was burning a hole into his hip, he found the necklace in the pocket of his jeans next and raced back downstairs to throw it into one of the stinking rubbish bins there. Back upstairs once more, he finished the cask. Eventually, he slept.

			He slept for two days; not unusual for a full-blown user. When he woke, he felt okay; he even ate – a couple of pieces of toast and jam. He almost convinced himself again that he could get himself straight, get another job. As events flashed back at him, he almost convinced himself he couldn’t have punched that woman, that it must have been a mad crack dream. When he saw the strap of the backpack looping out from under the bed like a black snake, he almost convinced himself he’d just found the bag on the road.

			Then he turned on the TV in his room, the poxy little box he’d got when he’d pawned his expensive flat screen. He was looking out the window at nothing when he heard the name: ‘Thisbe Chisholm’. He thought, I know that name. Then he turned to see her smiling face coming out of the six o’clock news: ‘The killer is believed to remain at large . . .’ He thought: That’s the door bitch at The Garden. My bitch. He fancied her, a lot – he fancied her in her tiny cocktail dresses at the club, he fancied her in her tiny bikinis on the beach – but she wasn’t interested; had a boyfriend or something. ‘Actor, John Jacobson is said to no longer be a suspect in the case at this time, but questions remain . . .’ A photograph of him – the bloke off that police show thing. That was her boyfriend? Then the newsreader said the words: ‘Miss Chisholm was left for dead near the corner of Ocean Street and Bondi Road.’ And Brandon knew: he knew he’d done it, even before he looked in the bag, to see it was hers – obviously hers, judging by all those photos of the boyfriend in her diary or whatever it was.

			His life was over from that moment onwards, but courage eluded him for some time. He couldn’t turn himself in, and he couldn’t do himself in. The only decent thing he did manage to do was to take the bag up to the bookshop on Bondi Road a few days later. He had never been interested in reading novels or that sort of thing himself, but he could see she was; he hoped her folder full of work would find its way to her boyfriend and her family. He tore a piece off the bottom of the notes he’d been making for his curriculum vitae, his list of skills and career highlights, which he hadn’t got around to typing up or printing out yet, not least because his laptop was busted, lying in pieces in a plastic bag, destroyed in an unremembered rage. He told her he was sorry. Then he dressed in the trousers of his best business suit and a plain white shirt, so he’d look like Joe Ordinary, walking into a bookshop. He waited until the place was busy with customers, stepped inside, looked about as if he’d lost his way, and softly dropped the bag beside the counter, before leaving again.

			It took him nine, almost ten months from there to leave for good. Week after week, day after day in this hell, his brain became so damaged by the end that demons were his only friends. They waited outside on the street, outside his door; they waited in the cistern of the toilet and inside his veins. He ran the gauntlet one drizzling and misty November dawn, sneaking and darting and sprinting up the citybound lanes of Syd Einfeld Drive, the Bondi Junction bypass, until opportunity tossed itself across his path once more, in the form of a semi-trailer hauling a forty-tonne load, bearing down a little over the speed limit, taking advantage of the early hour.

			Brandon Ashby leapt from the guard rail to his death. He was such a bag of bones by then, so barely there, the driver, who’d just pressed ‘play’ on his current audiobook, hardly registered the thud. But he saw the crumpled heap in his side-view mirror: ‘What the fuck?’ He slowed and pulled up the truck, hazard lights flashing, already dialling triple 0.

			It was Senior Constable Kelso who attended the scene; shaking her head as she recognised the deceased: ‘Oh no, not this poor bloke.’

		

	
		
			AND NOW

		

	
		
			TRAGEDY IS FOREVER

			It’s never just one poor bloke, though, is it?

			The truck driver, Kev Sheridan, was forced to retire early a few months after that kid jumped under the wheels of his vehicle. Although there was nothing he could have done to avoid it, and although the police weren’t interested in knowing he was nudging ninety k’s in the eighty zone at the time, Kev couldn’t cope with the idea that he’d killed someone. It would plague his conscience for the rest of his days, dulling his enjoyment of anything bright: holidays, grandchildren, laughter.

			For Sergeant Kelso, it was one of many incidents that scored themselves indelibly on her soul. On the one hand, these searing acts of violence and self-destruction drove her to work harder, smarter, drove her into the gym to sweat it out for medal-winning performances in the kickboxing arena; on the other hand, she spent many a night alone, asking the cracks in her ceiling plaster for a sign that her efforts to protect and defend weren’t futile. She cared so much about the strangers in her charge, and about her colleagues with whom she shared this peculiarly lonely road, she had little room left for normal relationships. Now, she raked through her memories of Brandon Ashby, for how she could have missed connecting him with Thisbe Chisholm, but all she could recall was the mash of blood and flesh and faded denim that he was on the asphalt that morning, and a series of pictures of him stalking up and down Bondi Road, frightening people with his wild eyes and erratic movements. He’d seemed otherwise harmless; when she’d stopped him a few times to ask where he was off to, requesting that he empty his pockets, he was always polite and respectful – off his face but cooperative. She remembered too that the landlord at the boarding house had been more concerned that his rent was two months in arrears, than that his tenant was dead.

			How could she have known he’d killed Thisbe Chisholm? He could have been any number of junkies in the area, couldn’t he. She congratulated young Constable Petrovic again for his find, brushing a knuckle across his shoulder badge: ‘I’ll make sure Thommo doesn’t take all the credit for this.’ Then she went into the ladies bathroom, locked herself in a cubicle for a few minutes to let the guilt at her failure shiver through her, thinking of the family waiting all these years for a resolution, thinking of that boyfriend, what was his name? John someone. That poor kid had been dragged through a world of dirt backwards.

			 * 

			‘I have to go,’ Penny Katschinski appeared in the hallway, her hair a mess, still half asleep.

			And Rich was on his feet, springing up from the sofa where he’d been reading, waiting, trying not to think too hard about the possibility of her saying no to dinner with him. He knew by the look on her face that they wouldn’t be doing anything like that now, but still hoping for a chance to be with her a little while longer, he asked her: ‘Where do you have to go? I can drive you.’

			‘Would you?’ She seemed so unrested despite all that sleep, so lost and anxious all at once, Rich wondered if this might well be her natural state, until she added: ‘My friend, John, he’s very sick – his father’s been calling me from the hospital. I’d be very grateful for a lift, if you could —’

			‘Of course.’ Rich grabbed his keys and out they went, down the stairs and through the back door, to where the car was parked in the rear lane, Penny telling him all the while which hospital to go to, which streets to take, and then explaining: ‘There’s only one way this week can get worse, and if it does go that way, I don’t know how I’ll live with the consequences. I promised Thizz I’d look after him and what have I been doing? I’ve been avoiding him the past few days, tired of him always being sick. He’s been unwell every day since she died, depressed, blaming himself and now . . . Maybe he really just doesn’t want to be here anymore.’

			Rich turned the key in the ignition and swung the car around in reverse, before flooring it out of the lane and around the back of the park, avoiding the evening traffic snags.

			‘Maybe I just haven’t loved him enough,’ she said, and although Rich hardly knew her, he couldn’t imagine this could be the case: she seemed all about love, especially for this John character – whoever he was, he seemed to be the centre of her universe. As she sat there bent over her phone, texting, Rich thought perhaps he should give up on this Penny Katschinski pursuit there and then, but that wasn’t really his style. He’d see this one through to its no doubt crushing conclusion.

			Seven minutes later, pulling into the main entrance of the hospital, he couldn’t help going for just one more chance, suggesting: ‘Why don’t you leave your laptop with me, save you carting it around?’

			‘Oh? Thanks,’ she said, unclicking her seatbelt before he stopped the car. ‘That’s a good idea.’

			He said: ‘I’ll find a parking spot and wait for you, until you know where you need to be. Call me whenever you’re ready, I’ll come and meet you right here.’

			She said: ‘You deserve some special kindness award.’

			He thought, A beer and a packet of crisps will do well enough, as he watched her run for the hospital doors. At the very least, he supposed she’d need someone to talk to at some point after she’d seen her friend, and it might as well be him as anyone. He sat there idling in the drive for a moment, watching her disappear inside behind a wall of frosted screens, thinking what a terrible crime murder is, that its cruelty, its thieving, goes on and on and on.

			 *

			Finding her way through the maze of hushed busyness to the lift and then along yet another corridor, Penny realised she hadn’t been inside a hospital since her father had died. Her brief foray into Emergency on Tuesday night hadn’t really counted, as she’d been too focused on the drama unfolding, too focused on running away from it, too. But now, she was a small girl once more, not knowing where she was except that she was going to say goodbye: Be brave for Dad, my sweetheart – he doesn’t want to leave us. Her dad did leave them that night and Penny never remembered a moment of it, only the walking and walking, and Sam, who was three at the time, throwing up in the car on the way home. She was barely eight herself. She was very brave. And this wasn’t going to happen to John, not this night. I’m being neurotic and remorseful, that’s what’s happening here, she told herself. Everything will be all right.

			The room was dim when the nurse showed her in; a man’s voice speaking in low tones: a doctor, blocking her view of the bed, of John. He was saying: ‘The only way to diagnose it for certain is to take a bone marrow biopsy, and I’ll organise that for the morning.’

			Penny knew what that meant; she’d worked on at least three books in her time that had involved a leukaemia diagnosis – medical romances were jam-packed with enough factually correct information to rival googling as a means to freak yourself out.

			Fucking bullshit. 

			‘It could explain the persistent fatigue, and even the prolonged depression . . .’ the doctor was going on.

			Fucking bullshit. John does not have leukaemia. Ignore what the doctor just said about something or other levels and indications of kidney impairment. 

			She wasn’t going to listen to another unhappy ending, not today.

			She could see Adam over the other side of the bed with his fist pressed to his mouth in similar attitude: fucking bullshit.

			And then she saw John; and he saw her: his tired, washed-out face smiled as their eyes met.

			Just as the doctor turned to her: ‘Ah, Mrs Jacobson?’

			And she heard John laugh; the softest snort, but it was a laugh, and she knew he was all right. Even if it was leukaemia, everything was going to be all right.

			The doctor was saying something else to her, about weakened immunity or whatever, but she wasn’t interested yet; not interested in hearing more until the facts of diagnosis were in. She nodded at him, with her eyes saying: Go away. She turned her shoulder to get around him, at the same time as Adam got up, asking the doctor, ‘Can I have a word outside . . .?’ and he grasped the back of Penny’s wrist on his way past, a reassurance: We will get through this.

			She wouldn’t see the confusion of tubes and machines around John for a while yet, except to find her way through them; she only wanted to hold him. She curled beside him on the bed with all her softness, she curled around the pillow that held his injured hand, curled around all of him as she’d done so many times before, in so many other difficult situations.

			He said: ‘Happy Valentine’s Day, Mrs Jacobson.’ The best joke, but his voice was too soft, too breathless.

			She pressed her nose to the top of his cheek, and said: ‘This is peak attention-seeking.’

			He said: ‘You need to know how sorry I am.’

			‘It’s all right.’

			‘No, it’s not.’

			‘Yes, it is.’ She held him tighter.

			A moment or two later, one of the nurses came in and said, ‘Oh, hello.’

			And Penny didn’t want to move, but she supposed she’d have to: ‘Do you need me to get out of the way?’

			‘No, love, you’re all right,’ the nurse said. ‘I’m just changing the IV over to the stronger antibiotic. Let’s give it a burl, hm?’ She went about her business quickly, telling Penny as she left: ‘No medicine like a good cuddle.’

			That was true. A cuddle couldn’t cure but it lent strength, and Penny’s was wrapped around a promise renewed: ‘I’ll never leave you in the lurch again, Johnny.’

			He touched her shoulder with a promise of his own: ‘Pen . . . I’ll never make you feel so sad and angry again, never hurt you again. I’ll never try to hurt myself again. Everything is going to change, you’ll see.’

			She said nothing, for she could feel the change occurring right now, a letting go inside a firmer hold, their hearts beating together, speaking together, their bond the most forever thing on earth. But they would never be lovers again, for they never really were. She was relieved and freed now to tell him with the purest words: ‘I love you so much that I’ll never be able to say exactly what I mean.’

			She felt his smile against her forehead as he said: ‘I love you, too.’

			Then she sat up, snagging the drip on the way. ‘Ouch,’ he said, and she said, ‘Sorry,’ holding his face in her hands, telling him: ‘No more dramas, please. Not for a while, anyway.’

			He said: ‘Don’t worry, I’ve realised I’m too old and ugly to play Romeo anymore.’

			She had to laugh at that: he was older, for sure, but he couldn’t be ugly if he tried; and he was trying, with scrappy day-five stubble setting off the dark circles under his eyes and the plastic tubing up his nose.

			‘Thanks for coming,’ he said. ‘But don’t hang around – I’m not much fun. I’m only going to go back to sleep in a minute. If I’m lucky I might sleep through Mum’s arrival in the morning.’

			‘She’s actually getting on a plane?’

			‘Apparently.’

			‘Wow. You must be dying.’

			‘I’m not.’

			‘No, you’re not.’ Don’t think about bone marrow biopsies.

			He changed the subject: ‘You’ve been busy at work?’

			She said: ‘That’s one word for it. A very fun story for another time.’

			‘What are you doing tonight?’ he asked.

			And she said: ‘Nothing, mercifully,’ before she remembered Rich O’Driscoll, out there in his car somewhere, and she said: ‘I’ll be reflecting on the incredible kindness of a stranger who gave me a lift here. You know the guy from the bookshop on Bondi Road?’

			John shook his head; a sleepy blink: ‘No.’

			‘Well, whatever, he’s very kind.’

			‘Kind . . .’ John smiled, closing his eyes: ‘You dumped me for a bookshop guy?’

			‘Yeah right.’ She brushed his hair back from his forehead with her fingers. ‘Like I’d want to inflict myself with another man problem. I think I will take advantage of his kindness and beg a lift home, though. I’m tired.’

			‘Me too . . .’

			She watched John fall asleep then, a sleep that was somehow deep and faraway and shallow all at once, and she saw how very sick he was. She replayed and replayed their exchange just now and it sounded too neat, too complete; too much like a goodbye. He dozed on and on and it brought to mind an image from Thisbe’s manuscript, a moody blue vignette in which Darling Boy sleeps in the little paper boat she made for him and she blows him out to sea, where he waits, and waits, for her. It was kind of Arthurian, that idea, like a knight in his death boat, going off to the Other World, but it seemed too much like a premonition in this present light, as if Thizz was calling him still, and Penny warned her: Don’t you fucking dare. She prayed harder than she ever had before, not to any god, but into the tubes and machines that would steer this hard reality: Make him well.

			Adam returned and stood beside her: ‘How’s he been?’

			‘Scintillating.’

			‘I’m going to stay the night with Jill’s family,’ he said, ‘over in Woollahra. You’ve met Tanya, haven’t you? You’re welcome to join us.’

			‘Oh?’ Penny had only met Tanya and the rest of Jill’s family once, at Adam and Jill’s engagement lunch a few months ago; they were religious, liberal and lovely, but there might be actual prayers, and, for Penny, that odd sense of dislocation that sometimes came for her when in the company of people who enjoyed clear-cut cultural identity. ‘Um, thanks, but no,’ she said, hugging Adam, with the fib: ‘I’ve got things I need to do at home.’ She kissed John on the forehead: ‘See you tomorrow.’ And then she left.

			 *

			Adam Jacobson was still holding the door, turning away as Penny walked up the hall, when he thought he saw Thisbe standing at the nurses’ station, almost opposite John’s room. It couldn’t have been Thisbe, of course, but Adam couldn’t help the second glance. It was only a doctor of some kind with slim ankles and trendy, reddish hair, writing something on a form. He looked up the hall once more, the edge of Penny’s skirt was disappearing around the corner towards the lift, and as he turned away again, he saw the doctor was gone.

			He looked back at his son, thinking about timing, its unpredictable trickery, and how wrong it could be. Unthinkably wrong, if John was in fact about to get sicker.

			The timing was just right, though. Just as it was meant to be. John had had an inkling of it there in his fevered dreams: everything was about to change.

		

	
		
			ALL GOOD MEDICINE IS DELIVERED WITH LOVE

			She was sitting alone on the metal bench seats outside the hospital entrance when he drove back to pick her up. Rich had found a lucky parking spot further down the street, so it hadn’t taken him long to get here, but it seemed too long now to have made her wait, though he’d waited an hour and a half for her. How he wanted to comfort her, and yet, as he leant across to open the door for her to get in, he felt as if he was intruding.

			He said only, ‘Hi.’

			‘Hi,’ she said to the seatbelt as she fastened it.

			He could hardly ask her how things went, could he. She’d given nothing away in her text: I’m finished now, if you’re still here. It seemed to take about three hours for him to ask her instead: ‘Where do you need me to take you?’

			‘Um . . .’ She looked away, back at the hospital doors; she was hiding her face, clasping her hands in her lap so tightly he could almost feel the pressure.

			He said: ‘How about I just drive.’ He didn’t expect an answer; he had to move anyway – there were a couple of cars pulling into the drop-off zone behind them.

			It was a pleasant evening, a warm breeze cooling through the turquoise dusk, so he drove towards the beach. What could he say? It seemed obvious she’d received some bad news, more bad news, and it wasn’t his business to offer a platitude.

			Finally, he said: ‘How about some fish and chips? And a big beer. The café at the pavilion?’

			‘Ah.’ The sound was more a groan, and she said, ‘Why not?’ as though she’d rather eat glass.

			‘Come on, the food isn’t that bad,’ he tried for a laugh, and got no response. He wasn’t sure what alternative to suggest, though. Everywhere else would be crowded by this time, being Friday and Valentine’s. He said: ‘We can go anywhere you like. I can drive you straight home, if —’

			‘No, let’s go to the pavilion,’ she said, shaking out her hands, sighing. ‘It’s just that Thisbe’s memorial was held there.’ She looked away again. ‘Maybe it’s fitting that this day should end being all about her, since every-fucking-thing else has been all about her – since for-fucking-ever.’

			Right. Rich tried to put together why Penny might be angry with her dead friend; failed.

			‘I didn’t mean that,’ she said as quickly. ‘It’s just that it seems like she’s been leaching away John’s life all these years, wanting to drag him away with her, and now this stupid doctor thinks he’s got leukaemia.’

			‘Oh.’ There was nothing Rich could say but: ‘That’s terrible. I’m sorry.’

			‘So am I.’ She turned to him then. ‘I mean, I’m sorry to put this on you. I can’t think straight. I just want this story to end – with John not having to go through any more shit. I would even kiss Jane Furlow’s arse, tell her, all right, you win, if it would make a difference. Make it all just stop.’

			He nodded, eyes on the road round the sweep of that final bend down to the beach.

			‘You’d probably like it all to stop, too,’ she said. ‘Conversations with me must be like listening to someone bang on about their never-ending bad dream.’

			‘I’d only want it to stop for your sake,’ he replied and offered a little honesty: ‘For mine, it beats spending the night alone, again, with my own less interesting bad dream, worrying about the shop, resisting the urge to pack up and go home to Ireland, while finishing a book I’m not enjoying all that much – because I seem pathologically wired to see things through. I’m here for the long game – don’t give it another thought.’

			She laughed then: ‘Thank you. Because I don’t think I want to be alone tonight, either.’ And she asked him: ‘Are 
sales down?’

			‘Not down so much as not enough.’ He offered her plain honesty there, too: ‘Limping on. I won’t bore you with it.’

			He turned into the parking lot behind the pavilion as she said: ‘Bore me with book talk? I’d like to see you try.’

			He’d do his best, and carefully.

			*

			‘You got two bucks, Miss?’ A homeless woman stepped out from behind a tree as they made their way across the strip of lawn that lay between the parking lot and the pavilion.

			Penny always had two bucks for a homeless person, and didn’t care how it was spent: she knew if she was homeless, she’d want to be pissed every second of it. She reached into her pocket, at the same time Rich O’Driscoll reached into his, but even still, it would take her a while yet before she saw how much else they had in common.

			Over the next hour or so, the signs were pretty well thrown at her: they both shook extra salt on their chips; they both drank a first beer like thirsty camels; looking out to the white-capped sea under the night sky, listening to the shushing of the surf, their silences had become quickly easy. When she said, ‘Thizz is like Dido’s “White Flag” – can’t get rid of her. I’ve been stuck inside that song for seven years,’ she didn’t see the depth of recognition in his eyes when he replied, ‘Jesus. That’s the most disturbing thing you’ve said all day.’ She spoke over him: ‘Whoa, I can do better than Dido. If it’s not her, it’s Crowded House, “Don’t Dream it’s Over”.’ She didn’t quite understand yet that this was the first time she’d felt safe, truly safe, in the company of a man. She couldn’t see that Rich O’Driscoll was in love with her – just as she’d never noticed that good men fell in love with her all the time, her cleverness more enchanting after five minutes than any of her other areas of outstanding natural beauty. When he asked her, apropos of giving M&N and the rest of the publishing industry the shove, ‘What do you want to do instead?’ she replied: ‘I think I’ll go home on Sunday for a roast dinner before I think any more about it, home to Mum’s out at Granville – I need some looking after. And I bet you don’t know where Granville is, do you.’ And as he admitted, ‘No, I don’t think I do,’ she didn’t quite catch the promise in his eyes that said: But I want to know where Granville is, and I want to look after you. It was too soon for Penny to be receiving any of that; as it was, she couldn’t let go of her phone, hand clutching it, pressing it to the table, in case it flew away, in case John needed her.

			Rich gently pushed the chat towards Dublin, and how much he’d been thinking he might like to go home for a roast, too, but that it would probably be a while yet before he got there. He asked her if Katschinski was Russian or Polish, and she said: ‘Russian. My grandfather had been a dashing young Red Army officer when Stalin decided to have another bout of anti-Semitic paranoia after World War Two. But on Mum’s side, everyone’s called Michael or Mary O’Reilly back to forever. Half Catholic, half Jewish, I don’t know who I am.’ She didn’t see his smile curling around the thought, You’re unbearably adorable, before he planted a seed, the best shot he had: ‘You know when I asked you earlier today if it wouldn’t be such a bad idea setting up your own press? Would you think to do it seriously if you had a backer?’

			‘Oh fuck, yes,’ she said, with all the loose bravery that two beers on top of fried-brain exhaustion can bring: ‘If I had any money, I’d do it in a heartbeat. I couldn’t care for money itself if it got down on its knees and begged. But I care for stories. Without them, how would we know each other? How would we know anything outside ourselves? I would only want to publish authors who had something they really needed to say, though. I would make no money.’

			‘Ah well.’ He smiled. ‘There’s something to be said for being poor but purposeful. I know I’d be happier if I felt I was doing something more than treading water for the mortgage. Even my mortgage is unremarkable.’

			She laughed freely for a moment, allowing herself to enjoy his company; she didn’t see him quietly taking mental notes on potential plans.

			And then her phone rang, mystery ringtone, and she couldn’t see anything at all but the words ‘private number’ on the screen. She immediately thought it must be Adam, calling from his nearly sister-in-law’s. She snatched at it: ‘Hello?’

			‘Hello, is that Miss Katschinski?’ A man’s voice; authoritative.

			‘Yes,’ she said, and her own was tiny. Was this the doctor? Please, please don’t tell me —

			‘It’s Constable Ivan Petrovic here,’ he said. ‘I’ve got some news that I hope will come as some relief to you.’

			‘Oh?’ She couldn’t think of a single thing that might be relieving in any way.

			He told her: ‘As a result of the evidence you handed in, that being Miss Chisholm’s backpack and its contents, we’re pretty sure we’ve been able to identify the person who robbed and killed her. It will have to go back through the coroner for official consideration, but it seems the person in question was a man called Brandon Ashby. Is that name familiar to you at all?’

			‘No.’ Penny didn’t care who it was, only that it was someone – a real person who had caused this whole mess.

			‘I can’t say any more about it at this stage,’ said the policeman, ‘except to tell you that Mr Ashby is deceased and that the death of your friend, though unlawful and tragic for all concerned, was possibly unintended. I hope this can bring some closure to you and Miss Chisholm’s other friends. Further details will follow once the coroner has made her report. I can also tell you that Detective Sergeant Thompson is still looking into the copyright issue to see if anything can be done about the theft of the book.’

			Penny didn’t care about the manuscript right then; she could barely hear the policeman telling her: ‘If you have any questions, Miss Katschinski, please don’t hesitate to call the station . . .’ She’d hope later that she managed to say, ‘Thank you,’ before she dropped the phone.

			She closed down over the flash and sting of grief relit, feeling nothing but Rich O’Driscoll’s arms around her as she sat there on the terrace of that beach café and wept. No one had held her, just held her like this, in all that time, but, even if she didn’t know it yet, things were different now.

			*

			Dr Viviane Yu was still at the hospital, and not for the usual reasons of being bullied into working beyond the capabilities of ordinary human consciousness by one or more of the Emergency physicians and registrars who oversaw her seemingly endless residency as general shitkicker. She had to rush up to ICU to see how John Jacobson was travelling. She felt so bad that she hadn’t said something to anyone in Infectious Diseases about her concerns this morning, but there hadn’t been time, and it wasn’t her job to get involved.

			Normally, she wouldn’t have even known that such a patient had taken a dive, the hospital was that big, and that busy. But this was shampoo guy, and Viviane wasn’t the only one who’d taken an opportunity to perv. The nurse who’d gone in to check his temperature ahead of schedule at ten this morning couldn’t wake him up, found his heart rate galloping, blood pressure surging, his skin clammy, and sounded the alarm, which had then triggered the rumour mill: Viv heard at around three this afternoon that he’d gone into arrest. He hadn’t. But it was now almost ten pm, and it had been churning through her conscience ever since. With the clarity of twenty-twenty hindsight, she recalled he’d seemed doughy when he first came in on Monday with the lacerations to his hand and arm, dazed in a way that could have suggested his immune system was seriously compromised even then. How could she have known, though? He’d had that slack-jawed stare so many guys had when they were in deep denial of screaming agony; and he’d lost a fair amount of blood. All she could do was make sure the damage wasn’t life-threatening or potentially disabling, stitch him up, slip him some extra codeine and boot him out again – Next!

			His blood pressure had been fine, hadn’t it? She swallowed the dread, there alone in the lift, that she’d screwed up – that she’d missed something obvious. Who would blame her if she had? Everyone. She tried to calm herself down with the facts. If it was leukaemia, it was leukaemia, blood pressure wasn’t a typical indicator and a few days’ delay in starting treatment was unlikely to make a difference. Unless it was acute myeloid leukaemia, which in adults was — She snipped off that thought as the lift doors opened onto Level 1. She wasn’t an oncologist, she wasn’t qualified to know. She was out of her mind with sleep deprivation.

			Around the corner and down the hall, she sailed past the ICU nurses’ station like she had to be somewhere – because she did. She found his room, and there he was: asleep. He didn’t stir as she neared, and she didn’t want to wake him; she only wanted to look at his last blood results: still no indication of what was causing the infection, the inflammation, whatever it was that had made his white blood cells spike like this. What else could it be? Except a shed-load of trouble. His last blood pressure was okay, 142/93, still too high, but better than it was at midday. Then she looked at the bloods again, running her fingertip over the numbers, and saw the elevated level of creatinine there, not dangerously high, but enough to suggest his kidneys weren’t happy. Was that where the inflammation was hiding? Maybe it was some old urinary tract infection gone deep? She was caught for a second between wanting to ask him how he was peeing, and ordering a catheter immediately to measure it, neither of which she would or could do, and good luck getting a urologist to bother having a look either way, this time of night.

			She sat down on the tired vinyl chair beside the bed, still querying everything in her head, and now with the heavy longing she felt at any thought of kidneys, for that was the field in which she hoped to specialise: renal medicine. Four years she’d been waiting so far for a guernsey in any hospital across the country. Applying and applying and applying. I’m a good doctor, she told herself. She told herself this every day and many times a day, pulling up all the facts of her accomplishments and her care, because no one else would. No one said it outright, but she was passed over each time because of how she looked: she was almost thirty, but when she smiled, she looked about sixteen, and even more Asian. Didn’t matter that she was sixth-generation Australian – more Australian than anyone else she knew. Didn’t matter that her sunburnt, market-gardener grandparents, and great-grandparents, and great-great-grandparents had done everything to set their children up in business with a Chinese restaurant that fed thousands, and set their grandchildren up for paths through university that would see Viviane become the first doctor in the family and an enormous point of pride. Didn’t matter that the reason Viv was drawn to renal medicine was because her uncle Steven had had a kidney transplant when she was actually sixteen and she would never forget the light returning to his eyes or the shriek of joy from Aunty May when he came back to life. Viv wanted to do that for people, she wanted to see that miracle happen over and over again. Somehow, she just kept missing out on a place. At one interview, the physician quizzing her spoke so slowly she wondered if he thought she was deaf, before she realised his presumption. Far out – she didn’t know any language other than English. Over the past couple of years, she’d taken to wearing children’s novelty hairclips – dinosaurs, caterpillars, vintage Pokémon – and mad, spangly shoes as her only means of saying: Stuff the lot of you. And also because it was good for people in pain or distress to have something a little bright, a little odd, to focus on as she did awful things to them, to try to make them better, try to help. Her ex-boyfriend said it was all proof that she was mentally unstable: Shut up. He was an accountant; he knew nothing about anything.

			I’m a good doctor . . . Viviane leaned on the armrest, hand cupping her chin. She said to herself: I’ll just close my eyes for 
a second.

			*

			John was dreaming that he was in the water, that Thizz was there with him one moment, and the next she was on the beach, telling him: ‘No, I don’t want you to come with me. Why would I?’ She was cranky with him about something. ‘What have I done now?’ he wanted to know, but she was walking away, telling him: ‘Nothing.’

			Sadness engulfed him, blue-black and cold, and he went under. He let himself fall through it, too tired to fight. So tired.

			But he was aware of a strange sound as he fell – what was it? A seal? He’d never seen a seal at Bondi. They didn’t swim here, did they? And yet something near him was growling. Where was he?

			He woke up with a start. He was still in the hospital. And someone was in the chair beside him, snoring, loudly – it looked like Dr Yu. It was Dr Yu. Even if he was hallucinating, he found this picture very funny. She was a champion snorer. But the sadness was still falling from him, like water, and he couldn’t laugh. He was overrun with another feeling, too, one he couldn’t yet name, a lightness that seemed to shine along the inside of his bones, and he wasn’t sure if it was okay or terrifying.

			Dr Yu’s snoring went on. She was slumped sideways over the arm of the chair and looked uncomfortable there, but the snoring itself sounded worse, as if it was catching in the back of her throat. He didn’t understand how anyone could sleep through that; concerned it must have been hurting her, John thought he’d better wake her up.

			‘Dr Yu . . .’ His voice was too soft, his breath had no power in it, and that was quietly terrifying, too. He tried again: ‘Dr Yu . . .’

			She looked up now, disorientated, just as the door of the room swung open – a nurse coming in to check on him. ‘Oh, hello, night owls,’ said the nurse to both of them, in a none-of-my-business sort of way, and to John: ‘How’re you feeling?’

			He didn’t really know, apart from being scared that he was here, but the question prompted him to realise: ‘I’m a bit hungry.’

			‘That’s good,’ said the nurse. ‘Let me see how you’re going and I’ll see if we can get you something to eat.’ She stuck her thermometer in his armpit. Dr Yu stood up and stretched, and the nurse said to her: ‘Should I be checking your vital 
signs, too?’

			‘Probably,’ said Dr Yu, looking at her watch.

			And John asked her: ‘What’s the time?’ Not that it mattered.

			‘Almost one am,’ Dr Yu said, as the thermometer pinged and took her attention. ‘Wow,’ she said over the nurse’s shoulder: ‘Thirty-seven degrees.’

			The nurse smiled at him: ‘Looks like your temperature is starting to come down.’ She turned to Dr Yu: ‘Good old vancomycin.’

			‘Good old vancomycin,’ Dr Yu agreed, still standing by the nurse as she looked up at the heart monitor. ‘Wow,’ she said again: ‘Hundred and thirty-nine over eighty-seven.’ And then she said to him: ‘The antibiotic is working, by the look of things.’

			‘Does that mean I’m getting better?’ he asked her.

			The doctor looked at the nurse and the nurse glanced away, busy checking the drip; after a thousand years, Dr Yu replied: ‘It means you’re not as sick as you were, but you’re still sick.’

			‘Right,’ he said, and it all got too much for him here, all the sadness, all the fear; he couldn’t hold it in.

			The nurse rubbed his shoulder: ‘It’s okay. It’s hard but it’s okay.’

			‘Embarrassing,’ he said.

			‘Embarrassing?’ Dr Yu sat on the edge of the bed. ‘Embarrassing is sneaking into ICU to perv on shampoo guy and then falling asleep. You’ve got nothing to be embarrassed about. You’re sick. You’re allowed to behave atypically. I’ve got no excuse.’

			She made him smile, even now.

			The nurse said: ‘Be a good boy, I’ll go see if I can get you some ice cream.’ She was only being kind, making some gentle fun of the moment, but it set him off again. He was sick of being a child: behaving like one and being treated like one; and now facing the possibility that he didn’t have time left enough to grow up, to take charge of himself. To live.

			‘It’s okay, it really is.’ Dr Yu was holding his hand, his left hand; she picked it up, examining it, and said: ‘Look what I did to you.’ The back of his hand was bruised – like someone had smashed a brick into it. The cannula was gone from there and moved to the inside of his wrist, and he had no idea when or how that had happened. He had no idea that anything was or could be okay.

			In the way fear forces the truth from us all, he told her: ‘I wanted to kill myself on Tuesday. I’ve thought about killing myself a lot.’

			The doctor didn’t blink; she only asked: ‘How come?’

			He said: ‘My girlfriend died. Seven years ago, but it’s always seemed like it happened just last night. She was attacked at the end of my street —’

			‘Oh.’ Dr Yu made a sound as though she’d felt a little of the blow herself. ‘Oh – I remember, yes. That was you? Of course it was. I’m so sorry. How awful.’

			‘Yeah, awful,’ he said, struck for a second that she was so matter-of-fact in her sympathy; a quick condolence, direct and sincere. He supposed she would have had to have sympathised with plenty of people who’d lost loved ones in terrible ways; part of her job. ‘Anyway, the inquest ended on Monday,’ he told her, ‘and it didn’t do anything for me except make me so angry I smashed a window. And now . . . I don’t want to die. I want to be best man at my best mate’s wedding. I want to get to that audition in Melbourne. I want to be a good son. I want to be a good friend. I’ve done some shit things to one friend in particular, and I need to make it up to her. The thought that none of these things might happen now – I . . .’

			‘Hey.’ She squeezed his hand. ‘Wait and see what happens in the morning. See what your blood results look like,’ she said, but she was looking up at the heart monitor again, frowning.

			‘What’s wrong?’ he asked.

			‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘It’s just that there’s a lot about the body we don’t know. Doctors aren’t supposed to say this, but so much of what we do is throwing best guesses at mysteries. You’ve had a really rough time, and that can cause all kinds of things to go haywire. You know that expression “stress kills”? It’s no joke. But you’re in the right place now to get things sorted out. Whatever comes tomorrow, there’ll be a plan put in place for how to deal with it, and I’ll come back to talk to you about it, if you want me to. Haematologist-oncologists talk in tongues, and although I’m not qualified in blood-cancer medicine, I can help you make sense of it if you need me to.’

			‘Thank you,’ he said. He wanted to ask her exactly what leukaemia was, but he didn’t have the guts to say the word 
just yet.

			She scribbled her number down on the back of an appointment card and gave it to him: her name was Viviane. She said: ‘Text me and I’ll come as soon as I can get away.’ And then, like she’d read his mind, she spelled out the deal: ‘You’ve got a lot of the general symptoms of leukaemia – very high white blood cell count, very savage infection, high temperature, tiredness, even depression, confusion, and that bruise on your hand maybe wasn’t all me – but that doesn’t mean you’ve got leukaemia. At this stage, it’s just a guess. Tomorrow, we’ll know.’

			The nurse came back in with two small cardboard cups of ice cream. ‘Party time,’ she said, giving them both to Dr Yu. Dr Viviane. Dr Ray of Sunshine on his dark night. Viviane Yu peeled the lids off both the cups, stuck one of the little wooden paddle spoons in his and held it out for him, while she held her own between her knees, as if she did this sort of thing regularly. He had no doubt she did.

			He could only manage a few mouthfuls, he was still too ill to eat, but the ice cream tasted good and sweet, and the effort sent him back to sleep.

			*

			Viviane looked at the monitor again, as she was leaving the room. His heart rate had come right down into the realms of normal, at seventy-three beats per minute; blood pressure was near enough to normal, too, at 135/81. The infection was in retreat, or so it seemed, but there was a lot more than infection going on here. No cardiologist’s opinion required to diagnose a broken heart.

			Sadness slipped through her own cells: yes, leukaemia would be outrageously unfair after all this guy had no doubt already endured. But cancer of any kind knows nothing about justice. Cancer can be as brutal as any desperate thief. Viv remembered very clearly now, where she was and what she was doing when she heard the radio news report of that beautiful girl with the unusual name having been robbed and bashed at Bondi, with her actor boyfriend said to have been a suspect to her murder. Viv had been in the car, driving a bunch of her girlfriends east at the time, having just picked up the posse from all their sleepy suburban family homes in the Hills, and they’d been arguing about which beach to go to – Clovelly or Bondi? Viv was for Clovelly, the quieter kiddies’ beach ten minutes further south, and the suburb she called home today; then, half the car whined: ‘Vivi, why do you have to be so uncool?’ Viv would never be cool. She didn’t like the surf at Bondi, it was too rough and choppy for her, and the beach was always so crowded. But it was the radio news that had won the argument: ‘Bondi is also full of druggies and dregs,’ they decided, and, ‘Yes, the hamburgers are better at Clovelly, aren’t they.’ It had started another argument, too, on whether or not the boyfriend off that show, Hard Evidence, had done it. Viv didn’t think so, on points of logic alone. While she hadn’t seen the show, as her medical internship had taken over almost every waking moment by then, and she hadn’t even realised that John Jacobson was shampoo guy, having only seen glimpses of him on the TV news either dressed in a police uniform or holding up his hand to shield himself from a photographer, she knew that the simplest, most obvious answer to any problem was usually the right one: the murderer was more than likely just a dirty, stupid thief; just a rogue cell gone mad.

			She hadn’t really followed the story afterwards to think about any of it again; she didn’t have time for newspapers or social media; she only ever watched TV late at night if she was having trouble sleeping and needed the voices of some bad movie or home reno show to send her off, and where those old shampoo commercials had played and played, well into 2009. She shook her head at the conundrum of John Jacobson as she went down in the lift: she truly had had quite a thing for him, as shampoo guy; how odd that she hadn’t put together who he was until now. Her thoughts swirled around the ideas of how we don’t see things until we’re looking for them, but how we can’t see things for looking sometimes, either: the more we look, the less we see. This could not really be leukaemia, could it? She also realised she’d missed her Friday jazz class, again. That’s what she did to let off steam, shift the stress, clear her mind: dance classes – jazz, Latin and tap. That’s how uncool she was, and always would be.

			She wandered about the hospital carpark, looking for her little silver hatchback, forgetting where she’d left it. Poor, sweet John Jacobson, her own heart searched the night for his, and it brought her back nothing but a piece of her own advice: Wait and see what tomorrow brings. ‘Where the hell is my car?’ she asked into the near-deserted expanse of creepsville’s endless and unhelpful concrete pylons, noting that it was already two hours into tomorrow. Before realising that she was, in fact, on the wrong floor.

		

	
		
			TOMORROW, 
WHEN NOTHING 
LESS THAN AN EXTREME LACK OF PROFESSIONALISM WOULD SAVE THE DAY

			Of course, Viviane could hardly sleep when she got home, tossing around the facts as they were known, not least that she was in way over her head emotionally with this patient – which was bad. Very bad. Nothing like this had ever happened to her before. He wasn’t her patient, technically, but . . . He was practically a stranger. A man off the street.

			And he’s seriously unwell, her conscience reprimanded. He doesn’t need a stalker. Lewis was right all along – you are mentally unstable. You’re going to lose your career before it’s even begun. What were you thinking holding his hand like that? Practically, technically, and possibly legally, you’ve indulged in patient harassment. What has got into you?

			If only she knew. But no amount of logic was going to stop her from sticking by him today, come what may. Giving up altogether on the idea of any further rest, she got out of bed, made a cup of chamomile and sat on her Clovelly balcony to watch the sun rise over the sea. From the north-east, from the direction of Bondi, fat purple clouds underlit with a blaze of pink and gold bloomed up at the horizon, reminding her of her most trusted conviction that the world really was an awesome place, and that it was our human duty to do whatever awesome things our talents allowed while we were privileged enough to be alive. The sky was also suggesting that she should wear her most awesome shoes today: her pink ballet flats. She called them that ironically: they were, as a fact apart from all others, so sparkly they were their own light source. And they made her feel she was capable of anything. They gave her courage.

			She looked over her shoulder, back into the apartment, at the kitchen clock: almost six-thirty. The pathology results from yesterday evening’s blood tests should be uploaded into the patient records by eight-ish. If she was going to be his stalker, she might as well do a proper job and access every bit of information available before the day got crazy with whatever it was going to bring. She wanted to prepare herself, as much as she wanted to help prepare him.

			*

			Meanwhile, Detective Sergeant Thompson was sitting in a ritzy airline club lounge in Dubai, waiting for his delayed second-leg flight home and reading his work emails on his phone. Battling three-and-a-half days of accumulated jetlag and a gathering head cold, he wasn’t all that interested in any of it, until Sergeant Kerry Kelso’s name appeared with a red exclamation mark beside it, and beneath it, the words: ‘Chisholm perp found’.

			‘Well, what do you know,’ he said out loud several times as he digested the details of her message and then looked through the photos of the evidence she’d attached. He even chuckled at the news that flaky young eager-beaver Petrovic was the one who’d caught the ball. This would all go some way towards limiting any blowback from the thousands of public dollars Thommo himself had just burned travelling to the UK for nothing, never mind those surprise lab expenses.

			But then the finality of case-closure hit him, the sudden sense of letdown that occurred whenever any such tragic crime of violence was solved. Justice could never be enough. Whether it was served through the courts or through karma, it couldn’t bring back the dead. It couldn’t undo the wrong, and the many wrongs that followed from it – one of those wrongs being the hard time Thommo had given that Jacobson kid the day they’d brought him in for questioning.

			He remembered too well having just about accused John Jacobson of bashing his girlfriend and making it look like a bag snatch. Yes, it was Thommo’s job to put those types of scenarios to persons of interest, to gauge their responses, but he’d been so quick to be convinced the kid had done it. And he’d got angry when his detective inspector at the time had called him off, telling him to tread carefully as the father was a lawyer. He’d thought, Here’s another brat going to get away with murder. The way the kid had sat there saying nothing like he’d been coached for the game, like he knew that nothing was exactly what needed to be said. The fact that he was an actor and would have known how to bung it on; the fact that he was too clean cut, too good-looking to be true. Thommo had got a bit obsessed afterwards, surveilling the house on Ocean Street – when he should have been taking further witness statements himself, getting an eye on Jane Furlow when her own guilt was still fresh, and, more importantly, getting out onto the streets to pull up some far likelier suspects. But no, he’d sat in his car watching John Jacobson’s front door for the better part of five days, until Kerry Kelso managed to get through, pointing out that it couldn’t have been him, as the initial post-mortem report was to confirm very soon, because Thisbe Chisholm had scratched her attacker, probably quite significantly, and there wasn’t a scratch on that kid – she’d taken particular notice of every inch of him, as he’d stood there before them wearing nothing but that skimpy little pair of boxer shorts. She’d said: ‘Time to lay off, Thommo – he’s been through enough, don’t you think?’

			Thommo did lay off. He’d had to – there wasn’t any evidence to suggest that John Jacobson was anything except devoted to his girlfriend, maybe even a bit of a doormat to her. But Thommo didn’t really let it go until now. Now, sitting there alone in that airport lounge, he just felt bad about it, that prejudice had so skewed his judgement. Kerry Kelso had reminded him, too, then and more recently, that it’s not only members of the force who carry a weight of PTSD ever after. ‘Why do you think he fainted out front, coming here to hand her bag in?’ she’d said on Tuesday night when they were tossing all this around again at the station. Kerry was usually right about these things; even when she was wrong, she was right about most things to do with the psychology of people. Thommo’s talents lay in more devious understandings. No, he couldn’t undo what was done, but he could do his best to see that whatever justice remained outstanding was dealt with as effectively as possible from this point onwards.

			There might not have been much hope of the Commonwealth Director of Public Prosecutions wanting to get involved in any copyright stoush missing its plaintiff, but that didn’t mean Thommo couldn’t drop Jane Furlow in the shit by other means. The evidence there was more than crystal clear: she had stolen from her friend. She was an arrogant bitch. And he was going to make her pay.

			*

			Viviane typed her password into the computer in one of the consult rooms tucked behind triage, her excuse running on high rotation around her head. If she was caught, she was going to say she was checking back through his record to see what his bloods were last Monday night, when he’d first come in; she would say she wanted to make his case a special clinical study in something or other yet to be made up, and yet to be approved by a superior. Her own blood was thumping in her ears. She’d never been so deceitful in her life.

			She got into his file without trouble, but yesterday’s results weren’t yet through, so she sat there refreshing and refreshing the page, readying herself to see and accept what she feared would be a further rise in white blood cells, and trying not to look at his address or other personal details, such as ‘Penny Katschinski’, ‘friend’, of ‘Kippax Street’ – Stop there. That must have been the woman who’d brought him in the following night, with the ambulance, the woman with the cool dress, cats dancing around the skirt; Viv had wondered if they were partners or siblings, as she’d asked her a few quick questions about what had happened. This friend had said something like, ‘John’s had a very bad day,’ but Viv had been too focused on the urgent concern of sepsis at that time, too focused on persuading the friend to leave so that she could start sticking a cannula in him, all the time panicking quietly that she hadn’t cleaned the wounds properly the day before, or given him a tetanus booster, neither of which was true.

			And now, the results were here. She scanned the columns and the numbers as carefully as her nerves would allow, but still she didn’t trust what she was seeing: the white cell count had fallen – it had come right down to almost normal. The platelet count looked good too, as did indications of kidney and liver function. She checked back through Friday morning’s and all of Thursday’s results, which seemed to belong to a different patient. Go vancomycin, was her first thought, but then she realised the antibiotic was changed over about half an hour after these most recent bloods were taken. What had gone on? Had there been a mistake?

			She looked again at the current results, at the white cell differential in particular – the breakdown of the various types of leukocytes. All of them were nearing normal range. Unhelpfully, there was no pathologist’s note confirming it beyond her normal-range levels of female-professional self-doubt, but she was pretty sure this all meant that John Jacobson didn’t have leukaemia – he didn’t have anything like it.

			Before she could dare to woot about it, she had to phone a friend, Chitra Nair, who had got into haematology in Brisbane last year. Chitra answered straightaway, and sleepily: ‘Hey, Vivi, what’s happening?’

			‘Hey, Chitchat,’ said Viv. ‘They let you sleep in up there?’

			‘What?’ Chitra croaked a laugh. ‘It’s only seven o’clock in Queensland.’

			‘Oh, sorry,’ Viv whispered, and unapologetically went on: ‘Have you got five minutes?’

			‘Of course. I might even give you six. What else do you need?’

			‘I’ve got a patient who’s had a scary spike in WBC, drop in platelets, other symptoms suggesting a blood cancer, but he’s just bounced back overnight, and I can’t think why or how.’ She ran through the results again in detail with her friend.

			Who said: ‘Hm. How old is he?’

			‘Thirty-four. Fit, healthy, no other apparent illness, apart from a presumed bacterial infection that hasn’t been identified but seems to be abating too, and I don’t think that could be the whole story in any case. What other factors can cause the immune system to go berko like this?’

			‘Has he had some kind of major surgery?’ Chitra asked.

			‘No. Some lacerations he was unlucky enough to have me stitch, but nothing serious.’

			‘What are you talking about? Your stitches are so neat they should be framed and put on a mantelpiece.’ Chitra laughed again, then asked: ‘Has he had a bad shock, a trauma of some kind? Given the right circumstances, that can do all kinds of baffling stuff to the immune system – to every system.’

			‘Yes,’ said Viv, the answer already assembling in her mind. ‘That’s it. I kind of knew it, too. He’s had a badly broken heart.’

			‘What?’ Chitra laughed now for longer than was polite. ‘Sounds like you’re going to mend it for him, are you?’

			‘I don’t know if this one is mendable,’ Viv replied, ignoring her friend’s astonished amusement; and then astonished herself even more with this answer: ‘But I might have to give it a go.’

			*

			With time yet to kill and no time like the present, Thommo opened his laptop there in the airport lounge, to pen a small but very official chapter of his own. His two-finger typing might have been slow, but it was as deliberate as were his words:

			PRESS RELEASE

			Pending further coronial findings, officers in charge of investigations at Waverley Police Station are confident that the assailant of Miss Thisbe Rae Chisholm has been identified as known drug user and Bondi resident, Brandon Ellis Ashby (26 years of age at the time of the offence). The assailant is deceased and at this stage it is assumed that the attack was opportunistic, that Miss Chisholm was not a specific target, and that robbery alone was the most probable motive.

			The identification of the assailant has been made by both revision of CCTV images and the matching of handwriting samples, details of which will follow from the coroner in due course.

			Crucial new evidence was received from members of the public on Tuesday 11 February 2014, following the inquest findings of Monday 10 February 2014, and the officer responsible for examining this evidence, ultimately identifying the assailant, was Constable Ivan Petrovic, who is to be commended for his efforts.

			The evidence received has also revealed that Miss Chisholm had written a work of literature prior to her death, which, police have reason suspect, has been the subject of copyright infringement in its entirety. Any member of the public with further information on this line of enquiry, as regards manuscripts entitled DARLING BOY and/or THE WAKENING MAID is encouraged to come forward and speak to police.

			That should do it, Thommo reckoned. No accusation there. Just a dumb copper asking a dumb question. One that would put Jane Furlow in it up to her eyeballs, and more or less immediately.

			He emailed the document off to Kerry Kelso, asking her to check that none of it was too dumb, or incorrect, or in any other way unfit for general circulation to journalists and media outlets nationwide. He’d hardly looked up the cricket scores – first test of the Australian tour of South Africa – when he received Kerry’s speedy reply: ‘Nice one, Thommo. Leave it with me.’ And there it was: job done.

			*

			Viviane wasn’t quite able to keep ahead of the crazy in this day. When she entered John Jacobson’s room in the ICU, another doctor was already there, marking a puncture point at the base of his exposed back, anaesthetic syringe ready to go.

			‘No!’ she burst out, and the doctor turned around. She had no idea who he was. A forty-something Anglo overlord with the power to extinguish her existence in this hospital with a stroke of that scalpel also resting on the tray at his side.

			‘No, what?’ he said, expressionless.

			‘You don’t need to do the biopsy.’ Viviane could barely suppress the screech.

			‘What are you talking about and who are you?’ He scowled at her, picking up the syringe.

			‘Um . . .’ She couldn’t think of the name of the physician who’d requested the biopsy, the name she’d read just five minutes ago in the patient record – several times. She was simply no good at spinning any crap, another reason she found it difficult to compete with some of her more confident peers. Oh, come on! This was for the prevention of an unnecessary procedure, aspiration of fluid and tissue removal from the back of the pelvis, which would cause this patient pain he did not need to experience. Come on! She glanced down at her pink ballet flats for calm and it came to her: ‘Hackett. Dr Hackett. He is not going to be happy if you go ahead.’

			‘You mean Professor Hackett.’ The doctor waved his syringe at her contemptuously, as if having referred to such an eminent specialist by an incorrect title was a clear sign of her idiocy. ‘Nobody has told me of any cancellation.’

			‘Well, I’m telling you now.’ Viviane stood her ground. ‘You need to call him before you do anything.’

			‘Call him?’ The doctor sighed; clearly, Professor Hackett was not someone you called with pesky questions of any kind, or he was hard to get hold of. Good. And it worked. This doctor relented, putting down the syringe. ‘I was told this was urgent. What’s the issue?’

			Do not incriminate yourself. Do not mention the blood results. She sighed too, shakily. ‘I don’t know . . . You’ll just have to ask him.’ And by the time you have, everyone will be pleased the biopsy didn’t happen. ‘I don’t know anything about it,’ she said, putting her hands up. ‘Don’t shoot the messenger. I’m just a know-nothing resident.’ Do not tell him your name.

			He frowned at her again, as if he suspected this was some sort of nonsense, but it must have been plausible enough – he left without another word.

			Phew.

			Indeed. It was time for things to turn around.

			‘Hey, John.’ Viviane touched his shoulder now for him to actually turn around, pulling the sheet back up over him, telling him: ‘You can thank me for that later. I take Mastercard, Visa, Amex and anything with caramel in it.’

			‘What was that about?’ he asked, and though he was dazed, he looked so much better. She was so intrigued by him and the oddness of his illness and the warm sadness in his eyes, for a moment she couldn’t speak.

			Even as she couldn’t wait to tell him: ‘You don’t have leukaemia.’

			‘I don’t?’ She could see he didn’t know whether to believe her.

			‘No, you don’t,’ she assured him. ‘You’re just a bit of a freak.’

			‘Freak?’ He seemed surprised at the word. ‘But how . . .?’

			‘I hacked into your patient record for the results of your last blood test,’ she said, oblivious to the real reason for his surprise. ‘Don’t tell a soul,’ she winked and smiled. ‘Just be happy. You’re going to be fine, I’m pretty sure.’ She looked at her watch: ‘And I’ve gotta go – gotta get to work.’

			‘Will you come back?’ he asked her, and some new sort of awesome seemed to happen as he did; it tingled along her arms, across her shoulders and through her hair.

			‘Yeah,’ she said, and then she scooted away again.

		

	
		
			OH, WHAT A BEAUTIFUL MORNING OR THERE’S NO BUSINESS LIKE SLOW BUSINESS

			She wore pink shoes, glittery pink shoes, and he had to know her. Viviane Yu. He had to know what was on her hairclip today – was it a chicken? He had to see her again, even though he supposed she was only being kind to him, that she wouldn’t ever seriously be interested in hanging around with someone like him. He’d almost failed basic mathematics at school; he was pretty sure she hadn’t. He wondered if she could sing. He was pretty sure the reason he was having these thoughts at all was because he wasn’t so sick anymore. He felt as though he’d woken this very second from a bad flu, with that euphoric sensation of knowing the worst of the terribleness has passed, a feeling in which wellness itself seemed a revelation, except perhaps multiply that by about a hundred. John had not felt well at all for seven years and seven days, and ten minutes ago had been convinced he was about to learn he was going to die – an idea not discouraged by that doctor who’d come to shove needles into his back, and who’d said good morning with all the charm of a disgruntled undertaker. Now, excitement seemed to glitter in the air around him: excitement at knowing he was alive, and was most likely going to stay that way.

			Alone, listening to the steady beeping of his own blood. Alive.

			Wondering if Viviane Yu had really just been flirting with him. Alive.

			The relief that this shining lightness he felt inside his bones must only have been his wellness returning. Alive.

			Pushing the bedsheets off, just to check the extent of himself, and seeing his feet in compression stockings. Alive, and too funny.

			Freak.

			He looked up and saw Thizz standing by the window, looking through the venetian blinds set within the double glazing. He couldn’t see what she was looking at; and there was no chance this side of fantasy that he could have got out of bed unassisted to join her. But she was there, glancing at her watch as though he was late, and it was all right. In saying goodbye, it was all right. She was still there. She always would be.

			And he was alive.

			And everything was all right.

			And he could hear his mother up the hall: ‘It’s this room, is it?’

			‘Hi, Mum.’ He was almost surprised to see her, surprised that she had come to visit him. It was hard for her to come to Sydney for any reason, he knew; she found it difficult facing the idea that she’d left him when he was so young. She hadn’t even come to see him when he’d got pneumonia in his first year of boarding school. She left every decision, every practicality, every expression of love, up to his father, and went out of her way to avoid running into him, as he did her. John would never know why or how things worked out so badly between his parents – no one can ever really know the freak fest that goes on inside any relationship – but he knew she must have struggled with her own loneliness, probably lots of different kinds of loneliness. Maybe she couldn’t cope with bad news; maybe she just couldn’t cope.

			‘Johnny, darling . . .’ She stood there awkwardly between the doorway and the bed, her triple-streaked hair an artfully brassy bird’s nest on her head, her olive skin dark in the dim light, and meticulously preserved with every regimen of self-care money could buy. ‘Your father said you were very sick . . .’ She was looking at him curiously, as though his dad had been telling her lies.

			John assured her: ‘I’ve been pretty sick.’ He was sure that much would have been obvious to any normal person. He pulled the oxygen line from his nose, irritated.

			‘Your father made it sound like you were going to die.’ She still sounded like they must have been tricking her.

			‘Yeah, well, maybe I was.’ John closed his eyes.

			‘But you’re getting better now?’

			‘I think so.’ He wished she wasn’t here now. All these years of wishing she would come, but knowing it was always like this whenever he did see her. He changed the subject, opening his eyes again: ‘How was your flight?’

			‘Oh, it was a nightmare.’ She relaxed a little at this shift towards her easiest topic of conversation: herself. ‘Turbulence, the pilot said. He was more likely drunk. I thought we were going to land in the sea. You can’t even get a decent cup of coffee these days – so outrageous when last-minute tickets are so expensive.’

			Like you can’t afford it. But at that thought another great wave of wellness washed through him and he laughed: ‘Sorry to put you through all that, Mum.’

			‘It’s okay, darling,’ she said, without even insight enough to hear his sarcasm. Self-obsession: that was just about the surest way to lose yourself; this thought came to him from something of his old self, some happier self. He smiled as his mother went on: ‘I’ve been so stressed, you know, with everything that’s been happening with Merilyn.’

			‘How is Merilyn?’

			‘Oh Merilyn. I told you, she doesn’t understand me. I’m a free spirit. I can’t be tied down . . .’

			John switched off then as she kept on and on. His mother had had many lovers over the years, women and men; he hoped the next one would be a house plant.

			He didn’t know what she was talking about when Penny arrived, saying, ‘Oh, hello, Sandy,’ walking straight past his mother, not waiting for a reply. She sat on the bed and looked at him, into him: ‘And hello there, Johnny . . .’ She could see what he was feeling himself: he really was getting better. She hugged him so firmly, so unconditionally, he thought she should give lessons on what it is to love.

			As he hugged her in return, he promised her silently again, I will make this up to you; then he whispered into her hair: ‘It’s not leukaemia.’ And she said nothing, but held him only more fiercely. It would always be this way with them: this love would see them through the rest of their lives, the highs, the lows, the in-betweens. Not lovers, not siblings, and a lot more than friends. They were something else; some other kind of family.

			‘I’ll go and find some coffee,’ his mother said. ‘Would you like me to get you one?’

			‘No thanks, Mum.’ John sighed with ordinary disappointment at her predictable quick exit, avoiding any chance of meaningful conversation.

			And as soon as she was gone, Penny whispered back to him: ‘The police know who killed Thizz.’

			Before John could even ask who or how, the heaviest of the burdens he’d been carrying all this time – the burden of not knowing, of blaming himself in the place of knowing, this boulder on his back – lifted from his shoulders, and he was free.

			*

			When Viviane Yu returned, she was carrying a piece of cake on a paper plate. ‘Can’t stay to share it with you, but I thought you might like a little something to celebrate.’ She smiled: those dimples. Unreal. ‘Hope you like chocolate – it was all I could find at the cafeteria that didn’t look too revolting. Don’t eat it if you don’t like it.’

			‘Thanks,’ he said, as she put the cake on the tray beside him. Wouldn’t have mattered what type of cake it was; it would be a favourite from now on, and not only because she’d gone to such trouble to bring it to him. After Penny had left almost thirty-five minutes ago to attend to some ‘melancholy work duty’ she didn’t want to talk about any more than John had wanted to talk about the prick who killed Thizz, he’d been entirely alone and, without extreme illness to distract him, this ICU room had begun to feel like being trapped in the infirmary on Deep Space 9. He wanted to get all these tubes and wires off him, get away from the incessant beeping; he wanted to get up and leave. Viviane Yu was looking at his chart, flicking through the pages, and he hoped she could tell him what he most needed to know: ‘Do you think I’ll be able to go home soon?’

			‘Hm, nah, probably not exactly soon.’ She shook her head at the page she was reading. ‘They’ll move you out of here, probably today, but you have to stay in hospital for the full course of vancomycin. It’s an intravenous antibiotic, not a takeaway, and you won’t be discharged until the markers of infection in your blood come right down to normal – and stay there. You don’t want to end up back here two days later, going through all this again.’

			No, he did not. He asked her: ‘What is this infection?’

			She shrugged. ‘They still don’t know, I don’t think.’

			‘Is that normal?’ He couldn’t imagine it was.

			But she said, ‘Sort of,’ shrugging again. ‘It’s not that rare. Sometimes infections aren’t identified. It’ll be hiding somewhere in your body. Hey . . .’ She looked up from her reading and asked: ‘How’ve you been peeing? Any pain, discomfort? Itchiness inside?’

			Time stopped for a second at the question. He’d been peeing in a bottle, with nursing assistance, and that had been a bit embarrassing, but somehow coming from this woman, who wore pink glittery shoes and what had become clear was a vintage Pokémon cartoon character clip in her hair – Pikachu, in fact – this question was not embarrassing at all. This was the woman who’d sewn him up the other night, who’d looked into the gaping wounds across the back of his hand and wrist, and clicked her tongue, whispering: ‘Ouchy, wah.’ The woman who had smiled gently and calmly into his pain as she said: ‘Don’t worry, I’ve done this before.’ The woman in front of whom he’d cried – twice. All of which seemed like a bunch of extraordinary blessings now.

			He told her: ‘I’ve been peeing fine.’

			‘Good to know,’ she said, hanging the chart back on the end of the bed; and then she added: ‘If you ask me, not that anyone will, personally and unprofessionally, I think you’ve been suffering from a bad case of stress-overload brought on by a state of permanent heartbreak. You’ve been severely run down, and no antibiotic is going to be able to treat that. At the same time, though, the last thing you want is some random, stealth-bomber bacteria getting into you and screwing you badly. And it can happen, especially if you’re run down. It happened to one of my uncles – one minute he’s working twenty-hour days setting up a new restaurant and the next, whammo, urinary tract infection gone ballistic, and it destroyed his kidneys. He spent eight years on dialysis before he got a transplant. I don’t want to give you the heebies, but I don’t want to see you get sick like that, either.’ 

			And there, precisely there, John Jacobson began to fall in love again. Not the same as it had been with Thizz, that dizzy, barely-out-of-adolescence love that might have been the best thing ever, and might have, in all reality, not stood the test of time. This love would be the gentle, steady kindling of a small, warm spark. This love would be so right, it would seem the gods, or rather the goddesses, had had a hand in it.

			*

			‘Hey, John.’ Here she was again, later that day, mid-afternoon, Vivian Yu, her face at the door, finding him back up on Level 4, in isolation on the Infectious Diseases ward. The mere sight of her made him smile, as she asked him: ‘How’re you going?’

			‘Not very far or very fast,’ he had to admit, sitting as he was on the side of the bed, showing off his compression stockings, after a physiotherapist had got him halfway to standing, before she’d had to rush out to take a more urgent call – a good five minutes ago. John laughed at himself; at the situation: all he wanted to do was get to the bathroom, a few metres away from the end of the bed, but the physiotherapist had put his arm in a sling, which had put him off balance when he’d tried to stand, or so it seemed to him, and now he was stuck here. He was sure he could get himself to the bathroom without the stupid sling, though, so he glanced at it, asking Viviane: ‘You couldn’t help me get this off, could you? Please? I just want to get up and —’

			‘Hm, nah, that’s probably not a good idea.’ She shook her head, frowning, not at all laughing with him. For several seconds his whole mind was occupied by the way her thick dark hair moved across the shoulders of her white coat like curtains of glossy new paintbrush bristles, until he heard her explaining: ‘. . . but if you trip and fall over onto your hand, those wounds across the back of your wrist will split like a cheap sausage.’ Oof – nice. ‘If you can’t get up and get about with a drip stand using one arm, then you can’t get up and about on your own. Is someone looking after you at the moment?’

			‘Yes, but —’

			Her pager went off and she groaned: ‘Oh, I’m sorry – I’ve gotta go.’

			So he just sat there, on the side of the bed, and went back to waiting, on his own. He looked about the room: it was as perfectly decent as a modest highway motel, but he was perfectly alone here, and the aloneness had already begun feeling like solitary confinement. Six more days of this, he was facing, so he’d been told by some other doctor. Six more days for the antibiotics to run their full course, ‘And then we’ll see.’ How was he going to cope? How quickly a man swings from death bed to irrational belief that he’s near-enough almost completely fine – in this instance, seven hours and twenty-three minutes.

			His phone rang, and he reached over to the bedside to pick it up. It was Marguerite, saying: ‘Hello, my love, how are you?’ Not waiting for an answer before telling him: ‘Listen, one of the film’s producers has to leave on Friday evening – he’s got to go back to the UK. Everyone is sympathetic about your predicament, they truly are, but they need to see you. They want to see you. And I very much don’t want you to miss this opportunity. Can you get to Melbourne by Friday?’

			He had no idea, but he very much didn’t want to miss this opportunity now, either; there was nothing he could say except: ‘Yes. Tell them I’ll be there on Friday.’ That was exactly six days away; six days, which was what he had been told was the absolute minimum. ‘It should be fine.’

			‘Should be fine? Or definitely fine?’ Marguerite’s patience and faith in him were the stuff of legend, but: ‘I can’t muck them around anymore. Yes or no, John.’

			‘Definitely yes,’ he said. He would have to make it happen. Now that he was feeling more like himself than he’d done since his last decent job, so, so very long ago, missing out on this audition was simply not an option.

			‘They’re only looking at half a handful of actors for this role – shortlist of three.’ She laid out the stakes: ‘You can’t be a no-show. Don’t worry, you don’t need to prepare, it’s a cold reading. As I told you the other day, just think nineteenth-century bushranger and let your natural charm do the rest. I don’t know who’s going to be there, you know how secretive this business can be, but I can say there’s a lot of money being put into this particular film. Even if this one doesn’t go your way, you don’t know who you might impress.’

			No pressure. ‘I’ll be there.’

			‘Good. I’ll ask them to book you a flight for Friday morning.’

			‘All right.’

			‘All right, my love. You just concentrate on getting well.’

			Like a rat in a cage. His thoughts instantly ran for the dark, scurrying into old mantras, such as, ‘I probably don’t deserve the part, anyway’, ‘What would they want me for?’ and ‘Why should I get lucky now?’ Which then led to Thisbe getting in his ear: ‘If you were serious, you’d read a book about bushrangers, wouldn’t you?’, ‘Are you even serious, John?’, ‘Why don’t you read more books?’ and then, ‘I don’t know if I can trust a man who doesn’t read.’ Enough for the black clouds of doubt and hopelessness to threaten again.

			But before they could settle in, his dad turned up, for the first time today, having steered clear for the morning while Sandy was at large. ‘There you are,’ he said. ‘I’ve been wandering around for half an hour trying to find you.’ He gave him an enormous grin, taking in the change: ‘Penny wasn’t kidding – you look great. I’m so happy.’ Then he looked away, covering his face with his hand, keeping his emotions contained, but John saw the strain in the pause, the strain his unwellness had caused – all of it, years of it.

			‘I’m happy, too,’ he told his father, and the statement was in no way false. ‘I’m very happy.’

			John probably didn’t need another reason to want to leave behind bad mental habits from here on in, but he was going to receive a few more regardless.

			His father sat down beside him on the edge of the bed; he said: ‘Penny also told me the police have made their final conclusions about what happened. I’m sure you don’t want to know anything about it, but there is one thing that I want to make clear. The guy who did it, I knew his father, in a way. He was a public servant, got done for fraud – dodgy contracts, charging the state government for services not received from a company that didn’t exist. I was one of the instructing solicitors for the defence. He was so guilty it was a matter of trying to keep the sentence to a minimum – and we didn’t succeed at that, either. That guy was a piece of work. I remember thinking at the time, you idiot, you total fool. He had a son about a year younger than you – you were eleven or so at the time, not long before Omi died. I thought, you’ve wrecked that boy’s life with your own. And, evidently, he did, one way or another. It’s no excuse for what happened to Thisbe, but I want you to know this before any thoughts of hatred can get into you. The boy who killed Thisbe was a drug addict. Some people are given hands they just can’t deal with.’

			‘I don’t hate him, Dad.’ John could say that with confidence. Now that it was over, now that he knew what had happened, he wasn’t capable of being angry anymore. He’d never hated anyone for more than five minutes, anyway – not for any reason of virtue, but just because his mind didn’t seem to work like that. The only person he’d ever hated with any sustained effort was himself, and that would stop today. His father was a total mensch, a good man, the best; he’d never said a cross word even about his mother. John would never do anything to cause him grief ever again. He could still hear the sound of that father in Emergency screaming, ‘My boy! My boy!’ and it made John think now that he might go so far as to sell his motorbike, while he was making promises – or at least be more sensible on the road. More sensible in the ocean, too. How many times had he wanted a rip to carry him away into forever? He’d never be so disrespectful of his amazingly fortunate life again.

			‘Okay, got that out of the way,’ his father said. ‘Tell me what’s going on with you – is there anything you need?’

			‘No, not at the minute,’ he said, but then he remembered: ‘Yes. I want to go to the bathroom, but I think the physiotherapist who was supposed to be helping me has forgotten I exist.’

			‘Ha.’ His father grabbed the knee nearest and laughed. ‘I’ll help you. Come on.’

			It wasn’t difficult; a brief head spin and those few easy steps. He didn’t really need help at all, except with the idea that he’d be carting around this frigging drip for the next six hundred years. But then, when he looked at himself in the mirror there above the sink, he blinked in shock at what he saw. His face was so lean, and somehow darker; he’d always had a tan to his skin, like his mother’s, but this man looking back at him seemed to be someone else, someone familiar but different. It was the illusion of his beard, of course – it didn’t take many days for him to go from baby face to bank robber – but he said to his father: ‘Who do I look like?’

			‘Huh?’ His father’s face appeared beside his in the mirror, eyebrows raised with the double-take, too, before he said: ‘You look like Omi’s papa.’

			He did. He looked like the photographs of his great-
grandfather, in the family album Omi had taken with her when she was sent away from Berlin. He knew the story, the bleak jokes his grandmother would make: ‘They didn’t only round up all the Jewish actors and directors, they rounded up all the Jews, and then wondered why no one went to the theatre anymore.’ But for the first time ever, John felt it as his own story. He understood for the very first time in his life how incredible it was that he was ever born at all. If that one father had not made that heart-smashing decision to send his little girl away, to protect her from harm, from murder.

			There would be no turning back for John from here.

			*

			Gabby Nikolaidis saw it, too, when she popped into the hospital to check for herself that John was all right. It was Saturday evening; she and her husband were about to head out of the city on their way to a party, and were running late, but Gabby had felt the tug – that intuition psychiatrists can get about a patient they’ve got a little too close to. She’d been in touch with Adam Jacobson, who’d assured her all was well, or getting there, and yet something was telling her not to trust in words, but to act.

			Or perhaps something was telling her to come and see the shape of success, too rare among her chronically unwell patients.

			‘Hello?’ He looked up from his phone at her knock on the side of the open door, and he said: ‘Whoa. Don’t you look a bit gorgeous.’

			She blushed, not only at the compliment from a man twenty years her junior, but that he’d never made such a direct connection with her before. Appointments with the shrink had always appeared to have been like some form of eating greens for him, obligations to his father more than to himself. Who was this guy? Injured and unshaven and smiling right into her eyes.

			She said: ‘How’ve you been going?’

			‘Too slowly.’ He frowned, brows pinched together, but the smile remained.

			‘Slowly looks like it’s working for you,’ was all she would say. It wasn’t the time for a chat. At the heart of his troubles, she’d seen early on, was a seemingly unshiftable belief in him that he was unworthy and deserved to be abandoned; now, the people who loved him had rallied around and he’d been physically unable to shut them out. Perhaps it was as simple as that. A little spot of good bad luck. It was never as simple as that; she returned his smile with a nod of acknowledgement for whatever it was he’d achieved here. Trauma itself was an enigma, and John’s had always been complicated – by his parents’ divorce, by the intergenerational inheritances of the Holocaust, by Thisbe herself. Gabby had been so worried about him. And then he’d gone and punched a window on Monday evening? So Adam had confirmed. She still couldn’t imagine John doing that, though the evidence was plain to see. That sort of behaviour was way out of character, or perhaps it was an aspect of his character he’d needed to unleash all along. He looked a little tired, maybe, a little drawn, but he seemed to glow from within as though some essential power had been restored to him.

			She said: ‘I only stopped by to show you I can wear something other than jeans. Call me, if you need to. Anytime.’

			‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘I will, I promise.’

			*

			That was weird, he thought, good beyond the call for Gabby to stop by, but weird. He hadn’t really expected her to drop in, and certainly not on a Saturday night. He wondered momentarily if maybe there’d come a day when he didn’t need to see a psychiatrist anymore, but he couldn’t imagine that, not yet. Then he went back to reading the ebook Penny had just texted him: Bushrangers: Australia’s Misunderstood Heroes. He was bored stupid, but it was a revelation to him that he could read a book on his phone.

		

	
		
			A LESSER-KNOWN BENEFIT OF READING BOOKS

			The thought of John reading an ebook, any book, regardless of subject matter, brought Penny such a flood of mixed-up joy and longing she wanted to go to him and have sex. She wasn’t going to do any such thing.

			She wasn’t going to do anything at all until she’d finished her resignation letter and pressed ‘send’ so that Jemima would receive it on the weekend for maximum impact. Since coming back from the hospital this morning, she’d spent most of the day wavering between keeping her farewell succinct and spelling it out in all its contemptible detail, becoming stuck each time on the sentiment:

			I can no longer conscience working for such a cowardly, feckless load of fakers. I would rather make a funeral pyre from the 217 books I’ve worked on for you over the past nine years, lie down inside it and set it alight, along with my whole reason for being.

			That, however, wouldn’t do wonders for her chances of quickly transitioning to a freelance editorial practice, for which she’d have to try to remain friends with the whole industry, arseholes included. Besides, it wasn’t M&N, the publisher she worked for, that she was most angry with. It was Chatworth Books, the publisher of The Wakening Maid, who deserved the lustiest punch in the face.

			You need to have sex, her body said.

			Naturally, John was her first thought again; and she pushed that thought aside, yet again. Sex with John had always been wrong – a convenience for them both, a panacea, an act of loveliest, most loving love, and wrong – but Penny seemed to be missing him already. Or that facet of him, at least: even at his heaviest and most distantly morose, John’s fine olive skin alone was so kissable it seemed to be coated with some kind of spray-on aphrodisiac. Who was she going to have sex with now? She was about to turn thirty-two and she’d never even been on a date, not a proper grown-up one; never had a fling or picked up at a pub. None of that. It had never occurred to her that she would want to have sex with anyone but John. He was good at it. The couple of guys she’d vaguely fooled around with at uni had had no idea what they were doing, by comparison. What was she going to do? And why was she thinking so much about sex, anyway? Between those sporadic snogs with John, it’s not as though she’d been sex obsessed. She was too busy; she disappeared into her work, into the demands of long hours, and into the stories themselves, where there was occasionally very decent sex to be had on the page.

			Which only made her think again of John reading 
that ebook.

			Stop it. Think some other sexy book thought instead.

			And at that moment, into her head popped Rich O’Driscoll’s upstairs bookshelves: long, long rows of books, seven shelves high, that swept down the hall, into the lounge room and around two walls there. Books everywhere. All those Irish authors unknown to her. This last was perhaps the sexiest thought she’d ever had: that a man might take her into stories she’d never been inside before. Rich O’Driscoll was, of course, quite sexy himself: tall, schmick, kind . . .

			You are out of your tree. What are you going to do, call him and say, hi, it’s Scary Penny here. Do you want to have sex?

			Why not? her body said.

			He’d be unlikely to want to risk the encounter for a start, she supposed, not unreasonably. All she’d done was cry and flail and flip out in front of him, and in public. He was such a good guy – so very kind. She’d felt protected in his arms last night, as he held her there on the pavilion terrace after that cop called, holding her until that brain-shaking explosion of emotion subsided. He’d driven her home then, stopping along the way at a convenience store to get her some milk for tea, as she couldn’t think if she had any in the fridge or not; he’d walked her right up to her door, telling her, ‘Please call, if you need anything.’ She hadn’t thought to invite him in; she remembered saying thank you several times, but she didn’t even offer him a cup of tea for all his trouble. How rude was that?

			For all Penny’s mental dexterity, it hadn’t occurred to her that a lifetime of avoiding her own needs had skewed her ability to see what it was she really needed, or where she really belonged. A childhood steeped in grief and grief subsumed for the need to work would tend to have that sort of effect. Hm. Yes. Sex with John had been about quite a lot more than just the sex, or even the warmth and comfort of togetherness. It had been an intricate entwining of bereavements.

			As she stood up from her desk now, looking out at the city dark glowing amber and indigo over the carpark across the road, her thoughts had turned to more immediate, graspable needs: whether or not she should have another shower or open a second packet of jelly snakes.

			Or just get this resignation letter done and dusted; she sat back down at her laptop and tried again:

			Dear Jemima,

			It is after a great deal of soul-searching and with much regret that I have come to the decision —

			She baulked once again, scuttling through survival calculations: she figured she’d have three months to get herself and her finances sorted before she’d have to give up this flat, this trusty little bolthole that had been her home for almost nine years. It had always seemed the mark of her independence; now, it seemed somehow a shell she had hidden herself within. Moving back in with her mum for a time was an option, of course – indeed, it was the first thing her mother had said when Penny had rung her earlier today with her wonderings: ‘Come home, baby girl. If it gets to be too much, just come home. You know you always have a soft place to land with me, even if it’s a bit of a tight squeeze here. You know I’d be thrilled to have you stay, but you need to do what you need to do. I’m with you either way.’ God, she loved her mum. Evie Katschinski had been something of an absent parent from time to time; with her own worries and stresses, she hadn’t always been able to pay attention, but she’d always been there in love. And the flat in Granville had always been too small. The spare room, which was these days her mother’s sewing room – where so many of Penny’s splendorous dresses were made, and where her mother lost herself in her own ceaseless, self-denying work when she wasn’t marking teenage manglings of Hamlet – was so small it would not have accommodated Penny’s book hoard, not to mention her wardrobe. Penny hadn’t thrown away a book since the beginning of time: she kept books she loved and books she didn’t love, out of respect for the authors and just in case she changed her mind; she’d kept every high school and university text, and kept them on prominent display, too, a trail of breadcrumbs through her intellectual life.

			What did it all mean now? What was the point of any of her efforts? If she set herself up as a freelancer, she’d still be working for the dark side – in bulk, too, for all of the publishing houses that comprised it. And she’d be at the mercy of their ever-diminishing budgets and unrealistic expectations: ‘Can you just turn this pile of incomprehensible drivel into a book, in two weeks, from a standing start, and for $1500? Yes, it is 140,000 words long, but as we’ll need you to cut it by about half, the editorial fee has had to be halved as well. That’s okay with you, isn’t it?’ Penny knew this score intimately, as she’d been too often the one forced into making these kinds of outrageous suggestions.

			But what else could she do? Get a job in a bakery? That wasn’t such a bad idea. Apart from bulk pastries, a bit of time away in the real world might not be so silly. Except that, for Penny, stories were the real world. They were almost as important as air and water, as far as she was concerned. Spoken, written or performed, stories, she saw, were the glue of our existence, the places of all our togethernesses as humans. How else did we forge bonds with strangers we could never otherwise meet? How else did we learn, grow, heal?

			Which all made her think of John reading about bushrangers again: Stop it, for fuck’s sake. What are you going to do? Have sex with him at the hospital? On the Infectious Diseases ward? There’s a storyline. And that made her laugh then: what was this whacky sex thing hanging around in her head? Whatever it was, it wasn’t the idea of John as a bushranger. While Penny hoped with every fibre that he’d get the part in this film, she couldn’t quite picture him as a gun-toting outlaw. Acting was a funny business; like publishing, it seemed the tension between number-crunchers and creatives occasionally made stars but just as occasionally made for some unlikely choices. John was a broad-shouldered, sunny-smiling surfer, a cheerful young cop, a fresh-faced romantic lead; even on a motorbike, he was more squeaky-clean teen idol than bad boy. But on a horse? She couldn’t visualise how that might work.

			Bad boys on horses, mmm . . . Clint Eastwood rode out of an antique spaghetti western and into her mind. And here she was thinking about sex again. Maybe she needed a bottle of wine – to knock herself out. She rarely ever drank at home, alone, but this had been one superlatively crazy-arsed week, hadn’t it. Yes, she decided, she’d nip around the corner for a tasty bottle of red – and she’d order a pizza to go with it. She would consume the lot while watching old DVDs and otters on YouTube, and generally pleasing herself. Maybe she’d re-read some more of The Women in Black, too, hang out with Thizz in there, riffing on the department store as the patriarchy’s darkest and most brightly lit den of thieves; she laid her hand on the cover of this beaten-up prodigal paperback that sat beside her laptop like a friend in itself, and it seemed to agree: ‘Sounds like a plan.’ Then she reached for her phone, to order her favourite capricciosa with anchovies, and since she was in fact on her own, extra ham, but just as she picked it up, it rang.

			She recognised the number as one she knew but not well enough to know who it was, until she heard the voice: ‘Hello, Penny?’

			‘Hello?’ It wasn’t, was it?

			‘It’s Rich here.’ Yes, it was. ‘I hope this isn’t an unwelcome call. Just wanted to see how things are going for you. How was your day?’

			‘How was my day?’ No one ever asked her that, except her mum. Who was this guy? ‘Um . . .’ She flubbered about for something to say, brain twisting around her body’s crazy-arsed response to his accent, and the idea that some clichés are clichés for very good reason: you weren’t really a fully functioning being unless an Irish accent made you want to have sex just a little bit. He didn’t quite enunciate his th’s – who wouldn’t want to have sex with that? You’re not going to have sex with him. Answer the question: ‘Oh, I’ve only been wasting a lot of time trying to write my resignation letter, and not getting very far.’ Remember basic manners: ‘How was your day?’

			‘Busy,’ he said. ‘Enough to pay the power bill. But I’ve been thinking about you, hoping you’re not too sad.’

			‘Sad?’ Among the many beasts of feeling she’d ridden this day, sadness wasn’t one of them, for a change.

			‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘I hope you’re okay, with everything that’s gone on with your friends.’

			‘Oh.’ She sighed over the sound; how thoughtful he was. She told him: ‘John’s fine, or at least he’s going to be. Good sometimes when a doctor gets it wrong, isn’t it?’ She let that relief shimmy down her spine and through the floorboards beneath her feet. ‘Can’t say I care in any way about the loser who killed Thizz, though. There’s the anti-climax of the century. She’s still dead, still robbed.’

			‘Hm.’ She could feel his quiet, considered nod. ‘Well, I’m glad to hear your John’s going to be all right.’

			My John. Yes, he was her John, and he was going to be all right. And so was she. And so her body insisted a little more ardently, Come on, Pen – Rich O’Driscoll is more than a bit of all right, too, isn’t he? a breath before she asked: ‘Do you feel like sharing a pizza tonight?’

			*

			Rich could not get in the car fast enough, before getting out again to run back upstairs to clean his teeth, just in case.

			You’re not going to kiss her tonight, he said, pulling into the traffic. She’s only wanting company.

			Still, he hoped he was wrong about that.

			*

			Penny had just pressed ‘send’ on the briefest of resignations:

			Dear Jemima,

			After much thought, and with deep regret, I have decided to resign from Medley & Naylor, to explore new opportunities.

			Let’s talk on Monday to sort out how best to make my handover to a new commissioning editor of fiction as seamless as possible.

			All the best,

			Penny

			Exhilaration fizzed under the tip of her index finger as she held it there on the key to her future. She had never felt so brave and bold. She’d typed it quickly, deliberately, only hovering momentarily over ‘All the best’, thinking she might snip it back to a frosty ‘Best’, before holding fast to her opinion that anyone who signed off with that wanky truncation probably deserved an actual punch in the face.

			At the first blerp of the security buzzer on the wall, she was filled entirely with fizz; and she pounced at the door.

			Soon as she saw Rich O’Driscoll’s face, she knew this wasn’t about sex: he was her Super Sweetheart, dashing to her side, chivalrously, selflessly. It was also hugely about sex, though: he was wearing a black shirt that had pearl stud buttons down the front and red cowboy stitching at the shoulders. He looked like Clint Eastwood in specs; he didn’t really, but he always would to her from now on. She stood on her toes, throwing her arms around his neck, and smooshed him on the cheek. ‘Thanks so much for coming around, Rich.’ She felt his hands at her waist; she could barely get her next words into the air: ‘Thanks for everything. I couldn’t have got through this week without you.’

			He said: ‘I’ve been feeling bad I didn’t go to the police sooner.’ His minty breath wisping around the whorl of her ear was a new and glorious form of insanity.

			But she kept it together, for a few seconds more. ‘You couldn’t have known,’ she said, and for this one shining moment, the crowding and confusion of her thoughts fell away and it felt as though everything had happened just as it was supposed to. She said: ‘I haven’t ordered the pizza yet. What would you like?’

			‘I don’t mind,’ he said. ‘Whatever you usually get.’

			And that was it for Penny Katschinski: she was falling in love for the very first time.

			*

			She looked up at him, and he saw home in the vast blue universe she held in her eyes. She touched his face and he bent to her. Their lips met and there they were.

			Jesus.

			*

			He took his glasses off and put them in his pocket, laughing softly: ‘I can’t see you quite so well now.’

			But he did: he saw everything. He made her visible and here as she’d never been before. He touched her everywhere, with the surest care. He sent her soaring past the top floor and around the roundest moon.

		

	
		
			EVOLUTIONARY CHANGE

			Sometime dawnish, Sunday morning, Penny woke inside his sure, kind love, the fine hairs on his chest tickling the tip of her nose. Wow. She wondered if any other unbelievable thing might happen before this week was officially finished with her. Somewhere distant, ambulance sirens wailed on their way to someone else’s disaster, while she luxuriated in the safety of Rich O’Driscoll, snuggling into him, wrapped in a quietude she couldn’t at first identify, until she realised it was only an absence of fear. Wow. She supposed he’d get up soon, to shower or make a coffee, or maybe go to whatever he had to be doing this day; she supposed that some semblance of ordinary being and doing would resume any minute now, but she wanted to stay here snuggling for a decent portion of forever first. 
Just wow.

			‘Mm . . .’ He was waking too; he moved around to look at her, holding her as if she were precious. ‘Good morning.’ He smiled like the perfect slice of heaven he was, and she wanted him again; she could not have guessed, though, not in a million guesses, what was coming next, when he asked her: ‘Did your friend John happen to enjoy Red Dog? That audiobook?’

			‘Oh . . .’ That broke through her reverie: John unconscious in the bath, John fainting at the police station, John in ICU, the whole freaking Jacobson epic. She told Rich: ‘I haven’t had a spare non-psycho moment to give it to him. Thanks for the reminder, I’ll take it in to him today.’ And she would; she wanted to test her view while she was there, see John in this new way – see his face when she told him she’d finally resigned, too. Then she’d planned to go home to Granville, for that roast dinner and a proper moan with her mum, but suddenly that could wait; suddenly, she was wondering if Rich might want to come home with her some other Sunday. Like a boyfriend. That thought was unbelievable enough.

			He said to her now: ‘Did I tell you it was the only audio I sold all week?’

			‘Really?’ She was surprised, and immediately drawn to the trade chat. ‘I thought audio sales were on the rise.’

			‘They are,’ he said, his hand flat and warm on the small of her back, claiming and not claiming her, ‘but the growth in that part of the market seems to be happening in digital download format mainly. CDs won’t exist in a few years’ time, I don’t think.’

			‘Oh,’ she said, but she was caught on the words ‘digital download’, the music of them in his mouth, and she laughed against his shoulder.

			‘What’s so funny about that?’ he asked.

			And she said: ‘You don’t know what you’ve done getting mixed up with me.’

			‘Yeah, well,’ he raised an eyebrow, ‘I do have a talent for attracting trouble and finding I have a hard time letting it 
go again.’

			‘Is that right?’ she said.

			And he said, ‘Yeah. You know I’ve been thinking of packing in the business. Seven years of only just hanging on is probably enough hanging on. To make the shop work, I’d have to move it into the Junction, into one of the malls, for the foot traffic, but even then I don’t know how I’d fit in there – without having to take medication to cope with the environment. I don’t know that I could compete with the chains and discount stores any better there, either, without somehow selling my soul. So, I’m thinking of changing my approach altogether, setting up a different business. It’d be a publishing venture, but I’d need help. I don’t know how to go about it.’

			‘A publishing venture?’ She sat up, hands on his chest.

			‘Yeah.’ He squinted at her; he really couldn’t see all that well without his specs. ‘What would you think if I put up the money for you to publish your own books? Have your own list of authors.’

			‘I’d think you were madder than I am,’ she said, but every atom she owned began to quiver with possibility. She warned him outright: ‘I will more than likely lose your money for you if we do anything like that.’

			‘I know.’ He nodded. ‘But I’d rather lose it to you, lose it trying, than lose it to publishers who don’t know what they’re doing and don’t know how to make the industry work for everyone who works so hard within it. I don’t really want to sell their books any more than you want to edit them. But I’m not completely mad. It could begin as a small thing, piece by piece, book by book, you can go on with your freelance career and, I don’t know, I’ll go and do some teaching or something. I don’t have a bad degree, I’m sure I could pick up work after a postgraduate add-on of some kind. In the meantime, I could teach my terrible high school Irish to the unwitting. Will you think about it, at least? Katschinski & O’Driscoll – Sydney, Dublin, Everywhere – it sounds interesting, doesn’t it?’

			It did. So interesting her face crumpled; she was overwhelmed. This wasn’t a job offer. This was an offer of life. 
Real life.

			*

			John knew it the second she walked in; she had that dewy look about her: like she’d just had sex.

			Slightly hurt, in the circumstances, he asked her: ‘What have you been up to?’

			‘Hm . . .’ She twirled her ponytail behind her head. ‘Well, apart from having resigned from M&N, I’m astounded that you look so well. What have you been up to?’ She hugged him then, with full-force affection, and he knew as well that for the rest of his life he’d have to suffer the pang of what might have been every time he saw her. There was payback.

			He told her: ‘Reading has cured me, obviously.’ And as she sat on the bed beside him, he asked: ‘Did you just say you’ve resigned from M&N?’

			‘Yes.’ She nodded, grinning like a pixie. ‘I don’t know if you’d remember, you were so sick and out of it, but on Friday night you told me, “Everything is going to change.” You said, “You’ll see.” Well, I have seen, and everything has changed. I —’

			‘Oh, hello.’ It was Viviane, skittering to a stop in the doorway, seeing he had a visitor. ‘I’ll come back later if —’

			‘No, please,’ he said. ‘Come in. You haven’t met Penny, have you? Viviane, this is —’

			*

			‘Hi . . .’ Penny knew the second she saw the roses in this doctor’s extremely pretty cheeks that there was something going on here. ‘We’ve met already, haven’t we? Briefly, on Tuesday night,’ she said, glancing over her shoulder at John: Yep. And how dare they; she smiled for the rightness of every good feeling, and for the strange feeling that they were all being played by greater forces, some gathering of stars, some Valentine’s prank.

			‘Yes.’ This Dr Viviane was holding out her hand: ‘Though, if I recall correctly, the patient wasn’t up for introductions at the time. Pleased to meet you again, a bit more cheerfully.’

			Jealousy pinged: Dr Viviane was delightful; even before she added, for John: ‘Listen, I can’t stop for more than two and a half seconds. I just wanted to let you know I think I’ve found a way to spring you out of here by Friday morning, even if you still need the IV. All I have to do is convince the powers that be to administer the vancomycin intermittently, as an outpatient. Tiny bit of a long shot, but it might be doable. Wish me luck.’ She held up two sets of crossed fingers, then she darted off again, with John calling after her, ‘Thank you.’

			He sank back onto the pillows behind him with a sigh.

			‘Well . . .’ Penny asked him. ‘What’s going on?’

			He grunted; not the response she was expecting. He said: ‘I’ve been told this morning that because I was so sick, I have to have this,’ he glared with contempt at the drip in his left wrist, ‘for two weeks instead of one. I don’t want to whinge, Pen, I really don’t, but fucking hell. It’s not just the fact that I’ll miss the audition, it’s that I can’t do anything. For two weeks? 
Fuck this.’

			‘Oh sweetheart.’ Penny rubbed the back of his good hand, which itself was still ripe with bruising. ‘I wish there was something I could do. I wish more that you might tell me what’s going on with you and Dr Viviane.’

			His smile was instant and dopey with it: ‘She’s amazing, that’s all.’

			‘Is she now?’ I am stinging with jealousy. No, I am not.

			‘Yeah, and before you get any ideas about it, she’s miles out of my league,’ he said. ‘Like you’ve always been, too.’

			‘Don’t say that, please.’ Penny caught his default to worthlessness: ‘It’s such a lie.’

			He frowned at her: ‘Don’t worry, I’m not getting down on myself. She’s not serious, that’s all I mean. She had this thing for me when I did that commercial for Evoile shampoo – remember?’ He laughed; and it was funny – he was so buff in that ad it should have come with a classification warning. ‘I mean, really, she’s a doctor, and I’m just a —’

			‘John.’ Penny was not going to let him go there; not anymore. ‘You know how you feel about that drip? That’s how I feel about you when you talk crap like that. Yes, she’s a doctor, clearly. She’s also clearly running around a hospital trying to sort you out. Obviously not her job. She’s an Emergency doctor, isn’t she? Sidelining as a John Jacobson personal physician because she has nothing better to do? In any case, it’d make things easier for me if you’d hurry up and move on with someone else. It’d be most convenient to my plot.’

			‘Why?’ John couldn’t hide the wounding in his eyes.

			She couldn’t hide the blush on her whole face, the rush of Rich in her veins, the thrill of the future in all this newness.

			John saw it and guessed: ‘The bookshop guy? Really?’

			‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘I think so. Very yeah, more than likely. You’ll just have to man up and deal with it.’

			‘Hm.’ He bit his bottom lip; and she was determined not to respond to that.

			She changed the subject, reaching into her handbag: ‘I bought you an audiobook . . . Red Dog. If by some further outrageous misfortune you don’t get to be a bushranger, maybe Marguerite should see if you can get into this voice-acting caper. You’ve got such a beautiful voice. Anyway,’ she pulled it out and gave it to him, ‘something to pass the time. It’s a cute story.’

			‘Aw, thanks, Pen.’ He turned the case over in his hand, and said, ‘I’ll have to see if someone can loan me something that’ll play CDs.’

			‘Oh.’ She saw Rich was right: even John’s laptop, back at the flat, couldn’t play CDs – it didn’t have a disk drive. Everything was moving on. She was about to suggest she could bring in her hulking old laptop, when her phone kerplunked with the receipt of an email. Pavlov’s Penny that she was, she picked it up to peek, thinking it would be Jemima, spewing fifty shades of you-cannot-do-this-to-me at her.

			But it wasn’t Jemima. It was Jane. Jane Furlow, spewing something much more dreadful: ‘You filthy, nasty bitch. I hope your happy now.’

		

	
		
			WHEN KARMA COMES TO TOWN, AIN’T NO BITCH LIKE HER, UNLESS YOU’RE A SOCIOPATH

			It was two o’clock in the morning, London time, and Jane was near to staggering drunk. When that detective’s press release had filtered down the media pipeline through the inboxes of several newspaper and magazine editors, finding its way from there to the advertising head of Australia’s premier book industry rag, who just happened to be married to Chatworth’s Managing Director, Ken Rowland’s ex-wife, the shit hit the fan and went global in ten minutes flat.

			Ken had called her from Sydney not quite four hours ago. ‘Is it true?’ he’d asked, still prepared in that moment to give her the benefit of the doubt, in the hope that this was somehow a dirty-tricks campaign let loose by a rival or that Penny Katschinski had gone the full-nutter on them.

			Jane had said, ‘Is what true?’ unsure if she’d heard him correctly, as she’d already been three gins in by then.

			He’d spelled it out again, doubts barrelling towards their own verdict: ‘Have you plagiarised that whole fucking novel? Please tell me this is only one of those fancy-arsed post-modernity whatever bullshit things you literary people go on with, nicking each other’s stuff.’

			‘I don’t know what you mean,’ she’d said, sincerely unable to comprehend his second sentence.

			‘Did you steal that manuscript from that murdered girl, Thisbe Chisholm? The police have all but come out and said that you did. If you did, you are finished. You are fucking finished forever.’

			Jane scrabbled and scratched for an answer: ‘Thisbe wanted me to get her novel published.’

			‘Well, why doesn’t it have her fucking name on the fucking cover?’

			‘I tried, Ken. I tried.’ She lied like she’d never lied before. ‘It got rejected. I had to resort to making it my own. Can’t we make that the story now? Can’t we show how cold the publishing industry is, how hard I tried, for Thisbe, get a sympathy card?’

			‘Cold?’ Ken just about broke his phone, but had reined himself in enough to say: ‘I’m the first to admit that what you people do is all smoke and mirrors to me. I sell books, don’t write them, don’t want to write them, don’t care how it’s done. What I care about is that there are seven thousand books sitting in the warehouse which it seems cannot now be sold – seven thousand books which will have to be pulped in a shameful waste of paper, time and money. What I care about is that the good name of my company, and my own name, are right this second being brought into disrepute with the coldest act I’ve ever heard of in over twenty years in this business. Your lawyer gave me every assurance that you were clean of this theft accusation, that Penny Katschinski was behaving vexatiously. I should have smelled the stench of you then – Penny is one of the most honest people I know. But you – you are a disgrace to the entire industry. There is no way back from here for you. Not a fucking sewer for you to crawl through.’

			And then he’d hung up.

			The cards tumbled quickly from there. All publishers, across all territories throughout the world, pulled the book from their schedules, citing this most egregious breach of contract. As their publication dates were all at least a few months or so behind Australia’s, none had outlaid more than the initial advances on signature, but for Jane, this had amounted to the rather sizeable sum of $103,924 altogether – and it was just as well she hadn’t spent much of it to date. The US publisher was the first to email her agent, Suzy Marksman, asking for return of monies paid, causing all others to follow suit and do the same.

			And Daddy couldn’t fix it this time.

			‘Jane,’ he said, as she bawled down the line, ‘I will never let you starve, but the only cash apart from your rent I’ll be putting up for you in future will be for you to see an appropriate medical professional. You’re not right in the head.’

			She wasn’t, that was true. But she would never seek any such help. Her mind simply didn’t work that way. Like many afflicted with a narcissistic personality glitch, Jane Furlow would never take stock of her part in anything. Her mother left another several dozen messages, begging her to come home and get well, but Jane ignored her, as she usually did. This was all Penny Katschinski’s fault, no one else’s, as far as Jane was concerned. She convinced herself at lightning speed that Thizz had meant for her to have that book, that Jane herself had been conspired against – she was the victim here. But a survivor nevertheless, she would resurrect herself three days later, talk her way into a job in public relations with a UK distributor of Australian wines. She would never return to Sydney again. She could never face her crimes.

			She slithered away like a snake in the grass, so some might say. Others might say that comparison was most unfair to reptiles.

		

	
		
			DR YU TO THE RESCUE OR SURVIVING A TRIP TO THE AIRPORT WITH VIV

			‘Look,’ Viv waved the fistful of academic abstracts in front of the powers that were, which in this instance was Infectious Diseases honcho, Professor Gerard Sauer, an old grump who should have retired five years ago, with his reluctance to consider that vancomycin could be administered intermittently instead of continuously. ‘It all plainly states that there are no differences in patient outcomes,’ Viv pled her case. ‘When the patient is otherwise well and any residual markers of infection are minimal, there’s no reason for that patient to be taking up a bed. And that describes this patient, Mr Jacobson – completely.’

			Dr Sauer looked at her directly for the first time since she’d entered his office, an appointment that had taken her four days to secure, by the time she’d gathered the evidence and managed to get an answer from his private practice secretary, the man being as elusive as the bacteria that had caused this drama to unfold. He said: ‘And how is it that this patient has come to be of such concern to you, erm, Doctor . . .?’ His voice rattled like the chains of a drawbridge, one Viv wasn’t sure was opening or closing.

			‘Dr Yu,’ she said, and honesty could be her only policy here: ‘Mr Jacobson came to my attention as an emergency patient, on two consecutive presentations, the second time with symptoms that appeared to be rapidly advancing towards septic shock. He was also in a state of emotional distress. I took a clinical interest in both the infection and the wellbeing of the patient, especially as I’d treated the original injury, the lacerations to the hand and arm, and I wanted to follow through – outside my duties. I’m a resident, stuck in Emergency, with few opportunities for this kind of experience, my patients come and go in a blur. But Mr Jacobson has been stuck here, too.’ She gave Dr Sauer what she hoped would be the correct dosage of dimples: ‘So I took advantage. Of the situation.’

			Dr Sauer paused for half a century before he asked: ‘What specialty are you hoping for, if Emergency is such a drudge 
for you?’

			‘Renal medicine,’ she said without hesitation. ‘Anywhere.’

			‘Hm?’ He raised an eyebrow at that. ‘Kidneys, eh? Not much glamour in that.’

			‘I’m not interested in glamour,’ she said and raised her chin, proud of the fact.

			He looked at her shoes: purple suede Mary Janes with diamantes round the buckles, but he said nothing about them. He narrowed his eyes right on hers: ‘Why is it necessary that Mr Jacobson be treated as an outpatient?’

			‘Apart from freeing up a bed,’ she stressed the point once again, ‘Mr Jacobson needs to be discharged for reasons of employment, for reasons of wellbeing.’ Her nerves leapt about at his vivisecting stare, and she blurted: ‘If anything happens, I will put both hands up for the blame.’ She smacked her heart: ‘Full responsibility.’

			‘Ah.’ Dr Sauer raised both eyebrows. ‘There’s a certainty.’

			He paused again, even longer. Viv focused on the black dots of his red bowtie, until she saw they weren’t dots at all, but little black dogs, all wearing tiny blue bow ties. Oh, wow – cool. But come on, little doggie. It’s Thursday morning, half past nine. The plane leaves at half past six tomorrow morning. How slow can the wheels of the hospital go when the delay is not serving a single person or problem involved? How slow can we go when I never, never have time to treat a single one of my patients as carefully and comprehensively as I’d like? Say something, please, Dr Sauer. I need to return to drudging an industrial nail-gun injury to the base of a big toe gone off to X-ray – maybe a stoner? – and check on resting paediatric vomiting, possibly anxiety induced, poor vegemite – maybe bullying at school? Come on.

			‘Hm . . .’ The drawbridge finally creaked again, and then it closed shut: ‘No. Intermittent infusion is not appropriate here.’

			‘Why?’ You have got to be kidding me – you can’t do this.

			‘It is more trouble than it is worth,’ he said, unmoved, no reason to be anything but blunt as he explained: ‘There are only eight days left of the course of vancomycin, and since I cannot approve of outpatient infusion for more than three days at a time, and then only for the most compliant patients under the most exceptional circumstances, I fail to see the point. In any event, should discharge be approved, the patient would need to return to the hospital at twelve-hour intervals, for three or four hours at a time. Hardly conducive to anyone’s wellbeing. Less rigmarole for all if the patient simply stays put. Protocols are protocols for good reason, Doctor. Having sundry patients hanging about in corridors attached to IVs might be necessary in the backwoods of Borneo, but not here. Not here.’

			That last made Viv stand a little taller; she wasn’t sure if he was stating a fact, as the studies she had gathered were all from Asian hospitals, or if he was just being casually racist.

			She told him: ‘The circumstances for Mr Jacobson are exceptional. If he is unable to leave the hospital tomorrow, and only for tomorrow, his health outcomes might be a whole lot worse than a breach of protocol.’

			‘Tomorrow?’ Dr Sauer pulled his head back into his craggy old neck at the absurdity of the idea. ‘You’re asking me to approve that a patient be temporarily discharged for one day? The paperwork alone —’ He scratched his balding head as though she was giving him nits. ‘What is this exceptional circumstance?’

			‘Mr Jacobson needs to go to Melbourne for an audition. He’s an actor,’ she could only tell the truth of it, and was sure then the case was sunk. It sounded like a frivolous reason, even to her. It sounded like she’d become unprofessionally involved: too irrefutably true. She was about to apologise for interfering with his patient, and wasting his time, when he seemed to change his tune.

			‘Oh? An actor?’ Dr Sauer appeared to be curious now. ‘What sort of audition is it?’

			‘For a film,’ she said, unsure if his interest was genuine or if she was about to be squished and belittled again, so she gave him a bit of front-foot: ‘It’s a major career opportunity for him, and missing out will have adverse effects – there’s another certainty.’

			‘Well, why didn’t you say so?’ Dr Sauer looked at her with pained exasperation. He began scribbling notes, asking: ‘When must he leave?’

			‘Early flight tomorrow morning.’

			‘Right.’ Scribble, scribble. ‘Temporary discharge may be for a period of twenty-four hours only, from this evening, over which an oral antibiotic will be prescribed, but it must be understood that this is not at all an ideal substitute, and it must be explained to Mr Jacobson in the most serious terms that he is to return by the evening to resume the intravenous course. Will that be possible?’

			‘It will have to be.’ Don’t grovel. ‘Mr Jacobson will be very relieved.’

			‘If I don’t manage to see him myself before then, tell him from me to break a leg.’ Dr Sauer smiled, and Viv nodded, masking confusion; she couldn’t have known that Dr Sauer was an enthusiastic amateur thespian himself, due to play Daddy Warbucks in the North Shore Musical Society’s rendition of Annie over the coming Easter school-holiday period. Never judge a book by its cover. He gave her further instructions to take the file note he’d made to one of his ID colleagues on the ward per the definitely necessary protocols, and told her: ‘I would welcome your further clinical observations of the patient, Dr Yu.’

			‘Oh!’ And here was where her honesty let her down every time. ‘I have to confess that my objectivity might have been a bit compromised. The patient and I have become, um . . . friends.’

			‘Yes,’ said Dr Sauer, ‘I might be getting on, but I’m not senile yet. And I can’t support any of your future specialty applications if I’ve had no oversight of your work.’

			‘Oh.’ The implications of the offer and its generosity hit home, and she did indeed grovel: ‘Thank you so much. That’s so very kind. I’m very grateful.’

			‘Your dedication has been noted.’ He waved her away: ‘Off you go.’

			She didn’t need telling twice.

			*

			‘Hey.’ Her face at the door had become the face he most waited for. ‘Escape plans are go,’ she told him. ‘You can leave as soon as the next IV bag runs through and the paperwork is done. You’ll have to take some medication with you, pick that up from Pharmacy before you scarper, but you’ll have to be back here by tomorrow evening, or you’ll turn into all kinds of pumpkin for me, Cinderfella.’

			‘You did it?’ John had fairly well let go of hope with any sense of time; he was only holding off calling Marguerite until he knew for sure. And now —

			‘Yeah, no worries.’ Viviane gave him a little fist pump. ‘I’m here all night until a million o’clock, but I can take you to the airport in the morning. If you want me to, I mean. Maybe we can have breakfast? I’ve got the next three days off, anyway, unless someone calls in sick.’

			He badly wanted to see her outside of the hospital just to make sure she was real; make sure this was happening. She really did seem to like him, didn’t she? He said: ‘That’d be great. Thanks.’

			‘I know where you live.’ She winked. ‘I have unauthorised access to all your personal details and I’m not afraid to use it. I’ll come get you at about five am?’

			‘Okay.’ His pulse seemed to race after her as she disappeared again.

			He sat on the edge of the bed for a while and his pulse sped double at the fact that, barring a plane crash, he was going to get to this audition.

			Then he freaked out at the state of his face: How am I going to shave? He was not going to risk making a mess of it left-handed, the cannula in his wrist there reducing the skill level even further. Who could he call for help? His father was in court, out at Katoomba, more than a hundred kilometres away. Penny was his next natural thought, but no, he was not going to call Penny; it was enough that she’d brought him in clean clothes again yesterday; he was not her problem child anymore. He wasn’t going to ask Simon, either – he could barely shave himself without incident. He looked at the IV stand beside him like it might have an opinion, his relationship with it not dissimilar to Tom Hanks’ brotherly bond with the soccer ball in Castaway, except that it was unlikely that John would want to take the IV stand with him on his final bid to return to civilisation. He hated that IV stand so much it had added an extra emotional dimension to his character.

			Marguerite, he thought then – she would deal with his face – and he snapped her a quick pic of it now with the message: Wanted – beard removal. Do you have time or spare barber?

			A message pinged right back but it wasn’t Marguerite. Just synchronising phones – Stalker Viv x, it said, and that blank, black place that had lain in the centre of him for so long was splashed through with the first diamond light of true belief.

			Just as Marguerite texted her reply: Shave that off and I’ll disown you. It’s perfect. You’ve got this, my love.

			*

			Five hours later he took a cab home alone, wanting to collect himself, clear his head; summon his bushrangeryness; prepare for the unpreparable. It was raining heavily, the streetlights flickering on, though it was still early evening, and he had to make a run for it to the side gate, frigging around with the latch, hunching over, trying not to get his right hand wet, or his left, in which the bastard cannula remained, taped up but still frigging there. He was thinking all the while: What am I doing? This is too hard. I’m too tired. I am actually still a bit sick. No one is going to die if I don’t go tomorrow. Maybe I should call it off. I think I really would like a gig voice acting.

			But when he got up to the flat, a lightning flash lit up the apartment, the thunder that followed so loud it shook the strings inside Omi’s piano, and there was no way he was going to let his grandmother down, now he’d been given this one golden chance. He wasn’t going to let her papa down, either. He imagined his great-grandfather performing in Brecht’s Three Penny Opera; he imagined his great-grandfather performing in Sachsenhausen concentration camp, doing what carneys do, going on with the show. Of course, John couldn’t know if his great-grandfather had done any such thing; it was extraordinary enough that the man had remained in Nazi Germany, thinking that sanity and decency would prevail, thinking that after a thousand years of hating Jews this most stubborn of stupidities had to be wearing itself out; thinking that the storm would blow over. There was hope; faith; there was courage more than John’s own life would ever require of him. How hard could playing a bushranger be in light of the real-life legends he carried in his blood? Neither Ned Kelly nor Billy the Kid had stood their ground against the Gestapo.

			John opened the lid of the piano and played a lazy left-handed scale; it needed tuning: the piano and his hand both. He ran a bath then to remind himself of how close he’d come to throwing away all his gifts. And ahhh, it was good, so good to have a soak after nine days of tepid flannels and hand-held shower roses hardly doing the job. He looked at the pink-and-green tiles and thought of Thizz and Pen as the great loves of his life and he knew how stupidly lucky he was.

			Then he went to bed – ohhh bed. He set his alarm for 4.30 – just – before he passed out again.

			*

			Five mins x, Viv texted at 4.55 and he could not have been more ready. He wasn’t exactly refreshed, but he wasn’t stressed in any sense, either. His hair was styled however it came and was nearing the need for a proper wash; his clothes were yesterday’s beige jeans, almost a size too big now, and his last ironed shirt, checked brown and grey. As he pulled on his brown boots, because he couldn’t manage the laces on his black ones, he supposed he looked very nondescript, very Mr Brown from head to toe, apart from the blue sling that seemed to say ‘Mr Brown has had an accident’, but this would have to do. He was good enough to give this audition a crack; and a lot more excited about seeing Viviane Yu in the next five minutes than anything else that might happen today.

			He waited for her down on the street to save her finding the place in the dark, and inside the soft silver light of the car, she said, ‘Hey.’ She wore a hairclip that had a shiny iridescent beetle on it, rainbows in its wings, and her denim dress had little frills around the top of the sleeves. He’d never seen her arms without the white coat. She was something more than beautiful, more than any word could say. He said, ‘Hey,’ and felt about sixteen, scruffy and tongue-tied, and every single thing in his world was okay.

			Until she pulled out from the kerb. At first, he thought the lurch might have occurred within him, that he might have been a bit woozy, but it wasn’t anything like that. The car almost shaved the vehicles parked down along his side, and then, oversteering onto the main road, it wavered in and out of the central lane as though the lines here were approximate guides. Or as though Viv was drunk. He looked at her as she sailed straight through the red light onto Syd Einfeld Drive, catching her mistake in the rear-view mirror, ‘Oops. Shit,’ over a gaping yawn.

			He tried not to sound alarmed: ‘Bit tired, are you?’

			‘Tired – ha!’ she said. ‘I didn’t finish up until after half past one.’ Which meant she could not have had four hours’ sleep. ‘Just the way things are at the minute, I’m afraid.’

			He made a silent promise to her there and then, that if something was in fact going on between them, he would find a way to carry some of her load. He said to her aloud, a little more than slightly afraid: ‘I can drive, if you like.’

			‘You can’t drive,’ she replied, as though that was the silliest idea. ‘Don’t worry, I’ve never had an accident – not one tiny bingle.’

			Yet, was all he could think, before wondering how many overworked, sleep-deprived doctors were behind the wheel at any one time. Possibly too many.

			She threw him a laughing smile; he resisted the urge to suggest she keep her eyes on the road. They got to the airport without any problem, though, the traffic not too bad this hour of the morning, tyres squeaking into the carpark of the domestic terminal.

			As she turned the engine off, he told her: ‘Well, I’m primed for anything now.’

			Her smile was wry as she replied: ‘That’s so rude. I’m a 
good driver.’

			And there they stopped for a moment, looking at each other in the timeless, weightless space-station dock of P1, Level 3.

			She said: ‘I’ve got enough adrenaline going on here to fly your plane myself.’

			He didn’t need her knowledge of biochemistry to understand what she meant. He touched her hair, tracing the drape of it down along the edge of her cheek, and then they kissed, their lips meeting only briefly but with infinite tenderness. Yes, this was a real thing, the best thing. He was ready, so ready, to take this chance.

			*

			Far out . . .

			Viv wanted to stay in the car and have a proper pash, but it wasn’t the time for that. She needed to make sure he had breakfast. She needed to try to stay awake first. When he ordered a cherry Danish and an iced coffee at the airport café, she had a micro-sleep inside the warm, deep resonance of his voice. She might have ordered a banana-caramel muffin – who would know?

			As they sat down to eat, flight announcements shouted into her exhaustion; a business-suited woman at a table nearby smiled at her over a newspaper; and John was asking: ‘If you could be in a movie, what would it be?’

			‘Me in a movie?’ Viv laughed at the idea, but then she did harbour the occasional fantasy in that regard. ‘I’d be one of the extras in Strictly Ballroom,’ she told him. ‘Lots of foxtrotting, sequins and chiffon.’

			‘You like to dance?’ Oh, that smile of his woke her up.

			And she said, ‘Yeah. Since I was a little kid in a tiny tutu. Only the cool stuff for me now, though – jazz, Latin, tap.’

			‘You tap dance?’ The look in his eyes made her dance in some new form – like she wanted to rush over to the check-in desk to see if there might be a spare ticket to Melbourne. Like there was a string orchestra playing in her head, cutting out all other noise.

			She glanced away, sipping her tea, so madly in love, so suddenly, and the woman with the newspaper looked back at her as if she knew. The woman looked like Audrey Hepburn but with blonde streaks, like she didn’t quite belong in this scene; and there was something wistful in her stare, something too close that made Viv look away again, answering John: ‘Yeah, I can tap dance. Can you?’

			‘Yeah.’ He nodded slowly, pretending sexy; he didn’t need to pretend. ‘I can tap. Not very well but enough to wing it. Bit like my horse-riding abilities.’

			They laughed together, so together, such a new, loud song, it made her self-conscious for a second, made her look away once more, over at that woman, but she was gone.

			And there was only one small but insistent violin remaining in Viv’s head, telling her: Kiss him, Vivi – go on, kiss him again. She sipped her tea, tried not to yawn, and told that little violin: Please. Please, stop being so insane.

			*

			‘Text me when you’re on the return,’ he heard her say as he stood up to get going, looking away at the departures board; and he felt her lips lightly brush the top of his cheek, so quickly the kiss was barely there and there forever now. ‘Doesn’t matter what time,’ she said. ‘I’ll come and get you. I’m only at home all day, and I mean that. I am not going in to work, even if the whole ED team comes down with the flu – they can all go to another hospital. I might even have a nap, hey. Maybe we can sneak in an early dinner before I take you back to Pumpkinland? If you’re up to it, that is, and assuming that you won’t want to come with me to my jazz class at six.’

			‘Spoiled for choice,’ he said, wanting to say something more significant, but all he could think of was: ‘You’re amazing. You’re wonderful.’

			Did the job: her smile lit the sky, pulling the sun up through the clouds.

			‘Good morning, Mr Jacobson,’ said ground staff, aircrew, ocean and mountain ranges.

			‘Good morning, Mr Jacobson,’ said the driver at the other end, holding a sign with his name on it – there was a novelty for him.

			He didn’t know Melbourne well, having only visited twice before and years ago, so he didn’t have much of an idea where he was going, the cab belting through bland tracts laid out with new housing estates along a broad expressway, until here he was, at the doors of an expensive, architecturally distinctive hotel, industrial chic amid this elegant city of the south. Feeling a little awkwardly underdressed, but no less smilingly enthusiastic, he approached the huge black granite reception desk and asked, as he’d been told to: ‘I’m here to see Mandy Zammit, from Light Particles.’ A person and a production company he’d never heard of before.

			‘Ah, good morning, Mr Jacobson.’ The concierge hurried around the desk, as though he’d been waiting for him to arrive. ‘This way.’

			He followed the man up a staircase of fashionably rusted iron and was shown to a room off the mezzanine: ‘Make yourself comfortable, sir. Ms Zammit should be with you shortly.’ And, as the concierge closed the door behind him, John snorted a laugh, half nervous, half wowed, taking in his surrounds: oversized leather sofas set around a circular marble coffee table you could hold a dance party on; a big picture window overlooking the river. He’d never been to an audition like this before – they were mostly held in dingy offices and pokey conference rooms. Marguerite wasn’t kidding when she said that there was money behind this film. Surely, he was the wild card, a thought that relaxed his nerves a bit: there was no way he was going to get this gig.

			His phone pinged with an incoming message, a signal to turn the idiot thing off, but he looked at it first. Pen: Chookas, sweetheart. X, and his chest swelled with gratitude.

			Just as the door opened behind him: ‘Hi, John, is it? Mandy Zammit, talent wrangler. So good to meet you at last. This is . . .’ Three other people, all middle-aged blokes; the one more shabbily dressed than himself was probably the director, but he couldn’t begin to hear any of their names. His nerves took less than a second to reach top-gear stress: in lieu of not being able to shake anyone’s hand, he didn’t know what to do or say, except give them a nod and a barely audible, ‘Hi.’

			‘It’s so good you could get here, John,’ Mandy Zammit was going on. ‘Marguerite said that you’d hurt your hand. What happened?’ She asked him, pouring coffee that seemed to have miraculously appeared on the sideboard at the back of the room.

			Still, he couldn’t think of a sensible response; if he told her that he’d put his fist through a window, he might sound like Russell Crowe. Would that be a good thing or a bad thing? He didn’t know. The blokes were all looking at him expectantly, which felt like the most normal thing in the room. He was here to be checked out. He mumbled at the question: ‘Boring story, just a bad cut.’

			‘Not boring, I’m sure.’ She smiled, in that kind but efficient way so many casting directors seemed to have. ‘Milk? Sugar?’

			‘Just black, thanks.’ He wouldn’t be drinking it; the last thing he needed was more caffeine.

			‘We’re looking for someone with an edge,’ she said, as they sat down, leaving him standing there by the sideboard. ‘Someone who can show the layers of a tragic past without playing it too hard. This is a character of quiet power.’

			A what? He’d thought he was here to impress them with some kind of outlaw charm and lie about his lack of horse-riding experience. I can’t do this. You’ve got the wrong guy. What were you thinking, Marguerite?

			Mandy Zammit handed him a sheet of printer paper from the folder she was holding: ‘Take your time. It’s not a long piece, but it’s pivotal to the script, the emotional impetus of the whole thing. Not going to direct you at this point. You play it how you think it should be played.’

			It was only a paragraph, a handful of words, and he didn’t have to play any one of them.

			‘You reckon I killed her, do you?’ John looked up from the page, and straight at the one he supposed was the film’s director, as if this was some kind of cruel joke. He read on, because that’s what he was here to do: ‘Is that how low you’d go? You’d say I killed my wife? You know what happened to Ellen. You know I was down at the creek – you saw me. You saw me turn around again at hearing her scream. Yeah, I killed her, all right. I killed her with the child I put inside her, and I watched her die in our bed. It’s never been a crime to kill a woman that way, has it? Let’s give me a better reason to hang. How about I make this long story short and shoot you now.’

			The shock of his own anger made him turn away from them, but he was a good enough actor to pull it all back inside within the next breath. They were silent, and he supposed they were looking at him, but a sudden blast of sun reflecting off a building across the river outside meant he couldn’t see anything. More out of saving face than hoping any longer to impress, he said: ‘You want that again?’

			Too long a moment elapsed before Mandy Zammit said: ‘No. No, that was great, John. That’s all we need today.’ She got up from the couch and moved towards him. ‘Come and sit down, let’s have a chat.’

			No chance. He’d rather go back to the airport for the next six hours and wait for his flight home than sit with these people.

			He picked up his coffee from the sideboard behind him and pretended to take a sip.

			Mandy Zammit was right beside him, asking him: ‘Are you staying in Melbourne over the weekend?’

			‘What?’ He didn’t understand the question at first, but when he realised she must have meant was he taking the opportunity to hang about, he said, ‘No. I’ve got to get back to Sydney, to the hospital.’ And never had it seemed a more attractive prospect. He just wanted to go back to bed. His energy was waning so dramatically, he would not have refused an invitation to lie down this very second.

			‘You’re going back to the hospital?’ Mandy Zammit asked him. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘I’ve only got a day pass,’ he told her and held out his fucked-up hand as if that explained everything. ‘I’ve been pretty crook.’ So, show’s over.

			‘Oh dear,’ said Mandy Zammit. ‘I wasn’t aware it was that serious. Can we do anything to help?’

			‘Not unless you can get me on an earlier flight.’ He sounded like an arsehole right there, and he did not care at all.

			*

			Viv could see something was wrong as soon as she spotted him standing at the pick-up bay outside Arrivals, waiting for her; something in the way he stepped over to the car. ‘Hey . . .’ She smiled as he opened the door to get in, but he didn’t return it as he sank down into the passenger seat beside her. When she’d received his text, Be in at 3.25 instead, still ok? all she’d thought was yay, and had replied, Yippee x, stratospherically happy that he would be an hour and a half earlier than expected, but now, all she could see was how pissed off he seemed; and she asked him, carefully: ‘How’d it go?’

			‘Fucking awful.’ He grunted, closing his eyes. ‘Unnecessarily humiliating waste of fucking time. I’m only sorry you went to so much trouble for nothing.’

			‘Oh.’ She didn’t much like the f-word. She supposed that actors were temperamental in this way, and doubts swirled around her head and her heart for half a moment before she remembered that most doctors were temperamental and fond of the f-word, too. Half a moment later, though, she saw this wasn’t an expression of untamed ego: he hardly had the energy to pull his seatbelt around himself; as she helped him with it, he looked at her and his eyes were glassy; he looked as doughy as he did when she’d first met him in Emergency. Shit. She said: ‘You’re not well, and I’m sorry, too.’

			Please, don’t be relapsing. As she drove, he began to fall asleep; he was falling into unconsciousness by the look of it, and the traffic wasn’t moving fast enough. This is my fault. The oral antibiotic has been a lot less than satisfactory and he’s now being overwhelmed by some kind of raging staph infection, finally going to introduce itself at redoubled strength. Shit. Shit. Shit.

			But it was nothing of the sort. It was sadness. Seven years of sadness without remission. Not that Viv could have guessed at the strength of all that. Who could? Grief knows no measure, no logic, or pattern, or time. It does what it does.

			Whatever it was that had him under siege, Viv was not letting him out of her sight. Worried he might faint again, she stuck by his side, through the hospital carpark, through readmission, and steered him back into bed, where he couldn’t be bothered getting undressed. ‘Doesn’t matter,’ she said, ‘don’t worry, just you rest.’ And she sat there by him, deciding only that she wouldn’t be going anywhere until his next bloods came back. I can’t believe I’ve been so irresponsible.

			His temperature and pulse were fine, but he was dozing in that lethargic, uncommunicative way that told her something out of the box was going on. What could it be? She racked her brain, and several online medical journals on her phone. Was it some kind of virus? Chronic fatigue? Was it some other kind of cancer? Better fucking not be, she quietly used the f-word now. He didn’t even have the will to answer his own phone when it rang a couple of hours later; it buzzed out on the bedside, and went through to voice message; then that was followed by a text.

			‘Do you want me to turn down your phone?’ she asked him. ‘Or see who it is?’

			A grunt that sounded sort of like a yes, though she wasn’t sure which question it might have answered. She picked up his phone and looked at the most recent message flags across the screen, and told him: ‘It’s from Marguerite.’

			‘I don’t want to speak to her.’ He was quick enough in that response; he sounded hurt.

			But Viv being Viv, she couldn’t help taking a look, just at the text.

			And then she had to tell him: ‘My love, she says, you got 
the part.’

		

	
		
			EVER AFTER

		

	
		
			SEMI-TRADITIONAL ROM-COM DENOUEMENT

			It was the morning of Simon Holloway’s wedding and Penny was getting ready, or rather staring into her wardrobe wondering what to wear. They were a posh mob, the Holloways, and Lisa’s family, too, all private schools and perfect tailoring. The venue was much of the same: Bathers Pavilion at Balmoral, north of the harbour, was to Bondi’s equivalent what a day spa was to Miss Havisham’s mouldering sorrow. No one would care what she wore, really – Penny was Penny – but she’d been oddly restless since she woke, as if she’d forgotten some important detail. That feeling akin to sending a manuscript to print only to realise two days later there was a hideously gaping plot hole in it, or a legal grenade unpinned and ready to explode.

			She turned and looked at Rich sprawled in her bed, feet hanging over the end of it. She had nothing to feel at odds about. All was happiness. He had packed up the shop and enrolled in a graduate diploma of education, to begin this coming winter. He’d be a qualified high school teacher next year, and he was looking forward to the challenge, a fact that never failed to make her smile. Both her parents were school teachers: her mum, English and history, while her dad had been social sciences – geography and economics. There was a sense of something coming full circle in all this. And a good deal more than happiness at her mum’s endorsement of the way things were working out, bestowed after last Sunday’s roast: ‘You go for it, Pen, my girl. He’s a good sort, and he adores you.’

			He did. She felt his love every minute of every day, solid as a castle wall. She’d even phoned her brother to tell him about it, too, and to ask for some financial advice, as Sam worked in data analytics for an industry superannuation fund and knew about money things. It was time to start adulting with intent. She and Rich would have to think about consolidating expenses soon – they couldn’t justify keeping two flats, needlessly haemorrhaging that cash. Was she really thinking about moving in with him only five weeks after their first blessed snog? Yes, indeedy, she was. They’d be able to live off her freelance income and whatever rent Rich got for the downstairs shop; dreams and schemes for Katschinski & O’Driscoll Press seemed so in reach, just a few sensible, soulful decisions away, and an agreement from Rich’s bank to extend the mortgage a little. It would come. It would all come to them.

			In the meantime, Penny had even begun to enjoy editing again. Despite her fears, she’d had no trouble picking up work so far: as the fallout from The Wakening Maid shuddered through the halls of Australian publishing, largely off-screen but peak-nuclear, the sympathy vote was won fairly roundly by Penny – the defender of authors and their truths. The first three manuscripts she’d been booked to do replenished her sense of humour, at least, and gave her a good view of the next major trend: novels with Daughter in the title. Three different publishers, and three slightly different genres, one domestic suspense, one contemporary commercial, one historical: The Storm Daughter, The Postman’s Daughter and The Wild Colonial Daughter. Too funny. With a little more critical distance restored, she identified the coming fashions on the literary side of the divide, too: child abuse and poverty porn, stories that plundered the hardships of those less fortunate, all seemingly penned via creative writing PhDs or by those who’d never struggled with anything more socio-economically arduous than deciding what to wear to a posh wedding.

			‘Come back to bed,’ Rich said. ‘Five more minutes.’

			That was tempting, but it wouldn’t be anything like five more minutes if she went there. She told him: ‘Don’t even think about it. We’re going to be late as it is.’

			She half closed her eyes and chose her red lace dress, copy of a designer she liked but could never afford – her mum was that much of a sewing genius. It was maybe too vampy for a lunchtime thing, but oh well, why not stand out from the crowd? She would anyway.

			Rich had just turned on the shower – there’d be more than five minutes, too – and she was buckling the ankle straps of her best and least comfortable shoes, when her phone kerplunked with an email. If there was one area of her professional life that had got worse since chucking the towel in at M&N it was this: now that she had her own business, she was twice as fast at the pick-up. She had picked up, too, that Rich found her rapid-response reflex a bit irritating, but since he was in the shower, she had no reason to ignore this missive. It might have been important.

			It was. The sender’s name said so straight off: it was from Jeanette Chisholm. Thisbe’s mother.

			Dear Penny, 

			We have not been able to be acquainted as we should have been over the years since you and Thisbe were at university together, and I regret my part in the distance that has been created between us. I would like to talk to you about Thisbe’s manuscript, ‘Darling Boy’, now having had the opportunity to read it myself. 

			I am unsure if it is a mother’s bias, but I would like to see if it is possible for Thisbe’s book to be published under her own name, posthumously. The original publisher, after Jane Furlow’s theft of the book, must have found some merit in it. But personally, there are other motives for why I would like it to be made available publicly. 

			You might be aware from your own reading of the manuscript that Thisbe was terribly harmed by her father. Until reading it myself, I was only aware that he was a harsh disciplinarian – with both the girls, and with me. This sort of traditional family dynamic is not uncommon in our church, where expectations are high and appearances are everything. But I did not know that Warren restrained and beat Thisbe as she has described in the story. In searching my conscience, I’m sure I did know something, when she’d be gone for a night here and there, over at a friend’s place I didn’t know, but I didn’t have the courage at the time to face it, or to face my husband with my questions. I have that courage now. 

			I have left Warren and sought legal advice. Although his treatment of Thisbe will go unpunished, his similar treatment of Cynthia will have its consequences. She has severed all contact with him. It is as if we have both been woken from a spell, and I feel we have you to thank for it, because you found the manuscript and took it to the police. If I had not been able to read Thisbe’s words for myself, I don’t know that I would ever have come to the truth. 

			I am especially ashamed of the way we misjudged John. I have no doubt I am the last person he would wish to hear from, but if you think it appropriate, please let him know how sorry I am that we encouraged the police to believe him capable of the worst. It was the madness of my grief talking at the time, Cynthia’s too, but unforgivable and unchristian nevertheless. We needed someone to blame, to hate. We were wrong. 

			Of course, you might not wish to speak with me, either, and if that’s the case, I understand. But if you would like to talk with me about the manuscript, I would very much value your advice, not only as Thisbe’s friend, but as an esteemed editor. 

			My best regards to you, 

			Jeanette Chisholm 

			Penny sent a return email immediately, even though she could barely see to type:

			Dear Jeanette, 

			I’m so glad you got in touch – thank you for thinking of me in this way. 

			I would love to talk to you about Thisbe’s manuscript, and would be honoured to help you see it published, however that might be achieved. 

			Let’s make a time to talk, perhaps tomorrow afternoon? 

			Looking forward to seeing what we can do together. 

			All good wishes, 

			Penny

			‘What’s happened?’ Rich came back into the bedroom, surprised to see her blotting tears, and not all that surprised, Penny being Penny.

			‘Ah!’ she yelped. ‘I’m so, so happy.’

			‘Happy?’

			‘Yes.’ She gave him the phone and showed him the emails: ‘We’ve got our first manuscript, I think.’

			* 

			‘Hm, nah. Probably not a good idea, John. If the specialist said you should wear the splint, you should wear the splint. You don’t want that hand to take twice as long to get better, do you?’ Viv shook her head, and not only at the suggestion he’d just made that he’d rather not wear the splint. Since she’d arrived at the flat to pick him up, they’d discussed whether or not he should give his beard a quick trim and if she could smell any body odour through his deodorant. She must have been thinking he was a fruitcake, but she kept that thought to herself. ‘You’re going to be shaking a lot of hands today at this wedding,’ she reminded him instead, although he did not need that reminder. ‘So maybe just wear it, hey?’

			He looked down at his hand, at the mad set of scars that ran around the back of his wrist and thumb like a skinny lizard, clinging onto him: a skink: Lampropholis guichenoti: Thizz, whispering: Put the splint back on, you idiot. He put it back on. It wasn’t all that noticeable – at least it was black, not blue – and it was necessary. A fully functioning opposable thumb would come in handy for holding onto reins: he needed his grip to be back on strength by the end of May, when they would start shooting the film. In Her Name, it was called, of all things, and he was so stoked to be a part of it – a story of desolation at losing everything and a long fight for peace and justice afterwards, couldn’t have been more up his street, as Marguerite had well guessed. It’s just that now, today, his nerves could have powered a small country. He’d never suffered from stage fright, ever, really, once the lights were on, that was it, he had nerves of steel with a script, but this wedding . . .

			He’d hated school so very much, overall. Having been the kid who liked to sing and dance when everyone else was playing rugby, well, that needed no further explanation. Having been the only Jewish kid in his year hadn’t helped much, either; and neither had his lack of academic talent. Didn’t matter that the contract Marguerite was presently negotiating on his behalf would make him a moderately wealthy man, for a year or two, anyway. There was something about the petty name-calling traumas suffered at school that left a mark deeper than anything.

			‘Come on,’ said Viv. ‘You look great – hot as.’

			She made him feel a lot more than that. His girlfriend was a doctor, and he was intensely proud of the fact. She could also tap like Ginger Rogers – seriously. She could cha-cha too, to make him crazy in every extremely healthy sense. Dancing in the kitchen had never been such a complete form of entertainment. He was still more than a little dubious at what she could possibly see in him, especially with this full-on beard he had happening for the role, but he wasn’t going to argue with her. Nope, not one word. Not about dumb things; not about important things. Just never.

			Once in the car, though, the nerves kicked in again. Ever since Thisbe’s death, he’d avoided any occasion like this – he could not have stood the stares, of accusation or pity. He looked at Viv beside him, weaving through the traffic in the Harbour Tunnel like a Jedi pilot: this was his reality now. Thizz was gone, but she would never be forgotten, and he’d moved on. That was what was supposed to happen, wasn’t it?

			Viv parked in one of the bays behind the pavilion, a big white wedding cake of a building, and he could already see a few dozen people milling around the courtyard under the palm trees there. He took a deep breath, got out of the car. This was Simon’s day. Nothing else mattered except that Simon and Lisa were happy, and that John might avoid dropping Lisa’s ring in the sand. Sometimes the smallest things seem the most insurmountable tasks, don’t they?

			He reached for Viv’s hand, coming around to her side of the car, and put his other hand in his pocket, his right hand; that was the conversation he most did not want to have: what did you do to your hand? He wished he still smoked, as they’d all done at school, so he could try to calm down, and have a reason to not go inside. Maybe he should use his left hand to hold the ring? It’s not your hand that needs to get a fucking grip.

			‘John, isn’t it? John Jacobson?’

			He almost jumped at the sound of his name. A bloke coming up behind them – a bloke with a camera. John gave him the benefit of the doubt for a second, thinking he might be the wedding photographer, until he said: ‘Who’s your new lady love, then?’

			That was quick, and quickly sobering; his role in the film was only announced in the press last Tuesday.

			John stepped in front of Viv and said: ‘This is my best mate’s wedding. Please, this isn’t a fair call.’

			‘Be a good sport,’ the bloke said, still taking shots. ‘Give us a few words about Thisbe. You know we’ll give them to you, if you don’t oblige.’

			John glanced away at the crowd down in the courtyard: one of them, somebody here, would have tipped off this prick, maybe not even intentionally. There was no point in being aggressive – that would only make things worse. He told the bloke: ‘You’ll say what you say whether I like it or not. Just try to be respectful of Thisbe, will you.’ He hadn’t been able to say that the last time he was in this situation, he hadn’t been able to speak. But he could now: ‘I wouldn’t have got the part in this film without her.’

			‘What’s that mean?’ The bloke looked up from the camera, as John started walking away.

			‘You work it out, mate.’ John gave him a money shot over his shoulder, a big, cheesy, beardy smile right down the lens. ‘It’s not hard.’

			He became aware that Viv was still hiding under her hair as they walked down the steps towards the pavilion. ‘Are you okay?’ Please. Don’t let this make a difference to anything. He was holding her hand so hard, he was sure he must be hurting her, but he couldn’t help it.

			‘Yeah, I’m okay,’ she said, but he could feel her fingernails pressing into his knuckles. ‘I’m just worried about my photo going anywhere.’

			That was fair enough. Apart from the disgusting invasion of privacy, very few people like to see their photographs in trashy magazines and tabloids. Marguerite had been approached only yesterday by one of them wanting ‘hospital pics’, to make a story out of his illness – some of these people were truly revolting, undeserving of any response. But they also had short attention spans. At the moment, his name and Thizz’s were being tossed about all over the place – because of the film, and the final report from the coroner, and the scandal over the manuscript, all of it looking like some huge, wow thing – but it was too complicated for small minds to follow. This wasn’t the UK – Australians didn’t give a shit about anything after five minutes. He tried to reassure Viv of that now: ‘The worst of the circus won’t hang around for long. They’ll lose interest in me as soon as Nicole Kidman eats a chicken schnitty for her dinner and it gets mistaken for a baby bump.’

			Viv didn’t laugh. ‘It doesn’t bother me, really,’ she said, pulling him around the side of the wall below the stairs, away from the crowd. ‘That guy was only doing his job, feeding his family, whatever, I don’t care. It’s just — ’ She looked up at him, the sun glinting on the silver gumleaf clip in her hair; a flash of bronze in her eyes, as she said: ‘Oh, John, I don’t want to jinx it by saying it out loud, but I’ve applied for a renal placement again, over at Westmead Hospital – that’s where I most want to go, that’s where the best team is, under some of the top physicians in the country – and I’ve got a chance this time of getting it, I’ve been told. But I’ll have no chance if they think I’m not serious.’

			‘Oh.’ The implications hit home; he wanted to run after that gutter-press prick and smash his camera onto the road.

			‘If they hear I’m in a relationship, that’ll count against me, too.’ Viv looked down at the ground.

			‘What are you saying?’ Don’t break up with me, please. I’m not going to cope. Not here, not now, not anywhere.

			‘I’m saying we have to be very quiet about it, about us, just for a while.’

			‘Oh.’ His knees literally went weak with relief. ‘You tell me what you need me to do and I’ll do it.’ Anything.

			She smiled; God, she was so amazing, so wonderful; she robbed him of all language every time she smiled like that. She said: ‘Until I’m sure of my position, I can’t . . .’

			‘You can’t what?’

			‘Well, you know . . .’ She made a face, pained.

			‘Know what?’ He really didn’t know. He thought maybe she meant they couldn’t have sex, because they hadn’t yet, although they’d come close, but that didn’t make sense – why would the hospital care if she had sex or not? How would they know?

			She blushed; how heart-stoppingly beautiful she was. She said: ‘Lady doctors can’t get serious with guy-type people, you know, partnered up, engaged or married or anything like that, before qualifying in their specialty. I’d get kicked out, quick as, if they even thought I was thinking about it.’

			That is outrageous. What century was the medical profession operating in? But more importantly, for John, he had to ask: ‘Are you thinking about it?’ Was she that serious about him?

			‘John . . .’ She blushed more deeply still, looking away through the trees, towards the beach, out to sea.

			But he had to know, right here, right now; life was too short to muck around: ‘Will you marry me?’

			She didn’t answer for a million years. She kept looking out at the waves, and he swiftly felt as ridiculous as the question.

			But then she nodded at the sea, somehow too seriously. He wasn’t sure if that was an answer for him, or what sort of an answer it might be, or if she was having some other conversation, until she looked back up at him and said: ‘My grandmother will have a heart attack, but yes, I will marry you.’

			‘You will?’ He laughed, mostly from the shock of it; his heart just about flew out of his chest.

			‘I will.’ She laughed too, and shook her head.

			This was too unreal. No – this was magical. And they couldn’t even kiss – not here. To test it was true, he said: ‘But your grandmother won’t approve?’ He hadn’t met any of her family yet; he only knew there were a lot of them; and that his own grandmother might have had a reservation or two.

			‘Approve?’ Viv laughed and shook her head again. ‘My Nai Nai won’t believe I’m marrying shampoo guy.’

			‘Johnny!’ And here was Simon, actually getting married; actually panicking. ‘What are you doing, mate? We’ve gotta go.’

			‘Sorry . . .’ He couldn’t wipe the grin. Every shot of John that day was a money shot. He shook every hand that was offered, and he didn’t drop the ring. The only blokes giving him sideways glances were those who wished they could be him.

			 *

			Several hours and a good deal of alcohol later, John and Viv and Penny and Rich found their way to an underground karaoke den at the Haymarket. No one would remember whose idea it was exactly, but it would be the first of many best-ever nights among them to come, for years and years to come.

			But, on that night, whatever time it might have been, there was one hand John had not shaken yet, and it was perhaps the hardest one to take. He had not wanted to know who bookshop guy was; he had wanted to pretend he might get through life without meeting him at all. Obviously, that wasn’t going to be possible.

			Penny and Viv were in the midst of singing a duet – ‘Come What May’, from Moulin Rouge – and it was woeful listening. Neither of them could sing a note, but sing they did, with gusto.

			‘Luckiest men alive, we are.’ This Rich O’Driscoll knocked his shoulder against his own, and John wasn’t quite drunk enough not to bristle at the touch.

			‘Yep,’ was all John could say, the words stuck in his throat, but they made themselves heard anyway in the look that passed between them.

			A look that Rich returned with the promise: ‘I really will love her till the end of time. She’s everything to me.’

			A few hours later still, these two men were shoulder to shoulder, fused at the joint, holding each other up at another bar down the road and John was promising: ‘I’m never drinking with you again.’

			But he’d needed that drink, oh yes, he did, once Penny had told him Thisbe’s mum wanted her to publish that unkillable freaking manuscript.

		

	
		
			LIFE, BEAUTIFUL LIFE

			Darling Boy was published in the spring of the following year, September 2015, Katschinski & O’Driscoll’s first foray into print. There was no author tour, no publicity blitz – there didn’t need to be. John’s film hit the screens a few months later, at the beginning of December, and Thisbe’s Christmas Circus was complete.

			My circus, my monkeys; my rainbows and butterflies.

			It didn’t matter that, despite Penny’s most concerted editorial tidying, the novel remained what it was: not quite a novel, not at all a bit shit – just a bit of Thizz. Just a load of unwieldy me. It didn’t matter that John’s performance was dismissed by one of Australia’s most respected critics as ‘compelling as a fence post’. Book and film sold their little socks off – Sydney, Dublin, Everywhere. Readers and movie-goers alike were fascinated by the stranger-than-fiction backstory of the woman on the page and the man on the screen, all rapt by the essence that drove them both: love. Real-deal, real-life love.

			When John was asked in interviews how he felt about the book, he would always say something along the lines of, ‘When I first read it, I didn’t know what to think. It was confronting, embarrassing, and I was still in a fog of sadness. But I’ve come to see it as the most amazing, wonderful gift that anyone could have given me. Thisbe’s gone, but she’s never really left, and she never will leave me.’

			Too right, Darling Boy. The truth of it was there in his eyes, the forever wound that made several million women swoon across the globe, and dream that they might be so loved one day.

			No one loved the way John Jacobson did, as each of us are infinitely ourselves in the way we give. Imagine if he’d died that day, that blackest day, longing to drift away, longing to be gone, longing to leave this life.

			He’d never have given Penny and Rich their first twenty grand’s worth of start-up cash – the amount he received from BookSenta as a worker’s compensation payout. ‘I can’t take this,’ Penny had said when the amount suddenly appeared in her bank account, John having had the number in his phone for the purposes of paying her back that fifty bucks here and there he’d borrowed from her over the years. ‘Pen,’ he told her, ‘it’s not really my money. I broke their window. They were just being kind.’ They weren’t. Considering their violation of building regulations, they were relieved he didn’t sue for ten times that, as Adam Jacobson had suggested might be an option. But John didn’t understand those ways of the world; didn’t care to learn about them, either.

			And he would never repay Penny everything he felt he owed her, though he’d try while ever he breathed. Another two years on, when Viv was pregnant with their first child, a girl, for whom she’d already pegged the name Ariella, she asked John to choose her a middle name, and he chose Penelope. My lovely old Pen cried in such stunned surprise at that; I cried a little, too.

			Viv’s colleagues were mostly stunned she was pregnant at all, not having known she was even married – and certainly not to a film star. John took a few further minor roles, just for fun, but turned down all other offers for quite some time. His family came first while Viv was still establishing herself, her career being much more important than his, for every decent reason. There’d be other roles for him, when he wasn’t needed at home; Viv’s patients needed her, all the time, and she needed to care for them: it was who she was, and she was extraordinary. Supporting her success was the most rewarding thing he ever did anyway, apart from teaching their daughter to play the piano, beginning as soon as she could reach the keys. Ariella was so sweet and so clever he would fall in love every day for the rest of his life. Until their second daughter, Lily, was born another two years later, and he got to do it all over again – except give her Penelope as a middle name. Lily got Elizabeth, after Omi.

			He often wished that Penny would have a child of her own, just so that she’d know what an awesome mother she was. He never said anything about it, naturally – it wasn’t for him to make suggestions on what she and Rich should do with themselves. It didn’t stop me meddling a tiny bit, though. I felt the same way. The reason Penny told herself she didn’t want kids was because she didn’t think she was steady enough to be nurturing enough. People are odd, aren’t they? And everyone is odd in their own special way. But time has a knack of doing a job on all of us. She’d forget to take her pills with her on their second trip back to Dublin, and while I might have distracted her as she was packing that day, the rest was up to her. Sebastian John Katschinski O’Driscoll was born a few weeks after her thirty-eighth birthday. They called him Bazza for short, and she’d never know what hit her – especially as that was the year their list took off, in a big way, with twenty-three authors in their stable by then, distribution into both Ireland and Canada, plus a Miles Franklin shortlistee. She didn’t sleep for the next five years. But all the wishes she’d wished with Rich came true, and she cherished every moment of the whole lot of it.

			Not that it was all beer and skittles. Penny and Rich fought about all sorts – cover images and price points; the sometimes tense relationship between fonts and page extents; and proper usage of semicolons. Even when they were in passionate agreement – about such things as sustainable paper stocks and environmentally responsible printing methods – they’d have to thrash it out. And whenever Rich beat her at Scrabble he was tempted to photograph her pout.

			John, on the other hand, made an artform of doing what he was told, most days worried that Viv was working too hard, and feeling guilty on those days, now and again, when he was almost too tired to get out of bed in the morning, almost too tired to continue to hide that tiredness from her. It wasn’t the grief-addled depression of the past – that never returned. It was the illness, deep in his blood.

			I never meant for him to get so sick, but how else was I going to make him wake up and say goodbye? How else could he have met Viv? If I hadn’t made him so angry he punched that window, where would he be? That squiggle of a skink on the back of his wrist was truly an accident, of course – I can’t do anything like that from here – but I’m glad it’s there. A tattoo that tells him how much I hurt him, and how sorry I am for that. I should never have left him the way I did that night: so haunted and aching and bruised. And for what? Nothing more than my silly story.

			But he would get better. One day, when he was forty-three, on Lily’s second day at preschool, he’d wake up and never get sick in that way again, and he’d never work out how or why any of it happened.

			That’s life.

			If you get the chance to live long enough, you’ll see it yourself: all things come around. Whatever it is that might be bringing you down today more than likely won’t stay. So you might as well hang on. Please.

			And be good to each other however you can.

			Love always,

			Thizz X

			What do I want for you? I want to be the sun on your shoulders, the thought of happy possibilities, instead of the endless shade I really give you. I want my love to shine like quartz in the concrete beneath your feet, along every path you take, forced and free, so that when you look down, I sparkle and fly up to see you again. 
Again, and again, and again.

			Thisbe Rae Chisholm
Darling Boy

		

	
		
			AUTHOR NOTE

			This story was inspired by a beautiful, mischievous woman I spent university days with – Jen Smith. Like Thisbe, she was a writer just on the cusp of stepping out into the world and into herself when she was killed in a bag snatch gone wrong, but that’s where the similarities end. Jen is not Thizz, and her real-life family and friends are nothing like those described in this story. It’s a tale I hope Jen would have found entertaining, though, and satisfying for its onion skins of irony and bright spangling kindnesses.

			Another writer-friend, Jonathan Power, haunts these pages, too, though I’m sure he’s appalled at the romantic balderdash in them. Jonno killed himself in 2005, leaving a hole in my heart, and too many stories untold.

			During the editing of this novel, another talented, all-round gorgeous young person took her life, Nicola Porthouse, daughter of my cherished friend, Anthony, best dad in the world. Nicola was only twenty years old.

			This story is for them, Jen and Jonno and Nicola, and for all those who struggle with the dark. I do too. The experience of depression and other forms of mental unwellness is different for everyone, but the right treatment, the right people, the right stroke of luck is waiting for each of us; although it’s also true that our mental health services and facilities are too often underfunded and under-resourced, and sometimes tragically unable to help. But even with the best care ever, the pull for peace can be impossibly strong, and no one can know what that yearning for stillness feels like until you’ve felt it yourself. If you’re feeling it now, if you’re feeling out of your depth, please try to reach out, phone your nearest doctor, or a crisis line. Phone a friend. Remember, death is forever, but so is love. If you can’t go on, we will carry you in our hearts anyway – always.

			The loves who keep my writing light shining are too numerous to mention here. My readers: thank you for every single word of encouragement – I treasure them all, and I go to them when shadows crowd. My friends who are children of Shoah survivors: you make me look into the eyes of the preciousness of this life and feel the stardust of my own enormous good fortune. My editor, Alexandra Nahlous: your belief in the necessity of stories fills my tank like nothing else. My agent, Selwa Anthony, well, you above all know the shapes of my tears and what this whole caper means to me, never mind all the years of laughter we’ve shared at the madness of publishing. My friend Linda Anthony, for recognising this particular story was a bit more than a lark. My long-time comrades in taletelling, Liz Hovey, Anna Broinowski, and my brother, Mark Swivel: thank you for sharing your stories of those days, and of Jen and Jon. My most constant friend in taletelling, Matt Ford, you’ll never know how much it means to me that you read all my words. A special thanks to Lucy Halliday, too, for last-minute locational scoping of the Waverley copshop reception desk. And a big, sparkling thanks to my publishers at Booktopia, David Henley and Franscois McHardy, for this beautiful Brio Books edition.

			But there is no word for the gratitude I feel at being blessed to share this road with my darling boys, Tom and Cal, and my muse de bloke, Deano. Without you, I just couldn’t fight for the light as I do.
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