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Praise for The Mothers

‘The Mothers beautifully captures the desperation for a baby and the emotional roller-coaster of IVF … In the style of Jodi Picoult, it’s impossible to choose sides. These characters and their heart-wrenching dilemma will follow you off the page and have you asking what would you do? An intriguing, thought-provoking novel.’

Petronella McGovern, bestselling author of The Liars

‘Engagingly and unflinchingly told, Gannon’s new novel, The Mothers, is the story of every parent’s worst nightmare. It is that novel that makes you muse on the most difficult of questions … What makes a mother? And can you ever un-become one? Like all my favourite books, The Mothers is both heartbreaking and heartwarming, and it leaves you with a lot to think about after you turn the final page. I sobbed my way through this wonderful book.’

Sally Hepworth, bestselling author of The Younger Wife

‘For fans of Jodi Picoult, this story captures the emotional rollercoaster of IVF, and the desperation of couples trying to have a baby.’

Family Circle

‘Talk about a page-turner! We dare you to try putting this gripping family drama down. The ending is both heartbreaking and heartwarming.’

NW Magazine

‘Poignant and provocative … [The Mothers] is an emotional exploration of themes such as infertility, marriage, family and motherhood. With empathy and respect, the author skilfully explores sides of the situation.’

Book’d Out

‘The Mothers is an attentive novel, that accurately captures the sense of longing and desperation experienced in the quest to become a mother. It is agonising, penetrating and informative, appealing to your heart at all times. Read this one if you value high quality and relevant contemporary fiction. The Mothers is definitely an early contender for book of the year for me.’

Mrs B’s Book Reviews

‘The Mothers is a gripping read, perfect for book clubs.’

Theresa Smith Writes

‘The Mothers is a fast-paced novel that leaves your hand glued to the book, literally speed reading. Gannon’s use of in-depth detail brings the lives of her characters into sharp focus and her personal style of prose is tinged with journalistic touches throughout.’

Blank Gold Coast
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Chapter 1

Lillian

Lillian Hogarth searched for almost half an hour before she found the old-fashioned brass key in the back corner of her sock drawer, between the plaster handprint her son Jamie had made in Year 1 and the clear plastic box containing her long-abandoned rosary beads. She picked the key up by the loop of green velvet ribbon she had threaded through its eye so it wouldn’t get lost. ‘I hid you too well,’ she said as she returned with it to the dining room.

She’d had to start locking the Tudor-style sideboard when her daughter, Kate, had turned fifteen and hit the inevitable phase of rebellion which, Lillian thought ruefully, was now in its sixteenth year. It had stayed locked because by the time Kate moved out of home, Jamie was old enough to go looking for alcohol to sneak into his backpack on a Friday night. Though Lillian had never really worried about him getting into the cognac and whisky.

As she knelt in front of the dark wooden doors, Lillian’s chest tightened, and she had a fleeting sensation of not being able to get enough air into her lungs. She hesitated, key in hand, wishing she could somehow freeze time and enjoy life as it was a little longer. She had been counting down to this day all year, and while she was relieved they had made it to the milestone unscathed, she feared what was coming next.

To fend off her negative thoughts, she lay her hand against the coarse grain of the antique. Touch wood. Set in the old oak was a brass keyhole embellished with a vine pattern that had inspired Jamie, at age five, to christen it the Narnia door. He’d just seen The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe and had become obsessed with finding a portal to the magical world in his own home. Lillian would hold his warm little hand that was as soft as the Play-Doh he so loved, as they went from room to room opening every cupboard in the house to inspect it for fauns and ice queens.

They’d been performing this routine for a week when Jamie, looking across the breakfast table at the sideboard, spotted something he’d missed. His bright, analytical eyes locked on the keyhole ringed by leaves, and his face lit up with the promise of magic. He hopped off his chair and raced over to check inside, pausing to look up at his mother, and make sure she was watching.

‘You don’t think it’s too small?’ she asked.

‘Maybe it’s just for little people,’ he said, pulling on the brass handle.

The door’s aged hinges didn’t give straight away, and he had to tug it with two hands to get it open. When he saw that it contained only whisky and peach schnapps, Jamie was discouraged but not defeated, and stuck his head into the cabinet and quietly called, ‘Hello?’

Lillian smiled at the memory. Today, all she wanted from behind the Narnia door was the bottle of champagne she had purchased nearly thirteen years ago, after she’d dropped Jamie off for his first day of school. It had been a tough morning and she had been unprepared for how hard it would be to let him go. Kate’s first day hadn’t been difficult at all. Even as a five-year-old, Kate had a self-sufficient toughness about her that made Lillian feel like her daughter could get along quite happily on her own.

But Jamie had always needed her and surrendering him to the spiked iron gates of St Nick’s had stirred up all the past terror that had churned inside her during the endless days and nights she’d spent by his cot in the bleakest, most desperate place on earth—the paediatric cancer wing. Lillian had watched the other students in their identical blazers and crested caps saying goodbye to their mothers and fathers and hoped they’d all be kind to her son.

‘Be good for your teacher,’ she’d said, and hugged him until the softly spoken Ms Giordano bent down next to her and gently said, ‘Hello, Jamie. Do you like building things with blocks?’

Jamie had nodded vigorously and followed the woman with the curly dark hair and silver ballet flats through the school gates as Lillian watched and waved, trying to suppress the emotions bubbling up inside of her. Once he was gone, she hurried back to her car, managing to slam the door shut just before she burst into tears. She sat there crying until a woman in a dress the colour of daffodils knocked on the window and mouthed, ‘Are you alright?’

Mortified, Lillian nodded and wound down her window.

‘Yes, I’m fine. God, you must think I’m an idiot.’ She pressed the pads of her fingers into her eyelids.

The woman smiled knowingly. ‘You must be a kindergarten mother.’ She pulled some tissues from her handbag. ‘I’m Caroline. I packed these just in case. My little boy started today too.’

‘Thank you. I don’t usually cry like this.’ Lillian wiped her eyes and blew her nose.

‘It can be scary to let go. My son’s quite shy. I worry he’ll be easily led. His name is Jeremy, but we call him Jez.’

Lillian nodded. ‘Jamie was very sick when he was little. He’s alright now, but there was a time when we weren’t sure he’d make it. And then out of the blue …’ Tears started to leak from her eyes again, but she had control of them now. ‘It was a miracle,’ she said, dabbing at her puffy eyes. ‘It’s just hit me. I can’t protect him in there. I know it’s a good thing that he’s able to leave me, but it’s an adjustment. These are happy tears, really.’

‘I can’t imagine what you’ve been through,’ Caroline said. ‘I hope you do something special for yourself today.’

Lillian exhaled, ridding herself of the last of her sadness. ‘Yes,’ she said, smiling. ‘Thank you.’

She drove home warming to the idea of marking Jamie’s first day of school with a celebration. The Hatton Road cellars came into view, so she parked the car and went in. She took a bottle of Veuve off the shelf and was just about to pay for it when her eyes landed on a bottle of Dom Pérignon. The hand-drawn grapevines of its label conjured up thoughts of provincial vineyards and blue summer skies. She decided that, after everything her family had endured, they deserved a bottle of something extra special.

Soon she was back at the house, channelling her apprehension into preparing a celebratory meal. She baked Jamie’s favourite chocolate cake and made a niçoise salad, letting each task soothe and calm her. She was thinking she would even let Kate have a glass of champagne. Kate had just started her final year of school, also at St Nick’s, which was a co-ed K–12, and she had suffered as much as anybody when Jamie’s diagnosis blew up their lives. Lillian was marinating a chicken, her hands glistening with lemon juice and olive oil, when the landline rang. She glanced up at the caller ID to see ‘St Nick’s’. Her tranquillity shattered, she snatched the receiver off the wall.

‘Hello! Ms Avery? Is it Jamie? Is everything alright?’

‘Hello, Mrs Hogarth. Sorry to give you a scare. Yes, Jamie’s fine.’

The receptionist explained that she was ringing about Kate, who had forged a note from her father to say she had an orthodontist’s appointment, only for the Year 12 coordinator to discover she was among a group of students who had skipped school to attend the climate rally in Hyde Park.

‘The news is saying the protest is getting out of hand.’

‘Oh, thank God,’ Lillian said. ‘I mean, I’ll be there right away.’

Jamie was due to finish his first day at two o’clock, so Lillian called John and asked him to fetch their son. Then she drove to the city in search of their daughter. She realised this was a futile plan when she saw the hordes of protesters milling around. There were city workers carrying placards, grandparents with slogans on their T-shirts and toddlers on their shoulders, and undergraduates dressed up as koalas. The crowd seemed orderly and invigorated by the strong turnout. She wasn’t worried. People were beginning to disperse, and Kate would almost certainly be sitting in a booth with her friends somewhere eating hot chips. Still, Lillian decided she’d park the car and check some of the places she knew Kate liked, when Ms Avery called again to say the students had turned up at the school. It was now after three, so Lillian changed course for St Nick’s.

‘What were you thinking?’ she asked when she was alone with her daughter in the car.

‘Like you would have even noticed if something had happened to me,’ Kate replied tartly.

Lillian could see traces of green face paint behind her daughter’s ear and around her hairline. She held back her retort, in part because she was proud of Kate’s activism, and in part because she feared anything she said would be misinterpreted. These days it was like she and Kate spoke different dialects of English, and each interpreted what the other said as rude and combative. She would raise it later when Kate wasn’t so worked up.

When they got home Jamie was at the dining room table, eating sugary cereal next to his father, who was working on his laptop. The uncooked chicken was still sitting in its pot on the bench.

‘I hear you skipped school to save the world Katey-Kate?’ John teased.

‘Trigonometry’s no use to me on a dead planet,’ she replied, grabbing a mandarin from the fruit bowl then heading for her room.

Turning to her son, Lillian kissed the top of his head and asked, ‘How was your first day of school?’

‘I cut my finger!’ Jamie said, presenting a digit wrapped in a Mickey Mouse bandaid. Lillian kissed that too and tried to stop the images of classroom scissors and Stanley knives from penetrating her thoughts.

‘Why don’t you show me how you can change out of your uniform all by yourself,’ she said. After Jamie scurried off to fulfil this challenge she dropped the spoiled chicken, whole, into the rubbish bin. ‘I’d wanted tonight to be special,’ she said to John. ‘I got so upset letting him go, after everything.’

John stood and kissed his wife, then picked up the bottle of Dom, which had been left on the bench.

‘We can drink it another time,’ he said, appraising the label. ‘It will age nicely. Jamie can’t have this anyway, so why don’t we save it? Instead of drinking it on his first day of school, we could drink it on his last day. Together.’

‘That could be nice,’ Lillian said, only half convinced.

John put the French champagne into the sideboard and they ordered pizzas from the place with the real woodfire oven and a bottle of Fanta. After the kids had gone to bed, Lillian said, ‘When I dropped him at the gate I couldn’t stop thinking, what if something happens to him? I know he’s healthy now, but he still seems so fragile. I just want to wrap him in cotton wool.’

‘You’ll get used to it,’ John said, snaking his arms around his wife’s waist. ‘One day down, three thousand–odd to go.’

‘How will I survive it?’ Lillian sighed.

But she had, and more importantly so had Jamie. Thirteen years had passed and there had been mercifully few emergencies. No broken bones, and only one rugby-field collision that had resulted in a possible concussion. By then, Lillian had come to accept that her teenage son was not the vulnerable baby she’d once fretted over. He would be eighteen in nine days and, while that brought fresh concerns, she reminded herself that the relapse she’d worried about had never come. Nobody had picked on him for being small and he’d grown into a healthy and popular young man. Her fears had been unfounded, and that was another reason to celebrate. Today was his last official day of school, and they were going to eat a family meal together and finally drink the Dom Pérignon she’d bought with so much hope and optimism all those years ago.

Lillian slipped the key into the Narnia door’s lock and turned it until she heard it click.

They had made it.




Chapter 2

Jamie

Jamie Hogarth had a lot to look forward to; he just had to get through the day. He kept his head down as he ran across the hot asphalt, trying to make himself a small target. There were schoolyard snipers everywhere, crouched in the bushes with their ties wrapped around their heads and hunched over the drinking fountains, furiously refilling pump-action Super Soakers. He could hear the squeals of girls who were under assault from water bombs on the oval. Their cries of horror and delight gave the air a crackle of excitement. The chorus of that ancient school-leaver’s anthem, ‘School’s Out’, thumped through the PA system, which had been hijacked by the graduating class.

Rivals from other schools were circling the campus in their cars like great whites, cartons of eggs at the ready. Jamie checked to make sure he hadn’t been seen, then ducked into the main building and took a seat outside the principal’s office. As the door swung shut behind him it silenced the chaos outside. The chilled air offered relief from the harsh sun, but not the nervous energy fizzing in his stomach.

‘He’ll be with you in a moment, Jamie,’ the receptionist said.

‘Thanks Ms Avery.’

Jamie tugged at his tie. He was still tightly buttoned into the blazer he had been rapidly outgrowing all year. It sealed in sweat like a straightjacket but he just had to bear it another thirty minutes and then he could take it off for good. Then he could wave it over his head and fling it up onto the sports shed roof if he wanted. Or not. Secondhand blazers sold for two hundred dollars, which could go towards the bond on the house he and Jez planned on renting together. Jamie’s carefree summer was closer than it had ever been, but the universe kept throwing up obstacles. That morning the principal had laid his hand heavily on his shoulder and said, ‘Can you come to my office after assembly?’

Jamie had nodded and gulped, afraid Mr Hoover had somehow learned what he and his friends had been plotting. But Mr Hoover had smiled and said, ‘Don’t look so petrified, Jamie. I just want to let you in on an idea. Or rather, an opportunity.’

As Jamie sat on his hands, he told himself not to worry—he hadn’t done anything wrong, yet. There was a thump! as a water balloon smashed into the glass door. Jamie looked out the window and scanned the quad for Mark Giesen, who had planned to fill a batch with soy sauce.

‘Imagine being smashed by one of those stink bombs,’ Mark had laughed, tonsils bared, when he and Jamie had been drinking beer with Jez in Jez’s bungalow the previous Sunday afternoon.

‘Awesome,’ Jez had said, nodding and laughing. ‘Soy sauce stink bombs would be hilarious.’

‘That’s nothing,’ Mark said. ‘I’m planning something huge. Something all the wankers at this school will never forget.’

Jez listened intently, his eyes alight with excitement, but Jamie folded his arms and said, ‘Like what?’

‘Like something they’ll still be talking about in twenty years.’

‘Yeah, but what?’

‘I haven’t worked it out exactly yet, but it will be something epic,’ Mark said defiantly. ‘Every year on muck-up day the Year 12s do the same lame thing. They take over the school with water pistols and act like they run the place. It’s a joke,’ he said, getting worked up. ‘Ooh, big end of year blowout, Super Soakers and access to the PA system for a pretend raid. Big deal.’

‘And the girls just use the end-of-year performance as an excuse to dress slutty,’ Jez chipped in.

‘Well, that bit’s not so bad,’ Jamie grinned as an image of Tessa Abbott in a pair of denim cut-offs appeared in his mind.

Jez laughed his goofy laugh. ‘Yeah.’

‘I’m thinking we need several lines of attack—’

As Mark continued to rant, Jamie let the thought of Tessa’s legs linger. Something had happened to her over the past year. And all the girls in his class, for that matter. They showed up at parties in sparkly coteries that changed the energy of a room, and moved with fresh power like novice enchantresses, unaware of the effect they were having on the boys, who tackled each other on sticky dancefloors to get their attention.

‘It’s a good idea don’t you think, Hoges?’ Jez said after Mark laid out his aspirations.

‘Huh?’ Jamie hadn’t been listening.

‘We’ve gotta leave a legacy,’ Mark smashed his fist into his palm. ‘I’m sick of playing by their rules. That whole institution is a pack of rich kids who’ll inherit Daddy’s board seats and enforce the status quo. We’ve got to take a stand!’

‘Who cares about that? School’s over. I just want to get out of here,’ Jamie said dismissively.

He saw Mark’s eyes flash with anger, but he didn’t care. He’d spent every free night after school holed up with textbooks and practice exams and, as the end of the year had drawn nearer and the pressure had mounted, he’d clung to the thought of a summer of surfing. Now it was so close he could almost taste the seawater and he didn’t want anything to jeopardise it, or the future that lay beyond it.

‘They don’t care about us. All they care about are their university entry rates and their Olympic-sized swimming pool. They need to be taught a lesson,’ Mark said, lifting his backpack onto the couch and unzipping it angrily. ‘I want to leave a permanent mark, so that every time Hoover sees it, he thinks of me.’

Jamie rolled his eyes. ‘A lesson for what?’

‘For six years of imprisonment. For the hypocrisy.’ Mark’s voice grew louder as he spoke, while unpacking cans of spray paint. ‘For thinking they get to decide who matters and treating the rest of us like dirt.’

‘That’s how the system works,’ Jamie said. ‘The school keeps us inside the gates because our parents pay them to teach us physics and grammar. They’re not out to get you.’

‘Yeah, well, the system is different for everybody,’ Mark grumbled, burrowing in his bag.

Jamie shook his head. He knew not to bother arguing. Mark always behaved like a martyr just because he was on an academic scholarship—as if having to wear hand-me-down shirts was the greatest indignity any human had ever had to endure.

‘You’re crazy,’ Jamie said as Mark lined up cans of blue, green and black paint.

‘Don’t be such a wimp,’ Mark shot back.

‘What if they call the cops?’ Jamie said.

‘We’re not going to burn the place down.’

‘Yeah, we’re not going to burn it down Hoges,’ Jez said, picking up a paint can and giving it an experimental shake. ‘We’re just going to spray-paint some slogans on the oval, right Mark?’

‘Yeah, or something like that.’

A look of concern crossed Jez’s face.

After the exams Mark was flying to Adelaide to spend Christmas with his mother and her new husband, and Jamie couldn’t wait to have Jez all to himself again. Mark was a recent addition to their crew. He’d latched onto them around the time Jamie had been elected school vice-captain, and his schedule had filled up with after-school commitments. It’s not that Jamie didn’t like Mark, he was clever and darkly hilarious. But he could also be moody and resentful, and it had gotten worse as the final year of school had progressed. He had been put on academic probation in March and Jamie wondered if the demands of Year 12 were getting to him.

Whatever it was, Jamie didn’t want Jez to be a casualty in Mark’s war.

‘If you spray-paint the school that’s vandalism,’ he said.

‘Nobody ever went to prison for painting,’ Mark said.

‘Yeah, but we don’t want to get expelled,’ Jez said. ‘It could stuff up our chances of getting into a good uni.’

Mark grinned. ‘I thought of that.’ He rummaged in his backpack. ‘They can’t expel me if they don’t know it was me.’ He held up a black knitted balaclava. Jamie felt a pang of alarm.

‘No waaay!’ Jez leapt out of his beanbag and grabbed the mask.

‘Where’d you get that?’ Jamie asked warily.

‘It was easy. I can get more. I told you, I’ve got a plan. We’re going to go huge.’

‘Yeah!’ Jez leapt up onto the couch. ‘None of this water-gun hostage stuff. If nobody knows who we are we can do anything we want.’

‘Maybe we could flood the school with the fire hoses,’ Mark said, eyes shining.

‘I’m pretty sure that’s illegal,’ Jamie said.

Mark rolled his eyes then shared a look with Jez that made Jamie’s stomach spasm painfully. Mark crushed his beer can into a disc, then snapped open another. ‘If you’re so smart what do you think we should do?’ he said.

‘Yeah, c’mon Hoges,’ Jez needled. ‘You’re the best at figuring things out.’

Jamie grimaced. He didn’t want to be drawn into anything that risked everything he’d spent the year working towards. But sometimes when he came over to Jez’s after a school council meeting, Jez and Mark would be nursing beers and they’d laugh at references he didn’t get, or Mark would tease Jamie and Jez would chuckle. Jamie would try to shrug it off, but Jez had been his best friend since kindergarten, and he hated it when Jez didn’t automatically side with him.

‘Well … Dad told me the year he graduated from St Nick’s they barricaded a whole bunch of chickens in the classrooms …’ Jamie said.

‘That would be classic,’ Jez laughed, slapping his thigh.

‘Yeah, but a Year 8 girl ended up in hospital. She got knocked down the stairs in the commotion and someone stepped on her hand.’

‘We’re not going to hurt anyone. We’re just going to send a message,’ Mark said defiantly. ‘If you love the rules so much maybe you should give me back my beer. You’re not legal yet.’

‘Two more weeks,’ Jamie muttered and took another sip.

Mark swept the empty cans off Jez’s chipboard coffee table and placed a textbook in the middle. ‘This is the main building, okay. I’m thinking a three-pronged attack. Spray-paint in balaclavas. Soy sauce stink bombs. And something else. Here.’ He tossed a balaclava at Jamie. ‘That’s yours.’

Jamie put his hand inside the woollen mask. The slit mouth and eye holes made him think of criminals but when he pulled it over his head to test the fit, he felt an unexpected pulse of power.

‘Awesome!’ Jez said, pulling his balaclava over his face.

Jamie started to worry. Throwing soy sauce water bombs was fine, but he wasn’t going to kamikaze his future for Mark’s dumb vendetta.

‘Instead of defacing the school why don’t we get a hacker to break into the website, make a few edits to St Nicks-dot-org?’ he said, pulling off the woollen hood.

‘Do you know any hackers?’ Mark asked.

‘No.’

‘That’s why.’

Jamie tried to remember what other graduating classes had done in the past. The year he started at St Nick’s a pack of Year 12 boys had shot up a biology class with paint guns. The teacher had taken a pellet to the face and narrowly avoided an eye injury when the lens of her glasses split on impact. Jamie had quivered in fear as he saw Mr Hoover grab one of the offenders by the collar and scream at him, shooting spittle like a Nazi officer going berserk in a World War Two movie. For years after that Jamie had been terrified of Mr Hoover and there were still blue shadows on the science lab wall where the dye had seeped into the plaster.

Muck-up day was banned after the paintball incident. But, inevitably, the memory faded and the senior class pressured the teachers to let them loose. A few weeks earlier Mr Hoover had read a lengthy list of prohibited activities that would be severely punished.

‘Infractions will result in expulsion, which would spell disaster for your exams and your future,’ he’d said.

Jamie replayed the warning in his head as he waited outside Mr Hoover’s office. Another splat! made him jump as a second projectile crashed into the door. He pulled at his tie again. Mark and Jez would be high-fiving as they terrorised the younger students and he was still collared and leashed. Soon they’d start wondering where he was. Or worse, maybe they wouldn’t. He shifted in his seat just as the principal appeared.

‘Ah, Jamie,’ Mr Hoover said. ‘Sorry to interrupt your muck-up day.’

Jamie leapt to his feet. ‘S’okay, Mr Hoover.’

‘I want to show you something.’ He crooked his finger conspiratorially. ‘Come with me. We’ll go out the back.’

Jamie followed Mr Hoover out onto the narrow pathway that ran between the administrative building and the fence line. The principal had a reputation for playing favourites with the students and those who weren’t among the chosen few, like Mark, despised him for it.

‘We had twelve graduates in the state’s top tier last year,’ Mr Hoover said, as they hurried along. ‘I believe we can get even more this year and I think you could be one of them Jamie.’

‘I hope so,’ Jamie said.

They reached the gymnasium where the assemblies were held. Their footsteps echoed as they crossed the polished wood floor. The air smelled strongly of paint.

‘There it is. They did it this morning,’ Mr Hoover said.

The walls were hung with wood-panelled honour rolls that had rows of names stencilled in gold dating back to the 1900s. Jamie walked closer to the last panel, which was only half full. His own given name had been added. John Hogarth. School Vice-captain. Mr Hoover came to stand beside him.

‘Lots of great men’s names up there,’ he said. ‘A former federal treasurer. A chair of the Commonwealth Bank. Three of our school captains have gone on to become premiers. CEOs, CFOs …’

They stood in silence; the fitful screams of abandon that had been ringing in Jamie’s ears could not penetrate the gym’s concrete walls.

‘Businessmen,’ Jamie said. ‘My father.’ He pointed to the entry from the early 1980s that was identical to his. John Hogarth. School Vice-captain. There was no initial to differentiate them.

‘I hadn’t noticed that.’ Mr Hoover put his hands in his pockets and rocked on his heels. ‘So, this is a family artefact.’

‘And again,’ Jamie stepped sideways to the next panel on the honour board—1954. There was the same name a third time. ‘My grandfather,’ he said. ‘The third John Hogarth. Or, I guess, the first.’

‘You have quite the local pedigree.’

‘I never knew him. He died the day I was born,’ Jamie said. ‘But they both ran their own businesses.’

Jamie had often wondered what it would have been like to have met the grandfather whose wisdom and ingenuity had been a recurring theme throughout his upbringing. ‘Your grandy always said …’ was a favourite refrain of his father’s. Along with, ‘Your grandy always used to …’ Or, if Jamie had benefitted from a particular stroke of luck, ‘Your grandy’s up there looking out for you.’ It had had the effect of elevating the man in Jamie’s mind to a sort of guardian angel with auto-shop skills.

‘But you want to do law, isn’t that right?’ Mr Hoover asked.

‘Yeah. It seems more interesting than commerce.’

‘That’s what I’d heard. I asked Ms Leveson, “Who is the brightest student in your legal studies class?” I shouldn’t have been surprised when she nominated you. School vice-captain. Head of the debate team. Captain of track. You’re off to a good start in life, Jamie.’

‘What did you want to see me about, Sir?’

‘An old friend of mine, Cal Wallace, runs a small firm. Probate and family law mostly. He’s looking for a summer intern and thought it might be a good job for a St Nicholas graduate.’

‘You suggested me?’ Jamie said, surprised.

‘You’ve worked hard Jamie, and hard work has rewards.’

‘Wow, great.’ Jamie slid a hand through his hair. ‘Thanks, Mr Hoover.’

‘A lot of it will be fairly menial work. Photocopying and the like. But you’d be exposed to the world. You’ll make connections and see what it takes to become a lawyer. It would be a good foundation for your career. I know you applied to all the top law courses.’

‘I’m really hoping for Sydney University.’

Mr Hoover took a slim silver case from the inside pocket of his suit and removed a single card with a man’s name printed across the middle in a serious roman font, solid as a monument. As Jamie accepted it he felt a zing of power and possibility.

‘Give Cal a call once your exams are over. He’ll be expecting to hear from you. There’ll be a salary. You won’t be putting a down payment on a house with it. But it will be enough to ensure you don’t spend your nights pulling beers or helping home handymen pick out drill bits.’ The principal clapped his hand on Jamie’s back. ‘I feel confident recommending you.’

‘Thanks Mr Hoover.’

‘I’ll let you get back to your celebrations. Have a good summer, Jamie.’

‘You too, Sir.’

As Jamie stepped into the schoolyard he felt even more keenly that he had to make sure he stopped, or at least stymied, Mark’s harebrained crusade. The business card seemed to glow in the bright sunlight. He opened his wallet and carefully slid it behind his library card. He was returning the wallet to his pocket when something smacked into the side of his jaw and exploded. The water balloon drenched his shoulder. The squeals and roars of the last day of school rushed over him.

‘Hoges! What have you been doing?’ Jez shouted.

Jez was standing on a bench with his shirt hanging open and his blazer tied around his waist. Mark was next to him, shirtless, with two stripes of war paint under each eye.

‘C’mon,’ Jez called, throwing up his arms. ‘We’re free!’

‘Yeah,’ said Jamie, filled with energy. He yanked his tie off and unbuttoned his blazer.

‘Freedom!’ Mark punched the air. He had a Super Soaker in his hand and a wild look in his eye as he howled like a wolf, ‘Freeeeeya-dommmmm. Ow-ow-oooow’. He pumped his water gun and fired a stream of green cordial at some squealing Year 8 girls, who ran for shelter.

‘Come on!’ Jez jumped off the bench and ran towards Jamie.

‘Time for phase two,’ Mark said, grabbing Jamie’s arm. ‘Car’s out the back. The supplies are in the boot.’

‘Supplies?’ Jamie said, as he was dragged behind his mate.

‘Like we planned.’

‘Hurry!’ Mark said, rushing ahead of Jamie and Jez.

Jez’s station wagon was parked by the junior school, where the younger students remained safely inside their classrooms. Jez popped the boot and Mark began quickly but gently transferring dozens of blackish water balloons from ice-cream tubs into a backpack. Jamie eyed the cans of spray paint. ‘Are you sure you want to do this?’ he asked Jez.

‘They won’t know it was us,’ Jez said, rummaging in his bag. ‘Hey, where’s my balaclava?’

‘It’s got to be in there somewhere,’ said Jamie, feigning innocence.

Jamie had stolen Jez’s balaclava from his bag, sneaking it out before assembly while Jez wasn’t looking. His heart had pounded as a loop of wool snagged on the zip, and he’d had to rip it so he didn’t get caught. He figured if Jez couldn’t hide his identity, he couldn’t spray-paint the school and Mark wouldn’t do it alone. It wasn’t the best plan, but he hadn’t been able to come up with anything better.

‘It’s okay. I’ve got another one.’ Mark gave Jez a spare. Jamie’s heart sank.

‘Hoges, where’s yours?’ Jez asked.

Jamie looked at his two friends with their criminals’ hoods in their hands.

‘Where’ve you been anyway?’ Mark asked brusquely.

Jamie hesitated, unsure how much to reveal. ‘I—’ he faltered. He was saved from having to explain by a shot of pain that felt like a bullet. ‘Argh!’

He touched his hand to his head and discovered it was wet. Something flinty had hit Jamie in the back of his skull. His fingers were blue. He felt another shot in his back and spun around.

A kid called Ryan West was grinning while cocking a black, rifle-like piece of machinery. He aimed it at Mark and fired. The pellet hit with force. Blue splattered across Mark’s bare chest.

‘Argh!’ Mark shouted out in pain. ‘What the hell?’

‘Paint gun,’ Ryan said. He was chewing a toothpick like a cartoon GI. Jamie ripped off his blazer. The back was destroyed by ink. Two hundred bucks down the drain.

‘You dick!’ Jamie yelled. He grabbed one of the black water balloons and hurled it at Ryan, who swerved, dodging it. Ryan laughed at the ineffectual attack then unleashed a spray of paint-gun bullets against Jez’s windscreen and hood. Rat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat.

‘Hey!’ Mark yelled. The thin blue paint washed down the front of Jez’s car, revealing a rash of dints left by the pellets.

‘You’re going to pay for that!’ Jez yelled.

Ryan laughed. ‘I’ll give you a buck for it.’

Jez and Jamie had been friends with Ryan when they were little but in high school they’d found themselves playing against him on the football field. As Ryan grew bigger and more aggressive the competition had fermented into hostility.

Jez pitched a soy sauce balloon at Ryan and this time it connected, soaking him in pungent black liquid. Ryan licked his lips and laughed. He aimed his paintball rifle at Jez and fired a pellet straight at his heart. Jez blocked it just in time, taking a blue bullet to the back of his hand. ‘Ahh, fuck!’ he cried out, eyes watering. The wound gushed blood. Jamie grabbed some black water balloons and tossed them quickly—one-two-three—at Ryan. Each hit. Ryan’s entire shirt was drenched dark. He retaliated by firing at them again. Two pellets hit Mark, who threw back a water balloon, which missed. He picked up a glass Coke bottle from the ground and chucked that. Ryan dodged it easily, laughing, invincible with his weapon. Jamie turned to see Jez picking a bit of plastic pellet out of the gash on his hand.

‘That looks bad,’ he said.

‘Watch out!’ Jez warned.

Ryan fired a hailstorm of pellets until his gun began to click.

‘He’s run out,’ Jamie said.

‘Get him!’ Mark yelled.

With a smug grin still on his face, Ryan turned and fled. Jamie, Jez and Mark took off after him, tossing soy sauce balloons that smashed at his feet.

Ryan turned a corner onto the main road where cars were starting to bank up for the school pick-up. Jamie spotted a knobbly stick on the nature strip. He scooped it up and rounded the corner to the main road, edging out Jez and Mark. Ryan slowed to a jog as he approached the driveway by the dry-cleaners. A four-wheel drive was pulling out of a car park into the traffic on the busy road. There were more vehicles behind it. Jamie threw the stick at Ryan’s feet, tripping him.

Ryan yelped as he hit the concrete, scraping skin off his hands and knees. When he got up, he was bloodied and wild eyed. His chin was cut badly. Jamie was stunned. He hadn’t expected Ryan to fall so violently. His impulse was to ask if he was okay, but then Ryan screamed ‘You fuck!’ and charged at Jamie, crash-tackling him to the ground. They fell hard, all elbows and knuckles, and fought, furiously wrestling. The paint gun was on a strap around Ryan’s body. Its nozzle dug into Jamie’s chest. Ryan got in a quick hit to Jamie’s stomach, drawing an ‘Oof!’ Jez appeared a moment later and hooked his hands around Ryan’s arms. He pulled Ryan off Jamie, with Ryan swinging and kicking.

‘You stuffed my hand!’ Jez shouted, shoving Ryan to the ground. Ryan landed hard on his paint gun and grunted in pain.

‘C’mere,’ Jez grabbed Jamie’s hand and pulled him up. ‘Let’s go.’

Ryan clambered to his feet, rubbing blood from his chin. An SUV blared its horn. They were blocking its path. Two soy projectiles flew past. Mark was barrelling towards them, hurling bombs and shouting like one of Achilles’ Myrmidons.

‘You’re going to pay,’ Ryan spat at them, spraying bloody saliva onto his chest and chin.

The car honked again.

‘Let’s go,’ Jez muttered, grabbing Jamie’s arm.

Ryan swung at them, roaring, but missing by a mile. They were already sprinting away. Jamie cackled as they rounded a car that was edging out of the dry-cleaner’s car park. Outnumbered, Ryan didn’t chase them. As they belted down the road Jamie felt something slip from his pocket. His wallet. Hoover’s business card. He stopped and turned, searching for it.

‘Hoges!’ Jez called urgently. ‘What are you doing?’

‘My wallet! Shit,’ Jamie said, frantic.

Jez was watching, panic on his face, as he looked for Ryan.

‘Come on,’ Mark urged.

‘Isn’t it just your library card and your Opal?’ Jez asked. ‘You don’t need it. We’ve got to get out of here before that dick rounds up his mates.’

‘Hoover gave me a business card. I’ve got to find it,’ Jamie said.

‘What?’

‘For a job. He gave me a business card to help me get a job.’

The last thing he saw was the confused look on Jez’s face. He felt a hand on his shoulder. It spun him around.

‘You spoilt fuck!’

The fist connected with a crack. Jamie fell back hard. One punch. Lights out.




Chapter 3

Lillian

Lillian knew something was wrong. She was beset by a sense of unease, like the birds that flee before a hurricane or those dogs that smell cancer. She sifted some flour into her pot and tried to stop her eyes from wandering up to the wall clock. On a regular day, Jamie would walk through the door at any point between four and five, depending on his commitments. Tutoring kept him late on Tuesdays, as did football training every Thursday. On the other nights he would be home closer to five, unless something cropped up, and he would call if the delay was going to detain him past sunset.

She whisked the mixture until it was smooth, then tipped in a cup of crumbled blue cheese that she’d bought in a moment of sentimental extravagance while doing her weekly lap of the South Coogee market.

‘The Roquefort, Mrs Hogarth?’ her grocer had said when she’d pointed it out.

‘Yes please, Saul.’

‘The Queen’s coming to tea is she?’

‘Something like that.’

No matter what time Jamie arrived home, they would perform the same routine. It had worn a groove into her life over the years. Every afternoon at three, Lillian would put down her pencil in her home studio and tidy away her drawings. By the time the heavy door slammed, she would be in the kitchen salting a piece of meat or using the back of a knife’s blade to slide carrot ends into the compost bin. Her ears would be tuned in to the whine of the door’s old hinges and her son’s footsteps, muffled by the worn Persian carpet runner. The sounds would comfort her and she would run two fingers under her eyes to collect any mascara particles that had strayed during the day. Once he had stepped onto the kitchen tiles his first act would be to lean down and kiss Lillian. She would offer a cheek, put a hand on his arm and say, ‘How are you, darling?’

A shrug. ‘Okay.’ Then he would loosen his tie and unload his homework.

‘I’ve made pork,’ she’d say, untying her apron. Or chicken, whatever it was that night.

He would nod, come behind the breakfast bar and pick up one of her freshly skinned carrots, or a wafer of apple sliced for a pie. She’d pause in her work a moment to watch and maybe reach out to rearrange his hair or brush some foreign dirt from his blazer shoulder.

She looked up at the clock, which now read seven, then ripped open a bag of breadcrumbs in a series of nervy, fluttery movements. He wasn’t that late, but something gnawed at her.

‘Go sit down,’ she’d usually say, shooing him out of the kitchen and away from the food. ‘Dinner’s nearly ready but if you must have something to eat I’ll make you some cheese on toast.’

‘Thanks, Mum,’ he’d reply, before sliding onto a dining room chair and opening a textbook. ‘How was your day? Did you finish the Easter commission?’

He was so considerate and yet, on today of all days, no call.

Lillian took the Roquefort mixture off the gas then wiped the back of her hand across her forehead. The October sun beating through the skylight had heated the kitchen during the day, and now that the oven was running the room felt like the inside of a roasting pan. She pulled her cotton shirt from her chest, where it clung to damp patches of perspiration, then opened the fridge and pressed her body into its cool atmosphere. The Dom Pérignon chilled on the top shelf. She rubbed her thumb over the foil wrapped around its neck. Next to the champagne was a half-bottle of riesling left over from Sunday lunch, when Jamie had dropped his bombshell. Lillian unscrewed its lid and poured herself a glass. It would be two months before they knew which university Jamie would be accepted into, but over steaks on Sunday he had announced his intention to move out of home before the semester started.

‘But where?’ she’d asked, dismayed.

He had shrugged. ‘Depends. Newtown perhaps. That kinda area.’

She swallowed some wine. Her mouth had gone dry. ‘But if you get into Sydney uni the bus goes direct.’

She’d thought she’d have one more year with him, at least. Or that he’d live somewhere nearby. If he moved west to the other side of the city they’d be cut off by freeways of aggressive commuters and the tightly wound spaghetti junctions of the CBD. She might never see him.

‘John,’ she’d said. Her husband lifted his head from his meal. ‘Say something.’

John’s eyes darted around like he’d been called on in class and didn’t know the answer.

‘He wants to move out,’ Lillian prompted, annoyed.

John shrugged. ‘If he wants to move out he can move out.’

‘How are you going to pay rent while studying full time? How will you pay for groceries?’ She stopped herself from adding ‘and petrol’. The second-hand Mercedes their local mechanic was fixing up for Jamie’s eighteenth birthday was meant to be a surprise. When he’d gotten a job at the start of the year so he could buy himself a car, Lillian and John had promised they’d chip in if he limited his shifts to two days a week. They didn’t want him to jeopardise his results. Over the course of the year, he’d been so studious they had decided to buy it for him and let him keep the savings, as a reward.

Jamie shrugged. ‘I’ll ask for more shifts.’

‘But you’ll be studying.’

‘I’ll manage.’ There was exasperation in his voice.

‘But a law degree—’ Lillian stopped herself. ‘Well. I suppose once your exams are over we’ll see. For now, you’d better enjoy this good food while you can,’ she’d said, and spooned some potato gratin from her plate onto his.

[image: Image]

With her eye on the time, Lillian took a knife to a large block of Cheddar and cut it into batons. As she leaned her weight into it, it loosened the knots of tension in her shoulders, like a domestic stress ball. He had promised he would be no later than seven, and the kitchen clock’s long hand was already rounding the three. The seven o’clock news had dispensed with a story about house prices and now a woman with a blonde bob was interviewing the Lord Mayor. When the news cut back to the studio the newsreader’s expression was grave.

‘A school in the city’s northwest caught fire after end-of-year celebrations got out of hand,’ he said. ‘Fire crews were able to bring the blaze under control but the building sustained an estimated two hundred thousand dollars in damage. This comes a day after a Year 9 student was fatally struck by a car near Malabar Road.’

Lillian turned her back to the television screen, took the pot of pasta from the stove and dumped it into a colander in the sink, releasing a whish and a column of steam. She had wanted to make a roast, but when she’d extracted a promise from her son to have a meal with the family between the final school bell and the party later he’d requested macaroni and cheese.

The news camera cut to a shot of the footpath where the Year 9 student had been hit. As Lillian shook the excess water from the slippery pasta she made sure the yellow police tape on the TV wasn’t wrapped around anything familiar. A sergeant with a wire-brush moustache was saying hooning school-leavers were believed to be responsible. Two girls in school uniforms clung to each other, crying. Lillian’s stomach churned with the guilty, sick relief she felt whenever she saw a grieving mother on the news.

If a tragic story was accompanied by a donation appeal, Lillian would often pick up the phone and read her credit card details down the line. It gave her a calming sense of control to think that she was guarding against her own catastrophe. ‘Sow goodness to reap goodness,’ was something she often said. Her eyes went to the clock again. Eighteen minutes past seven and still no Jamie. Her Catholicism had long since lapsed but a shadow of faith remained in the form of superstition, and she often found herself wondering, when being charitable, if some omnipotent creator was making a note in their celestial ledger, so that she and her family would be spared their own disaster.

She considered driving past the Riverland Tavern to check if Jamie was there. The main road pub repelled most locals with stale beer fumes and rows of pokies, but it was popular with students because of its lax bar staff. She knew Jamie snuck in with Jez sometimes. She’d smell beer on his breath and find torn up coasters in his pockets. She was briefly seized by the sense that she never really knew what her son was up to. Perhaps he was trying to get home to her but couldn’t.

She thought with a shiver of the student who last month had been goaded into leaping off the infamous cliff south of the city, which was safe when the tide was in but deadly when it wasn’t. The big red danger sign lured teenage boys like a siren’s song, so much so that some residents were arguing it would actually be safer to remove the sign. Rescue choppers had searched for three days before the boy’s body was recovered. Lillian reminded herself she’d spent years armouring Jamie against the bullying she’d worried about, telling him he was loved and brilliant and special.

He’s just caught up having fun, she told herself, grating the cheese. Distracted, she misjudged her grip on the cheese. The grater blade sliced through the tip of her finger, opening a flap of skin that leaked bright red blood onto the countertop.

‘Ow—damn.’ She retrieved a bandaid from the second drawer and wrapped it around her wound. The cut was deep, and it stung. With her injured digit still pulsing, she slid the dish of macaroni cheese into the oven and wound the timer. He would be home by the time it rang.

Lillian put the bottle of riesling to her lips and tipped a slug of the chilled wine down her throat. She wiped up the spots of blood, slotted the dirty dishes into the dishwasher and placed four champagne flutes on the counter. Then, with nothing else to do, she started going through the mail. There was a bank statement for her, and the rest were addressed to either her husband, John F. Hogarth, or John J.—for Jamie—Hogarth.

They’d only ever called him Jamie. She had been reluctant to name her son after his father and grandfather and fought John on the subject all through her pregnancy.

‘He should have a name of his own,’ she had said, stroking her taut belly.

‘John’ had no musicality. Worse than that, he would be John Hogarth the third, which made her feel he was taking his rightful spot in a long line of John Hogarths, his destiny predetermined by his businessman father and businessman grandfather. It annoyed her that she didn’t get a say in his identity, as if she was merely the vessel that delivered him, as relevant to the process as the envelope a paycheque arrives in.

‘John’s a good, strong name, Lillian. A child’s name is not the place to experiment with trends,’ her husband had said whenever she suggested they choose something original like Atticus or Winslow. ‘John’s my father’s name. How am I supposed to tell my father we’d prefer Hartigan or Leonard to his name, the name he chose to pass on to me?’

When Lillian went into labour one damp Wednesday morning, the name dispute still unresolved, John Senior had been the first person John Junior had called.

‘I bet he’ll be in the waiting room before we arrive, he’s so excited,’ John said, ushering his wincing, huffing wife and their sleepy twelve-year-old daughter out the door.

But John Senior wasn’t in the waiting room, and he hadn’t appeared two hours later, when the nurse was telling Lillian it was nearly time to push. John called his father again, and, receiving no answer on the landline, concluded he was on his way.

‘I bet he’s driving around looking for a shop that sells cigars,’ John said. ‘Big thick ones. And a blue teddy bear half the size of a car. He knows these things take time.’

When a pink body marbled with blood came into the hospital room, screaming with life, John took a moment out of his joy to wonder again what the devil had happened to his father. The new baby’s parents were marvelling at their son’s tiny fingers, each with their own unique print—he was a person!—when John’s sister, Mary, called the maternity ward asking for him.

‘It’s Dad,’ she cried.

‘What do you mean? Where is he?’

‘John, he’s dead. The paramedics say it was a heart attack.’ Her voice was verging on hysterical. ‘I came by to see if he wanted a lift to the hospital and found him lying on the floor with his car keys and his service medals in his hand.’

Lillian couldn’t say no to giving the boy his grandfather’s name after that.

‘Little John,’ her husband had pronounced with tears in his eyes as he rocked their son in his arms. ‘Just like your grandy.’ He’d held the bundle so tight Lillian was worried he would crush him.

While this memory swirled in her mind, she slid her palm down to the wooden cupboard doors to dispel any curse her morbid thoughts could bring. As she did so, she heard a key turn in the front door lock.

The tension in her body eased and she whispered, ‘Thank God.’ He had probably been held up by a train cancellation or, more likely, swept up in the excitement of the day. How silly of her, she thought, wiping her hands on her apron, to expect her popular, impetuous son to be home on time on the last day of school.

‘Jamie?’ Lillian called.

‘No, the other one,’ Kate’s voice rang out.

Lillian’s heartstrings tightened again. Her firstborn arrived in the kitchen with a briefcase in one hand and a lemon meringue pie balanced on the other.

‘I’m on time and I brought something.’ Kate put the store-bought dessert down on the countertop. She was immaculate as always, from her plum-coloured lipstick to her patent-leather stilettos. ‘But Rich is stuck at the office,’ she said.

‘What a shame.’ Lillian looked at the four champagne glasses lined up on the breakfast bar and realised she hadn’t even thought to put one out for her son-in-law.

‘You’ll both come to the graduation ceremony though, won’t you?’

‘I don’t know. We’ve had a busy couple of months. It’s just high school,’ she added when her mother didn’t say anything.

‘Yes, but he’s the vice-captain.’

‘So? It’s not like he’ll be making a speech or anything.’ Kate was quickly becoming prickly. They’d barely said hello and already they were heading for an argument. Lillian changed tack. ‘Is everything alright?’

‘Yes, just busy. We’re short staffed.’

Kate and her husband worked at a consulting firm where they met after they were both recruited by its graduate program. Lillian rarely saw her son-in-law these days, but she knew better than to ask why, so instead she said, ‘You look different.’ The comment was made out of concern, but her daughter stiffened as if she’d been criticised.

‘I’ve gained three kilos,’ Kate said then briskly took a knife from the drawer and ran it around the rim of the tinfoil pie dish. ‘Stress.’

Grasping for a safe topic, Lillian nodded at the pie. ‘That looks good,’ she said brightly.

‘It’s not homemade but I went all the way to the Flour Mill bakery. I listened to what you said about making an effort,’ Kate replied. ‘Where is the guest of honour?’ She eased the knife under the crust so she could lift it onto a plate.

‘He’ll be home soon. Here, use this cake lifter.’ Lillian retrieved the utensil from a drawer and slid it under the base of the pie.

‘I can do it,’ Kate said.

‘I’m letting you do it but this will help.’

‘Careful. It’s beginning to crack.’ Kate steadied the crust as Lillian eased it out of the tin dish. While they were in this precarious pose there was a knock on the door.

Lillian exhaled again. ‘Finally. He must have forgotten his keys.’

‘I’ll let him in,’ Kate said, sucking meringue from her thumb.

Lillian got the pie to a plate with minimal damage, pleased her daughter had done something thoughtful. The twelve-year gap between her children meant they hadn’t shared as many childhood experiences as some siblings. Lillian had always hoped that they would grow closer as adults. She longed for Kate to spend more time with the family, slow down, maybe have some children of her own. But it seemed she took after her workaholic father.

Lillian heard murmuring coming from the hallway. Jamie must have invited some friends home, she thought. Of course. They would have been trying to get him to go to the pub, or the party, and Jamie would have said he had to come home, and would they like to come too? Lillian heard her daughter’s footsteps hurry up the passage. She ran her fingers underneath her eyes, ready to greet her son. But when Kate appeared in the doorway her face was white.

‘Mum,’ Kate said. ‘You’d better come. It’s the police.’




Chapter 4

Jamie

Alison Road burst apart in a flash of red then everything went black. The traffic noises were drowned out by a rushing wind as Jamie tumbled through a darkness so deep he couldn’t see a centimetre in front of him. He was plummeting blindly. Pins and needles pricked him all over. Then suddenly the world was bright again and filled with the wailing of sirens. He tasted blood and felt the rough pavement beneath him. His palms were flush with the ground, but the rest of his body was numb.

‘Can you hear me son? What’s his name?’

‘Jamie—’ Jez was crying. ‘Oh God!’

‘Jamie! Can you hear me? Jamie?!’

Red and blue flashed in Jamie’s eyes as he heard shouts and more sirens. He felt himself being lifted, jostled, and something being clamped around his neck. He was out of it, and yet still aware of what was going on around him, as if he was watching the drama from outside of his own body. He could hear his heartbeat echoing in his ears. Ker-thunk! It was slowing down. Kerrr—thunk. He wanted to feel his chest but as he tried to lift his hand someone shouted, ‘Don’t move!’ He heard another voice. ‘What happened?’ Jamie couldn’t catch his breath. ‘Jamie? Jamie!’ Time seemed to slow down. The world slipped away, covered by blackness.

He came to again, gasping for air, standing in front of the honour board with Mr Hoover.

‘Jamie?’ The principal was speaking to him. ‘Do you see?’

A glint of light caught Jamie’s attention as he read his name spelled out in gold. All his senses were heightened. He could taste varnish fumes in the back of his throat and had to squint as the sunlight streaming through the gymnasium windows bounced off the gilded script. He saw his father’s name, and his grandfather’s name. The school’s honour roll looked like the lists of the fallen that lined the walls at the War Memorial. The head-spinning sensation returned.

‘Jamie. Can you hear me? Jamie?’ Mr Hoover asked. Jamie held his back and winced in pain.

‘I think I’m going to be sick,’ he said, keeling forward and squeezing his eyes shut.

He opened them again to find himself sitting at his desk in his bedroom, bent over a practice exam. The questions swam before his eyes. Jamie tried to reach for a pen but his arm wouldn’t respond to his brain’s command.

‘Jamie Hogarth.’ He looked up from the exam. Mr Hoover was speaking again and Jamie was on his feet, back in the gym for the announcement that he had been elected school vice-captain. His classmates were all cheering. The boys pumped their fists and thumped their feet on the ground. His mother waved from up the back. She had come to the assembly specially. The thunderous clapping grew louder then receded and Jamie found himself stepping through the school gates for the very first time, in a blazer smelling like a dry-cleaning store. He looked at it, oversized on his slight frame, its yellow piping brighter than canola. Dozens of other students started rushing through the gates around him. He was dazed, his head full of white noise.

Waves crashed into him, filling his nostrils with gritty, briny seawater. He was on his surfboard, dragging his tired body back to the flags. Then he was in his backyard throwing passes back and forth with his dad, who bent down next to him and said, ‘You’ll get there. You just have to follow the process and put in the work.’ He was submerged again. The water was softer this time, and he was giggling as his old dog Ruffy lapped at the soapy bathwater and his mother ran in.

‘Ruffy! Get out of there!’ she scolded the beast, who resisted and growled as she tried to pull him away from the tub by the collar.

Jamie could hear ascending notes coming from the ivory keys as he practised his scales in the good sitting room. Sunlight coming through the bay windows lit up the family photos that sat on top of the piano. Then that world collapsed too, and all was silent.

The next thing Jamie knew he was in a tunnel. This wasn’t a portal to another realm, it was white and medical. He was on his back and beams of light were coming at him, laser-like and harsh. It was claustrophobic and Jamie wanted to escape but he couldn’t move. His heart thumped, his breathing quickened, and he was once again engulfed in black.

Jamie rubbed his eyes. The darkness was receding and his mind was starting to clear. He was somewhere completely new. In the distance, the shadows sharpened into shapes, taking the form of earthly items. Trees. A bench. The silhouette of a person that grew clearer to reveal the figure of a man. Jamie noticed another figure off to the side, bent over a tall, thin table. Colours came into focus. He squinted at the men, trying to make them out, and wondered why they were so familiar.

Jamie walked fearlessly towards them and discovered he felt weightless, as if gravity had been turned down. Overhead, an indigo night sky shimmered with slashes of green, red and purple like the aurora borealis and he wondered, Where am I? How did I get here? He was barefoot and striding across a sports field that had lines marked out in chalk. Beyond the boundary stretched the undulating topography of his seaside school. The velvety sports fields at St Nick’s were surrounded on three sides by downward-sloping hills and an unobstructed view of the ocean on the fourth. It was as familiar to him as his own backyard, except now it had been stripped of all the buildings, giving him a sense that he was seeing the land as it was before the school had been built. The air was cool and smelled of the sea. The grass tickled his feet. The blades were perfectly clipped.

As he drew closer he saw the two men were playing chess on an end table exactly like the one his mother kept in the good sitting room.

‘Rook takes bishop,’ one of the men said, calmly moving his piece across the board.

The tableau had a mythic quality. The marble, the men, their poses. The hairs on the backs of Jamie’s arms stood on end. One of the men looked up and recognition dawned on his face with a smile. Jamie gasped. The man’s wiry grey curls were strikingly familiar. His lips and dark brown eyes reminded Jamie of his dad’s. The man advanced and threw his arms around Jamie’s shoulders. ‘My boy,’ he said. ‘My boy.’

Jamie was stunned. ‘Grandad?’ he stammered. The soft flannelette of the man’s shirt rubbed against his cheek, as real and tangible as the paint-gun pellet that had struck Jamie’s head only minutes before. As his grandfather hugged him, Jamie felt a great warmth and love wash over him.

John Hogarth Senior stepped back and, holding Jamie at arm’s length, said, ‘Let me look at you.’

As he smiled, the skin around his eyes crinkled. He looked just the same as he did in the pictures all over Jamie’s house. On the piano was a silver-framed, black-and-white photo that captured Jamie’s grandfather in his veggie patch holding up an enormous pumpkin, mid-laugh.

‘My only grandson,’ he grinned. ‘Strike a light, you look just like your father when he was your age. Francis!’ he called. ‘Come and meet my grandson, Jamie.’

When the other man stood up from his spot at the chess table Jamie realised he was his grandfather’s twin brother, whose portrait was also on the piano as part of a black-and-white framed set. In it, he was holding up a pumpkin too, but his was a smaller, normal-sized vegetable. The photos were in a double frame that joined with a hinge.

‘This is your great-uncle,’ John Senior said. Jamie swallowed his disbelief and hugged the man.

‘Welcome. I was just teaching your grandfather a thing or two about chess.’ Francis ruffled Jamie’s hair with his bear-claw hand. His trousers were held up by braces and he was wearing a peaked felt hat, just like in the photograph. ‘Are you any good at chess?’

‘Dad tried to teach me to play, but he kind of gave up. He’s so busy,’ Jamie said.

‘Ah, your father never had any appreciation for the game,’ John Senior said, waving his hand.

‘I used to like playing battle chess on the computer,’ Jamie said.

‘Battle chess?’

‘The pieces come to life and fight. If you use your queen to take a bishop she stabs him with a sword.’

‘Does she now?’ John Senior chuckled and scratched his chin. ‘I’d like to see this battle chess.’

Jamie thought that he’d like to show him but couldn’t imagine how. He looked around for a landmark to help him get his bearings, but the fields were bare as far as the eye could see. It was utterly surreal.

‘Grandad,’ Jamie said, liking the term. ‘What is this place?’

‘This is a kind of bridge between the two realms,’ John Senior said.

‘The Vikings called it Bifröst and believed it was made of air, fire and water,’ Francis added. ‘The Greeks knew it as the river Styx, which flowed beneath the earth towards paradise or torment, depending on how you lived your life.’

‘It looks like a sports field after the game, when all the players and crowds have left,’ Jamie said.

‘Yes, it takes the form that fits the imagination of the journeyman,’ John Senior said sagely.

‘So, I’m not—’ Jamie couldn’t say it. He swallowed. ‘So, I’m not dead?’ He furrowed his brow.

‘No,’ his grandfather said kindly. ‘This is just a brush with death.’

‘Then how did I get here?’

Francis frowned. ‘Metaphysically, nobody really knows.’

‘But medically,’ his grandfather cut in, ‘your heart stopped.’

‘My heart?’ Jamie lay his palm flat against his sternum, trying to pick up the beat of the pump that powered his body. He couldn’t feel a thing but registered the fact with only mild curiosity.

‘Don’t worry,’ Francis said, casting his gaze up to the kaleidoscopic skies, ‘They’re working on you.’

Looking up Jamie saw the colours start to flicker and change. They blended together and an image appeared. The slashes of pink and violet were replaced by bright lights and green garments. The stars revealed themselves to be the silver-pointed edges of medical instruments. The scene played above them like a film projected onto a giant dome.

‘You’re in safe hands,’ his grandfather said.

There was a jolt and the world flickered.

‘Here we go,’ John Senior said. ‘You’re back in action.’

Jamie gasped as electricity surged through his chest.

‘What’s happening?’ he asked, breathless. His hand detected the murmur of a heartbeat under his breastbone. An invisible force was pulling him away from his grandad and his great-uncle. They were getting smaller, and Jamie realised he was rising up, lifted by currents in the air.

‘Wait!’ he called. ‘Where am I going?’ The brothers watched him calmly, as he fought against the invisible force. Jamie couldn’t marshal his thoughts. ‘What’s going to happen?’ he asked. ‘What does it mean?’

‘Don’t worry, it’s going to be alright,’ his grandfather called out.

‘You’re a good kid, Jamie,’ Francis said.

‘Make sure you keep it that way, and we’ll see you again. The universe rewards those who deserve it. It’s like your mother always says, sow goodness to reap goodness,’ his grandfather added. ‘Look after your parents and behave yourself.’

The men waved, smiling, as Jamie was lifted up. ‘But what about—’ he called. Too late. He was already high above them. He grew lightheaded and darkness enveloped him once more.




Chapter 5

John

John F. Hogarth ground his foot down on the accelerator and sped through a third amber light, cursing his new assistant. His office manager, Beth, was on holiday so his company, LegalAds, was sheltering a freckled temp from an agency that leased a floor in their building. At four-thirty that afternoon, John had stood before her desk and delivered a stern decree.

‘I’m going into my office now to do some work and I really don’t want to be disturbed. If anyone calls tell them I can’t be reached. No explanations, just say I can’t be reached, got it?’

‘You can’t be reached,’ she repeated.

‘Good.’

She was inexperienced and they were getting her cheap on the understanding that she still had a lot to learn, so whenever she messed up John reminded himself of the twelve dollars an hour he was saving. But she really was quite hopeless and it was starting to get on his nerves. If she was so jumpy and green, he thought, she should be folding T-shirts in H&M, not acting as the assistant to the head of a company whose employees were facing the very real threat of lay-offs.

And he had tried, really he had. But she had already messed up his Tuesday afternoon by failing to put a crucial meeting into his calendar, and now this. He switched lanes and drew an outraged horn blare from another motorist. John hammered his horn back, yelling, ‘Get off the road you idiot!’

Christmas shutdown would be here before they knew it, and with it came a very real deadline for his company’s half-yearly budget update, which was why he’d told the new girl—Catherine, her name was—that he was not to be disturbed. He flexed his fingers and gripped the steering wheel as he replayed the afternoon’s scene. He had been very firm when he’d made sure she understood that he wanted complete privacy and silence.

‘If the prime minister calls you may interrupt me. If the news reports that a giant meteor is on a collision course with this building, you may interrupt me. Otherwise, I am to be left alone.’

She was writing this down with an expression of abject fear on her face and so, when she looked up from her notepad, he had given her a very deliberate but, he believed, very tolerant smile. Her whole face had relaxed into an expression of such relief that he was overcome by a sense of guilt for having been so hard on this harmless young woman.

‘Mr Hogarth, I promise, if Satan himself tries to get through your door I will not let him pass,’ she said.

‘Good,’ he nodded. ‘That’s what I like to hear.’

John had gone into his office and shut his door. He switched off his mobile, tossed it into his bottom drawer and worked straight through to quarter to eight, when he stood up to stretch his legs and decided he’d heat up the lunch Lillian had packed for him, which he’d been kept from by one of the crisis meetings Ken had been calling with increasing frequency.

As he hooked his arm behind the back of his neck to stretch his triceps, he felt a sense of accomplishment. He liked to disappear into his work, and if the conditions were right, he could focus for hours on end, as if he was under a spell. He’d noticed the same trait in his son as he’d prepared for his exams. At the start of the year Jamie had borrowed John’s green banker’s lamp and set it up on the dining room table so he could spread out his textbooks. John had gotten the lamp from his own beloved father and fondly remembered seeing John Senior work under its light after dinner in the same way Jamie did now.

It was very gratifying to see his son apply himself, and he was sure Jamie would do the Hogarth name proud. John was dimly aware that he had told Lillian he would try to be home for a family meal on their son’s last day of school. But he’d also made it clear to her that if he had to work, he had to work. He hated putting his company before his family, but he was doing this for them.

He touched his mouse and the screen flashed to a spreadsheet of profits, losses and, most notably, money owing. John winced. They’d had a bad year and there was pressure to lay off some of the team. Things had become so dire he and Ken had stopped paying themselves salaries in July. John had been diverting money from the family’s long-term savings account to make sure all the bills were covered. At first he hadn’t bothered to tell Lillian because he thought it would all be sorted out in a matter of weeks and he didn’t want to worry her. Then he hadn’t told her because he wanted to be able to say, ‘We had to pause the partners’ pay, but don’t worry, it’s all okay now.’ Only it wasn’t okay. Not yet.

He tried not to think about it and focused on repairing the company’s finances. Lillian and Jamie would understand. He would make it up to them later.

Catherine was still at her desk as John passed on his way to the kitchen.

‘Oh, Mr Hogarth,’ she said. ‘Your wife called a couple of times.’

‘Did she? Right, okay.’ He felt another twinge of guilt.

‘She said it was about your son.’

‘Hmm.’ John grunted. ‘She was planning a special meal for his last night of school. I told her I mightn’t make it.’ He shook his head. ‘Perhaps I should have called.’

Lillian had always been very patient with the company being the third party in their marriage but she had been rattled by their son’s surprise announcement that he was moving out of home, and the prospect of their soon-to-be empty nest, combined with the thought of their once-fragile baby bird being on his own was upsetting her.

‘I told her you were unreachable. She said she was at the hospital.’

‘The hospital?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why is she at the hospital?’

‘Your son was rushed there—’

‘My wife has been calling to say my son is in the hospital and you didn’t tell me?’

The girl shrunk in her chair. ‘I—’

‘What did she say? Is it serious?’ He wanted to fire the stupid girl on the spot.

‘I don’t know sir.’ Catherine’s voice was small. ‘I just told her you couldn’t be reached.’

John lunged across the girl’s desk and snatched up the phone receiver. She jerked back, startled. He began to dial—043 … —but realised he didn’t know his wife’s mobile number by heart.

‘Dammit.’ He hung up and charged into his office where he fumbled in his drawer for his phone, which he activated, then dialled.

‘I’m sorry,’ Catherine said, standing in the doorway, shaking her head and fanning her eyes to stave off tears. ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry.’

John turned away as he waited for the call to connect. Her words couldn’t penetrate the fear building in his chest. His wife answered, irritated and relieved at the same time. ‘Hello?’

‘Lillian—’

‘John! Where have you been?’

‘Nobody gave me the message.’

‘I’ve been calling and calling—’

‘It’s this new assistant—’

‘If you’d just come home for one dinner like I’d asked—’

His wife was warming up for a tirade.

‘I’m sorry, yes. I’m sorry. Please, Lillian, what happened?’

He listened, his pulse rising, as blood-chilling words jumped out at him like a big marquee banner—‘broken’, ‘unconscious’, ‘severe trauma’—but what really scared him was what she wasn’t saying: He’s going to be fine.

‘I’m leaving now.’ He collected his wallet and keys and raced out of his office. The temp was cowering at her desk like a frightened hamster.

‘Catherine,’ he barked as he passed. ‘When my wife calls from the hospital, that is one of the things that I want you to disturb me for.’

‘I’m sorry, I thought—’

‘I mean honestly,’ he snorted. ‘This is my son.’

As John sprinted to the lift he heard her burst into tears, but he was too annoyed to feel sympathy for the foolish girl. The drive to the hospital was a blur of tail lights. He cursed as he lapped the underground car park looking for a space. He could feel himself overheating as his thoughts raced and his heart banged ever faster in his chest. He had to get to his boy and feel the life-affirming warmth of his skin. He found a spot and darted into it, cutting off an SUV. The driver honked him. But John didn’t care. He slammed his door, bolted to the sliding doors and entered the hospital through the underground lift. Level three, Lillian had said. He jabbed the button repeatedly.

Signs whizzed past his eyes as he went deeper into the labyrinth of beds and bodies and charts and IV machines. The antiseptic air of the life-preservation industry invaded his senses, whipping up a tornado of fear in his chest. In some corners, deflated people took comfort from waiting-room tea and television. In other, smaller rooms, machines infused veins with titrated chemicals, engineered to replicate the perfect work of nature. This magic kept souls tethered to bodies via thin tubes and fine, hollow needles.

The medicinal smell resurrected the horror of the time they’d come here when Jamie was little, in November 2001. The world was still reeling from 9/11, but in the Hogarth household the War on Terror seemed distant and political. A far darker malevolence was seeping into the fabric of their lives: their little boy was sick and there was nothing the politicians could do about it. Jamie had been listless, coughing up teaspoons of sick. They’d raced into Emergency, John cradling their son in his arms. It was the middle of a heatwave and at first they’d thought he was just exhausted and hot. When they finally reached the triage nurse he was limp and Lillian was blaming herself for not bringing him in earlier. That’s when she began to reach for a higher power.

‘Please God,’ she’d intoned, holding her infant in the Emergency waiting room. ‘Please, I’ll do anything for him to be okay. I’ll do volunteer work every week. I’ll sponsor another child in Africa. Please.’ John had never been religious but a small part of him was comforted by his wife’s wholehearted return to faith in their hour of need.

As if in answer to Lillian’s pleas, Jamie’s name had been called and they’d been taken through for a battery of tests. Pretty soon a cause was found: leukaemia. A word terrifying in its lethality. And there was worse to come. John would never forget the way his blood had turned to ice as the doctor spoke to him in a quiet corner of a busy ward and explained Jamie’s prognosis.

The look on the doctor’s face had been very serious. There was a possibility of performing a STEM cell transplant, which would bolster him for chemotherapy, but none of the family were a match. A rushing sound filled John’s ears. When he snapped out of it, his wife was saying: ‘No, no, there’s nobody else.’ But he could only hear her dimly as if he was listening from a great distance. And then it had come to him: ‘Uncle Francis,’ he whispered, like a prayer.

‘What?’ Lillian and the doctor were looking at him.

‘We could try my Uncle Francis.’

‘Uncle Francis?’ Lillian seemed unsure. The doctor raised his eyebrows hopefully.

The estranged uncle was a Hail Mary. John had hardly seen him since he was a kid owing to some big row between his uncle and his dad. He’d never known the cause, but Francis had come to John Senior’s funeral dressed in a black suit. There he had clapped his hand sombrely on John Junior’s arm and said, ‘I’m sorry it’s been so long,’ his face wrinkled with remorse. ‘I always thought we’d have more time. That we’d put it right before … well. If there’s anything you ever need from me, don’t be a stranger.’

Francis had made an effort to stay in touch, so when Jamie got sick, John phoned his uncle in Western Australia and confessed his fears. Francis proved to be their saviour.

‘I let my brother die without ever making it right. Maybe in some small way I can do this for him.’

Francis had gone straight to the hospital in his hometown of Esperance, where it was confirmed he was a match. His bone marrow stem cells were flown across the country for their baby boy.

‘It’s a miracle,’ Lillian had said, and the doctors agreed. They’d caught it early and the disease had been tamed.

John longed for this assurance now. The passage of time had compressed the experience and diluted the trauma. In reality there had been many sleepless nights, but his impression of the ordeal was that everyone had just gotten on with the task of healing their boy. The match they’d found in Uncle Francis had worked and Jamie had recovered quickly. John remembered one of the nurses passing him his restored baby, a look of proud relief on her face.

‘He’s got a fighting spirit this one,’ she’d said. John clung to that proclamation as he sped down this hospital hall, searching for the right room number. A fighting spirit.

He spied his wife. ‘Lillian!’

‘John!’

She threw herself against his chest. He dug his fingers into the wool of her cardigan as he held her trembling in his arms. Her familiar perfume of jasmine soap comforted and grounded him.

‘You’re shaking,’ he said.

‘I’m fine.’

‘Where is he?’

‘They’ve already taken him into surgery.’ Tears ran down her face and John felt a rush of tenderness.

‘Where’s Kate?’

‘Dad!’

His daughter was returning from the kitchenette with two mugs of tea in her hands, looking like she was there to audit the hospital in her tailored black dress and weapon-grade high heels. ‘Here, drink this,’ she said, pressing a hot cup into her father’s grip.

‘How long will it be until we hear anything?’

‘They don’t know,’ Lillian replied.

‘Hours, at least,’ Kate said, matter of factly. ‘The doctors couldn’t tell us anything definitive before the surgery. He’s had an MRI but they just don’t know how bad it is.’ John felt like he was going to vomit, but instead he nodded, and gave his daughter a hug, grateful for her reassuring composure.

‘They did say—’ Kate broke off and shot a concerned look at her mother.

‘What?’ John asked.

‘They did say the shorter the operation, the better the outcome. If it’s done in four hours, it’s a good sign. Eight hours is not so bad. But ten, or anything longer …’ she trailed off.

‘Right,’ said John.

He dropped onto one of the plastic waiting room seats in a sort of trance. A few minutes later his wife appeared at his side, holding out a ham sandwich in a clear plastic box from a vending machine.

‘Eat,’ she said. ‘It doesn’t look like much but you’ll need it.’
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Three hours passed. John rubbed his temples. He had a stress headache, and it wasn’t just his fear for his son that was making the vein in his forehead throb. Now he really had to come clean about the money, and it wasn’t a harmless lie anymore. Jamie might need expensive care and what if John couldn’t pay for it? He got up and walked from the vending machine at one end of the waiting room to the water bubbler at the other. His problems followed him like a shadow. He filled a paper cup with iced water and drank it, but he barely felt it go down.

His salary had been significant, but so were their expenses. They didn’t own their house or cars outright. He and Lillian had purchased their double-brick Californian bungalow in the nineties, but every few years they’d expanded it, making it larger and more beautiful, and all of the floor-to-ceiling windows they’d installed meant the heating and cooling bills were exorbitant. He’d felt bullet-proof and hadn’t saved as much as he should have. Now, their liquid wealth was draining out of the bank accounts as if through a sieve. For months he’d been quietly cancelling various household subscriptions . He’d deferred their annual vacation and relinquished his membership to the Rose Bay golf club, but it wasn’t enough to head off the financial reckoning that was coming, and now he was out of time.

John gazed at the entrance to the surgical ward longingly, until a man with white hair and a white coat barged through the swinging doors, startling him.

‘That’s Jamie’s doctor,’ Lillian said to him, jumping to her feet.

The physician walked towards them with his hand outstretched. ‘Mrs Hogarth. Mr Hogarth? I’m Dr Ling.’ He wore gold, wire-rimmed glasses and had a lined face that was impossible to read.

‘When can I see my son? How is he?’ John asked.

‘Please.’ The doctor invited the three of them to sit. ‘One of my colleagues is with him now. We’ll go in in a moment.’

He began offloading information, speaking rapidly in half-Latin sentences. The double- and triple-barrelled words rushed past them like a freight train, crushing and fast. So much of his meaning was hidden by complicated medical terms.

He was saying ‘spinal laminectomy’ and ‘ligamentous tear’ as easily as if he was reciting his ABCs. John drew his conclusions from other cues. He was talking about treatment. A plan. The vice on John’s chest unwound a little.

‘But he’s going to be okay?’ he interrupted.

The doctor answered only in empirical facts. Jamie’s vitals, the biology behind them. He was methodical and calm. ‘We’ll know more when he wakes up. As the swelling from the surgery goes down we’ll have a clearer picture of what we’re dealing with.’

John allowed himself to breathe. And yet, as he scanned the doctor’s face for signs of optimism he was disturbed by how distinguished Dr Ling looked. He wanted his son’s injuries to be so minor they could be dealt with by somebody whose white coat was still creased from the wire hanger it had hung on in the medical supplies store. He wanted an intern who was saving up for his first stethoscope. This man wore Italian shoes and had a baked-in golf course tan. A woman in a cap and scrubs emerged from the room and nodded.

John took his wife’s trembling hand.

‘Your son has had a lucky escape,’ Dr Ling said. ‘It seems he fell back and damaged his spine. His T9 and T10 took most of the impact, and then his head crashed against the concrete. The bones in his spine were badly damaged, as was the spinal cord. But the spinal injury probably saved his life. If his skull had taken the hit it could have killed him.’ John felt a shiver run through his wife.

‘But he’s going to survive?’

‘He’s stable. The surgery went well …’

‘But?’ John could sense the doctor hadn’t finished.

‘We can repair the bones but the spinal cord itself is more complex. It will be a long road ahead. It’s likely to impact his mobility.’

‘You’re saying he might not walk again?’

‘It’s too early to tell.’ The doctor had a faultless poker face. ‘It’s extremely likely that he won’t be as mobile as he was before.’

Tears gathered in John’s eyes as his son’s hoped-for life flashed before him: one of rugby games, and bashing into the ocean, and backpacking around South America.

‘He loves to surf,’ he said.

The doctor gave a solemn nod.

‘But it’s not certain?’ Kate asked.

‘It’s too early to say for sure.’

‘Can you give it to us as a percentage?’ Kate asked. ‘What is it, fifty–fifty he’ll walk again? Better, worse?’

‘It’s hard to say, but he’s young. He’s strong. Even if the damage is complete, he’ll adjust. Truly.’

John paced the corridor, burning with rage. ‘And you say someone hit him?’ he asked Lillian, who nodded.

‘That’s what the police said.’

‘That animal.’ John looked out the window.

He wanted to track the thug down and snap him like a toothpick. He wanted to feel the ridge of his bare knuckles connect with the attacker’s face. John socked his fist into his palm. The once-soft inner skin was callused by backyard labour. Hauling firewood on camping trips. Rock-climbing in his youth. He thought of everything his son could miss and he hungered for revenge.

‘Shall we go in?’ Dr Ling asked.
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Jamie was lying under the bright hospital lights, still as stone. There was a slight rouging to his right cheek that was starting to darken into a bruise, and in the centre of the discolouration, a tiny slit where the skin had broken. Other than that, and the breathing tube, he looked like he was sleeping. His peaceful face gave no hint of the chaos within. There was a cast on his arm. Lillian gently brushed it with her fingertips.

‘When he fell, his arm crashed into a brick partition, the full brunt of which was absorbed by the bone, resulting in a long, thin fracture to his arm,’ Dr Ling said.

‘Is he in pain?’ Lillian asked.

‘We’ve given him something to make him comfortable.’

John expected his son to look diminished and sunken, but in fact he was surprised by how much Jamie had filled out this past year. His physique had taken on a new, manly broadness that was ready to shoulder the yoke of adulthood. His legs looked no different. But even in the best-case scenario, John realised, he would need rehab. Assistance. Equipment. His mind turned again to their empty bank account, and he felt as if a sinkhole was opening up in his stomach.

As Lillian fussed over Jamie’s blanket John put his hand on Kate’s shoulder and guided her into the passageway. ‘Perhaps you should go home and get some sleep. We’ll hold down the fort here.’

‘I’m not leaving. I want to stay,’ she protested.

John wanted her to stay too. He and Kate had always had a special bond. She’d been his little shadow when she was a child, and after Jamie got sick, and Lillian began to devote herself to protecting him from the world, John’s connection with Kate had grown even stronger. But he needed to have a difficult conversation with his wife, and he wanted to do it alone.

‘Your mother has been a bit stressed lately. Perhaps it’s best if it’s just the two of us tonight,’ he said.

Kate’s nostrils flared. He could tell she was upset, but ever the pro, she swallowed her feelings and didn’t complain. ‘I’ll be back first thing. With croissants,’ she said.

‘That’s what I hoped you’d say,’ John replied, then kissed her cheek.

He went back into the hospital room, pulled over a chair for each of them, then took off his jacket and folded it into a small cushion for Lillian’s back.

‘She works too hard,’ Lillian said after Kate was gone. Then she rested her head against John’s shoulder.

‘She’s passionate and formidable,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t want to get in her way.’

He was comforted, feeling the weight of his wife’s head against his shoulder. He patted her hand.

‘I’m sorry I wasn’t home for dinner,’ he said. ‘That you didn’t have someone with you when you found out.’

‘Kate was there.’

‘Still, I wish I had been there too.’

His wife sighed. ‘It’s okay. I understand.’ She looked up at him, her eyes sincere and woeful. ‘You work so hard to support us all. To keep us safe and comfortable and well fed. And now, that security will be more important than ever.’
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When dawn crept through the window John was stiff and more exhausted than when he’d nodded off. There was no change in Jamie so he went into the bathroom and rinsed his face, which looked like a crumpled paper bag. The sweat that had saturated the underarms of his shirt had turned cold and stale. During the fitful night he had come to the conclusion that he had to own up to Lillian. She needed to know and she deserved honesty.

John braced himself against the basin’s porcelain rim, trying to quieten the grief that rose up inside of him but it poured out in ugly, jagged gulps. He gasped, stifling it. He despised himself for what he was about to do to his wife. He ran the tap then wiped his face dry. When he returned to Jamie’s bedside, his face calm, Lillian was sitting erect in her chair. Now was the time, but when he opened his mouth what came out was, ‘Coffee?’

She nodded wearily. ‘That would be lovely.’

A brief reprieve. He shuffled to the kitchenette to make two instant long blacks, using the moment alone to get up the courage to confess. When he returned, cups brimming, Lillian accepted her mug and he lay his hand on her shoulder. She was strong. She would understand. He took a breath.

‘Darling, I need to tell you something and I’m sorry to do it now—’

They were interrupted by a knock and a deep male voice. ‘Hello?’

Rubbing her eyes, Lillian slid aside the blue privacy curtain.

Two policemen entered the room, their hats in their hands.

‘Sergeant Hawke, Constable Granger,’ Lillian shook their hands. ‘This is my husband, John.’

‘Mr Hogarth.’ The older of the two stepped forward. He was an imposing man with a grey moustache. The other was younger and very fit, with a red beard that didn’t match his dark brown hair. ‘We’ve been investigating the incident involving your son,’ Sergeant Hawke said.

John nodded. ‘What can you tell us?’

‘Not much, unfortunately. We want to speak to the boys who were with him when he was assaulted. A Jeremy Morgan rode with him in the ambulance and—’ Sergeant Hawke checked his notebook, ‘a Mark Giesen was also at the scene.’

‘Yes, that’s Jez and Mark,’ Lillian said. ‘Jez is Jamie’s best friend.’

‘We haven’t been able to track either of them down,’ Sergeant Hawke said.

‘What? That doesn’t make any sense. Jez would do anything he could to help Jamie,’ Lillian said.

‘He’s a good kid,’ John added, maintaining eye contact with the sergeant. He had always liked Jez, who was as loyal to Jamie as a best friend could ever be. Plus, the tall and unassuming boy’s bashfulness hid a wicked sense of humour. He’d never heard of this Mark boy.

‘Mark’s another St Nick’s student,’ Lillian said. ‘I don’t know his parents but I can give you the address for the Morgans.’

‘We’ve already been to Mr and Mrs Morgan’s house. They were unable to help us locate their son.’

‘Oh,’ Lillian said, putting a hand to her mouth. ‘Dear.’

‘Witnesses say they saw a fourth boy but we haven’t been able to establish who he is, which is why we want to talk to Jeremy and Mark. The unknown boy was seen fighting with Jamie.’

‘You think he’s the one who did this?’

The officer nodded. ‘We intend to charge the boy with assault.’

‘What? Is that all?’ John hardened again, angry. ‘Our son might never walk again.’

The younger policeman rotated the badged cap in his hands. ‘For now.’

‘What do you mean for now?’ Lillian asked.

Sergeant Hawke cleared his throat. ‘The charge could be upgraded if … Jamie doesn’t make it.’

A cry burst from Lillian. She covered her mouth. They all turned to look at Jamie in his likeness of death.

‘We don’t think it will come to that,’ Sergeant Hawke said quickly.

‘So, just common assault? My son is in a coma, and this boy just gets charged with the same thing as men who fight in pubs.’ John’s voice was rising. Lillian clamped her hand around his arm.

The door opened.

‘Mr and Mrs Hogarth?’ It was Dr Ling. ‘I’d like to take a look at Jamie. Would you mind giving me a moment?’

‘We’ll leave you,’ Sergeant Hawke said. ‘If the boys come by can you please ask them to contact us. It really is important.’ He handed Lillian his card.

‘Of course,’ Lillian said.

After the police left, John turned to Lillian, a wild look in his eye. ‘What the hell is going on?’




Chapter 6

Jamie

Dawn. They’d get up when the sky was still rippled and pink, lash their boards to Jez’s station wagon and drive down to Bundeena, where the sand would be emptier than at the tourist traps of Bondi or Tamarama. In this small suburb on Sydney’s southern fringe, where the bitumen street dissolved into sand, the owner of the milk bar on the main road would cook you a burger at eight in the morning if you wanted it. Jamie always got his with a fried egg so it felt like breakfast, and washed it down with a big paper cup of orange juice.

‘Should get a decent swell today,’ Jez would say, like he always did.

Sometimes Jez would pop his boot and reveal he’d nicked a six-pack of beer from his dad. He and Mark would open cans and drink while scanning the waves. But Jamie liked his mind sharp before swimming out.

They’d watch the surf crest and break while they ate, then carry their boards down to the blue. The sun bouncing off the water almost blinded Jamie. As he lifted his arm up to shield his eyes a knife of pain sliced through him. ‘Ah!’ He squeezed his eyes shut, blacking out the beach.

When Jamie opened his eyes he was in an unfamiliar, clinical-looking room. He blinked, confused. His breathing grew short and shallow. He heard voices then saw his mother’s and father’s faces, and some strangers, all speaking at him. He realised he was hooked up to a drip. His neck was constricted, and his back was throbbing. Tears beaded and dropped from his eyes. He wanted to call out but he couldn’t speak. A nurse rushed into view and fiddled with a machine and soon the pain began to recede. His eyelids grew heavy. The agony didn’t entirely leave him, but it was deadened by sleep.

Then it was night and Jamie was in a dark, seaside field that felt familiar yet eerily disconnected from reality. His back ached, and he couldn’t move one of his arms. He understood that he’d been injured but he couldn’t remember when or how. He called out but got no reply from the emptiness.
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Jamie awoke to more pain, bone-deep and intense. He tried to turn his head but couldn’t. His lower half felt strange too. Numb and light, and somehow dislocated. The gears inside his head began to grind into action. Had Bundeena been real? Was this real? Flashes of a vast dark field surfaced in his mind. What was that place? He was lucid enough to grasp that he was in hospital, but why?

His mother appeared, standing over him. ‘Jamie.’ His whole body felt paralysed, only his eyes moving in their sockets, slippery as a ventriloquist’s dummy’s.

‘Jamie, can you hear me?’

‘Mum?’ He tried to speak but his throat burned.

‘It’s alright darling, you’re going to be alright,’ she was nodding, teary but smiling.

The last thing he remembered was tying his tie for the last day of school. Had he missed muck-up day? His father came into view.

‘Everything went well,’ he said. Jamie’s dad put his arm around his mum, who wiped away a tear. Kate was standing back with her husband, Rich, whose suit jacket was folded over his arm like a napkin, as if he was waiting to take everybody’s order.

The world had a jellied quality, soft and indistinct. Jamie could feel himself drifting back into sleep. Reality seemed to have lost its permanence, and he felt like he was dipping in and out of a feverish dream of an empty field under dark skies with a sense of longing for something he couldn’t remember. Then everything went black again.
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When Jamie woke next he saw the room with more clarity, and he could hear the cheerful voices of two women. ‘That one in bed five seems to have gotten his spirit back. He asked when he would have his first sponge bath,’ one said, sighing, then adding with a chuckle, ‘Filthy old bugger.’

‘It’s amazing isn’t it, even a broken spine doesn’t dampen the instinct.’

‘What are we doing with bed five?’

Ungluing his eyelids, Jamie homed in on their conversation.

‘He’ll move at eleven and then we’ll need a heart monitor for bed three.’

‘What about room two?’

‘Not yet. Doctor Ling said he wants to wait another day.’

‘When did his Lordship make that decision?’

‘Jocelyn!’ The speaker was scandalised. There was a snort, then the women sniggered, oblivious to Jamie’s presence. ‘Just now.’

‘As long as he doesn’t change his mind five minutes before my shift ends. Gary’s taking me to see Chicago tonight.’

‘That’s supposed to be good. I like the blonde who plays Roxie.’

‘So does Gary. Why do you think he bought the tickets?’ the woman replied, causing a gale of laughter. ‘He can ogle her all he wants. I’m not concerned she’s suddenly going to take a liking to a retired CPA with a herniated disc. How are you doing there, dear?’

The two nurses’ eyes fell on Jamie. One nurse had short, fluffy, strawberry blonde hair, the other’s hair was straight, brown and shoulder length.

‘What, me?’ Jamie croaked.

‘Yes you, dear. I wasn’t talking to the ventilator.’

‘Oh, um, fine I guess?’

‘Fine?’ The brunette’s eyebrows shot up. ‘You’re the first patient I’ve come across who severed his spine and then declared he was fine. Let’s take a look at you.’

She read the monitors, murmuring approvingly but Jamie’s heart had skipped to a gallop. Severed spine? His left arm was in a cast. He experimentally clenched and unclenched his good fist. It seemed to be working okay, she must be mistaken, he thought. Surely he wouldn’t be able to do that if he’d broken his back?

‘We’re going to turn you, is that okay?’ the nurse asked.

‘Turn me?’ They were already preparing a large, slick sheet of blue plastic.

‘So you don’t get pressure sores,’ the blonde nurse said.

‘Oh, okay,’ Jamie murmured his assent, but he suspected they would have gone ahead even if he hadn’t.

They manoeuvred the plastic sheet under him like he was a beached whale. They were cheery-faced and strong-armed, working as one to gently roll him from his left to his right. Pain ripped through his body. He was more alert this morning, which meant he was more alive to the agony in his bones.

‘There, how’s that?’ They were caring but brisk.

‘Um, yeah. Okay.’

The nurse rechecked the various machines he was hooked up to. She had a name badge clipped to her shirt: Mary. ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘We’ll be back around again in a few hours.’

Jamie’s body crackled from being moved, but it hardly registered. Severed spine?

‘Mum? Dad? Hello?’ His voice was feeble. He could hear the mechanical wheezing and squeezing of a ventilator coming from the bed to his right.

‘We’re here, darling.’ His mother stepped into his line of sight. She laid her palm across his forehead. ‘You’ve got a bit of colour back.’ Her genuine smile quelled Jamie’s anxiety. But still, severed spine?

‘Wh … what happened?’ His voice sounded frail and foreign.

‘There was … an accident.’ His mother looked forlorn. ‘You injured your back and broke your arm.’

Jamie frowned. ‘On the footy field?’

His father appeared. ‘You don’t remember?’

‘No.’

‘It was after school.’

‘After school?’ He was so confused. ‘How—?’

‘Hiya!’ His sister’s voice entered the room.

Kate was dressed in a stiff navy suit and carrying a big bunch of balloons. ‘Hey there,’ she said. Her voice was uncharacteristically sweet.

‘Hey, mate,’ Rich said. ‘How are you feeling?’

‘Okay. I still don’t know what happened.’

‘You were knocked out cold,’ John said. He explained how a surgeon had put steel rods in Jamie’s back.

‘I knew something was wrong when you didn’t come home on time.’ His mother’s eyes filled with tears. ‘I could just feel it. I should have driven to the school the minute I knew.’

‘You were clinically dead for thirty seconds,’ Rich said.

‘Thirty seconds?’

His father nodded in confirmation.

Jamie exhaled a puff of air, the information landing like a blow to the chest. He could remember being in the gym with Mr Hoover, feeling good about the summer that lay ahead and beyond that, adulthood and all the things he’d planned. Between then and now were flashes of choppy, disordered memories. Just slices of an incident, like old photos mixed up in a shoebox.

‘I really don’t remember,’ Jamie replied.

‘The doctor said that’s normal.’

‘How did it happen?’

‘Try not to worry about that now,’ his mother said, smoothing her hand over his hair the way she used to when he had nightmares. ‘The doctors said you’re doing really well. How are you feeling?’

The question alerted him to a dull headache. ‘Sore,’ Jamie said.

‘You look good,’ Kate said, her voice encouraging.

‘You gave us a fright,’ his father said, relieved. ‘Strike a light.’

Jamie felt his whole body go cold. The shadow of a memory stirred. ‘What did you say?’ he asked.

‘You gave us a fright.’

‘Not that, the other thing.’

His father looked confused. ‘Strike a light?’

‘That’s it.’

The phrase passed through him like a radioactive wave, but he couldn’t recall why it was significant. The confusion was frustrating.

‘Are you alright, darling?’ His mother was alarmed. ‘You’ve gone white. Are you in pain?’

‘I feel a bit strange.’

‘Well, you did come back from the dead,’ Rich said. Kate glared at him. Oblivious, Rich continued: ‘What was it like? Did you reach the pearly gates or does hellfire and brimstone await us all?’ He lowered his voice theatrically.

Kate rolled her eyes. ‘For God’s sake, Rich.’

John and Lillian ignored the comment. But Jamie’s blood was like ice. His memory was grasping at something. A field. A voice. The weight of a warm, weathered hand on his shoulder. His heart sped up. His neck and face felt hot. There was a dull ache pushing against his skull.

‘I remember a dark, cold place,’ he said.

His parents looked at each other.

‘Grandad.’

‘What?’ His father’s eyes widened.

‘I saw Grandad,’ he pulled at the neck of his gown with his good hand.

‘Let’s get the nurse,’ Lillian said as she jabbed the call button, her concerned eyes on her son.

‘Try to relax,’ John said, though he seemed slightly rattled. ‘You’ve had a serious blow. Your mind’s playing tricks on you.’




Chapter 7

Kate

Kate Hogarth watched as two nurses and a doctor converged on her little brother. For the first time in a long time, she did not know what to do. As she backed away to make room, the blue curtain was swished closed around Jamie’s bed, cutting her off from him. She grabbed the doorframe, winded by the shock of how close they had come to losing him. Behind the severely pleated corporate armour she wore, her heart was ripping in two. She retreated to the hospital corridor, where she leaned her forehead against the cool surface of the wall and tried to regain her composure.

‘That was weird. He looked like he’d seen a ghost,’ Rich said, following Kate out of the room. He tightened his tie so the knot was high and neat. ‘I’d always thought of Jamie as a cocky kind of kid but this sure has put the fear of God in him.’

Kate narrowed her eyes, incensed. ‘Why would you say that?’

Rich lifted his palms in a show of innocence. ‘I didn’t mean anything by it. Just, it seems bad.’

‘Of course it’s bad! He could have died.’ Her voice was tense. A single sob escaped her lips, like an air bubble.

‘It’s okay, hey, he’s safe now,’ her husband soothed. ‘It’s been a long week.’ He rubbed her shoulder pulled his phone out. ‘Should we treat ourselves to Tetsuya’s for dinner?’

‘How can you think about restaurants at a time like this?’ Kate replied sharply.

‘I thought it might cheer you up.’

‘Rich, why would I want to sit in a restaurant while my brother’s in hospital?’ She clenched her fists, exasperated. Though in truth it wasn’t her husband she was angry with.

The last contact she’d had with Jamie was almost a month earlier, on the day she’d been promoted. She’d been striding down a corridor with an armful of reports when he’d sent her a text that had stopped her in her tracks: ‘Congratulations Kate. Dad told me you’re a director now. You really deserve it!’ She was touched that her little brother had written to her, and she had meant to write back something like, ‘Thanks buddy, good luck with your exams. How’s study going?’ But she couldn’t remember if she’d actually done it because at that moment a junior associate had grabbed her by the arm and said, ‘There’s a crisis with the reports! Somebody put a decimal point in the wrong spot and now we have to pulp and reprint the lot.’

She fished her phone from her handbag and scrolled until she found her thread with Jamie and saw she hadn’t written back to him. Her stomach tightened painfully as it dawned on her that Jamie could have died thinking that his own sister didn’t care enough to respond to his thoughtful message.

‘I still can’t believe this has happened,’ Lillian said, coming out of the hospital room. She looked at Kate who still had her phone in her hand, and her expression flickered from worry to annoyance.

‘For God’s sake, Kate, can you put that thing away for five minutes,’ she scolded.

Kate’s cheeks burned scarlet and she had to stop herself from snarling defensively at her mother, who was hugging her thin cardigan to her body like a hurricane survivor. Kate slid her device into her handbag, realising her mother must think her very callous if she assumed the first thing Kate would do after seeing her injured brother was check in with the office.

Her father came out of the hospital room and put his hand on her shoulder with a weary smile. ‘Alright Katey-Kate?’ She smiled back. ‘Dr Ling wants to have a talk with us,’ he announced.

On cue the doctor exited Jamie’s room and shut the door in a precise little movement. ‘Yes, we’ll go down the hall. Come with me please,’ he said.

Kate, Lillian and John followed the doctor into a grim little room that was bare except for two brown vinyl couches and a black Ikea coffee table holding a box of tissues. The set-up immediately put Kate on alert. The couches squeaked as they sat to receive the news.

‘We’ve been observing Jamie. His injury is incomplete, but his functionality and sensitivity are quite suppressed.’

‘Incomplete, that means there’s a chance he’ll make a full recovery?’ Lillian asked.

‘A small chance, but I’d caution you against getting your hopes up. To put it frankly, the results we’re seeing so far are not what we’d hope for. Rehab will help but I’m afraid there may be some difficult months ahead. This is a lot to digest. I’ll leave you to discuss it.’

Lillian’s head dropped forward into her hands. Kate knew she should comfort her mother, but for the second time that day she felt ineffectual. She was glad when her father wrapped a loving arm around his wife. Lillian grabbed John’s sleeve. ‘Let’s not tell him how bad the damage might be. At least not yet.’

John frowned. ‘That won’t make it easier.’

‘He’s going to be so upset. He’ll be frightened and he’s still so weak. Let’s not make it worse.’

‘He’ll have to confront it eventually,’ Kate said.

‘But not all at once. Can’t we just give him time to adjust?’ Lillian pleaded.

‘He needs to understand what has happened. He’s an adult,’ John said.

‘Not until next week he’s not. I don’t want him lying there scared, and hurt, only to have worse news piled on top of all that. Can’t I protect him for one more week?’

Kate wanted to talk sense into her mother. ‘Mum, Dad’s right. Jamie needs—’

‘Kate!’ Lillian snapped. ‘What would you know about what Jamie needs?!’ She took a breath and held up her hand. ‘You haven’t exactly been involved much lately.’ The barb cut Kate deep like a knife that twisted as she acknowledged in her heart that Lillian was right.

‘Now Lillian, hang on—’ John began.

‘It’s okay Dad, Mum’s right.’ Kate lifted her chin.

‘I’m sorry,’ Lillian said neutrally, smoothing her hands over her skirt. ‘But I can’t heap this horrible news on top of everything he’s already been through. Besides, the doctor said things could improve. Let’s not scare him unnecessarily. Let’s wait and see.’ She looked imploringly at her husband. John nodded.

‘Okay. We’ll hold off telling him for now,’ he said.

‘If that’s what you think is best,’ Kate said, standing.

The three of them left the bare room and met Rich outside Jamie’s door. ‘Not great news then?’ he asked.

‘No,’ Kate said. ‘Not great.’

‘What about the police? Any updates there?’

‘Not since yesterday,’ Lillian said, wringing her hands. ‘I just can’t understand why he would have been fighting.’

‘It wasn’t his fault,’ came another voice. They all turned to see a tall, stooping figure standing in the corridor. He was unshaven and shiny skinned, in clothes that were crumpled and stained.

‘Jez?’ Lillian sounded surprised.

‘Hi Lillian. Hey Kate.’

‘How are you Jez?’ Kate asked, surprised by how tall her brother’s childhood friend had gotten. His sandy curls were in need of a wash, and he’d grown into his oversized teeth and lips, which had always given him a veneer of geekiness, but it was definitely the boy she’d beaten at Uno.

‘You remember my husband, Rich.’ Rich stuck his hand out and Jez wiped his palm on the seat of his shorts before shaking it. ‘You’re waiting to see Jamie?’ Kate asked gently.

Jez nodded but wouldn’t meet their eyes. He seemed twitchy as well as sad. Kate thought he was probably in shock.

‘He’ll like that,’ Kate said in her kindest voice. She took a cautious step towards Jez, like he was a deer that might be startled by sudden movements.

‘I came here with him after he was hit. But the doctors took him away and they wouldn’t let me in to see him again.’ Jez’s lips quivered. ‘And then the police …’ His voice trailed off as he began to cry. ‘I thought he was gonna die,’ he sobbed.

Lillian gestured that Kate should hug him, so she awkwardly wrapped her arms around Jeremy’s coat-hanger shoulders and gave him a pat on the back. The embrace sent him into a fit of sobbing. His arms locked around her and he pulled her into a needful embrace and began to cry the unselfconscious cry of a small child.

‘It’s alright,’ Kate said gently. ‘The doctors say he’s doing well.’

‘He didn’t even want to do anything for muck-up day,’ Jez said through tears.

‘What do you mean?’

‘It’s my fault. I pushed him into it.’

‘Shh,’ she said. ‘Shhh.’ She stroked his back until his tears and gulps began to subside and he pulled away, embarrassed, wiping his face with the butt of his palm and sniffing wetly.

‘No, Jez, no, it’s not your fault,’ Lillian said. ‘You’re a good friend to him. The best friend.’

This set off a fresh wave of convulsive tears. Lillian rubbed his arm and made sympathetic soothing noises. But Kate was watching the crying youth intently.

‘Jeremy, did you see what happened?’ Kate asked.

He nodded, swiping his arm across his swampy face.

‘We were just … mucking around. It was muck-up day, you know. Things got out of control.’

‘How? What happened?’

‘This kid from another school started it.’ Everyone turned. Another boy Kate didn’t recognise was returning from the vending machine with two cans of Coke in his hands. He passed one to Jez and said, ‘He came at us with a gun.’

‘A gun?!’

‘A paint gun,’ Jez corrected.

‘He still did some serious damage,’ the boy said darkly.

Kate saw Lillian’s chin tremble. She momentarily considered putting her arm around her mother, but instead she stepped towards the boy and said, ‘You must be Mark,’ deciding the best way she could help was to take charge of the situation. The boy nodded. Kate didn’t like his stance, arms crossed, chin jutted, defensive and defiant.

‘Who was this kid?’ Kate asked.

‘We know him from footy,’ Jez said. ‘But the fight wasn’t what did the damage …’ his voice trailed off and he turned to look at Mark.

‘What did do the damage, Jez?’ Kate asked.

Jez spoke carefully. ‘We were near the car park behind the Alison Road shops, next to the dry-cleaners. It’s got a tiny brick fence. Only about a foot high. When Jamie fell … the corner of the brick … the sharp edge … his back smashed right into it.’

Jez reached behind his head and touched the top of his back to demonstrate the point of contact.

‘But how did he fall?’ Kate asked.

‘We’d been planning a mad send-off for muck-up day. Nothing dangerous, just water balloons with soy sauce in them, that sorta thing,’ Jez said.

‘It would have just been a bit of fun if it wasn’t for that kid with the paint gun,’ Mark cut in.

Jez started crying again. ‘Jamie didn’t want to do anything. We forced him.’

‘Don’t blame yourself Jez,’ Lillian said. ‘It’s not your fault.’

‘What has he said?’ Mark asked. ‘Does he remember anything?’

Jez shot a look at Mark.

‘I want to see him,’ Jez said. ‘Please, can I see him?’

‘I think he’d like that,’ Lillian said. ‘He needs you to help keep his spirits up.’

John checked the hospital room. ‘He’s sleeping,’ he said.

Mark grabbed Jez’s arm. ‘We’d better go then.’

‘Can’t I just go in quickly?’ Jez asked, shaking Mark off.

‘There’s no point if he’s asleep—’ Mark began.

‘Maybe no point to you,’ Jez snapped at Mark, suddenly angry. He closed his eyes, took a breath and evened his tone. ‘Please. I haven’t seen him since it happened.’

‘I’m sure that wouldn’t hurt,’ Lillian said.

Mark seemed hesitant, but when Jez walked into the room, he followed.

‘He’s very upset,’ Lillian said.

‘He cares about his friend,’ John said.

‘Then why hasn’t he spoken to the police?’ Kate wanted to know.

‘I’m sure it’s a misunderstanding,’ Lillian said.

‘And who’s this mysterious other boy? What’s being done about tracking him down?’ The guilt Kate had been feeling was churning in her stomach, changing, and turning into righteous anger, like water into steam. And like steam, the roiling sense of injustice was filling her with energy to do something. To get answers for her brother.

‘I told Sergeant Hawke I’d call him if I saw them,’ Lillian said. ‘But now I’m not so sure—’

‘Shh!’ Kate silenced her as the hospital room door swung open again.

‘Still sleeping,’ Jez said, his voice small.

‘You can come back tomorrow Jez,’ Lillian said.

Kate seized her chance. ‘Why don’t I give you boys a lift home?’

Mark looked uncertain but Jez nodded with relief. ‘That would be good. Thanks.’
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‘Nice wheels,’ Jez said appreciatively as Kate led the boys to her car.

‘Thanks,’ she clicked the key to unlock it.

Her Merc was a newer, zippier version of her father’s. The Hogarth family was fiercely loyal when they found something they liked. A breed of dog. A brand of toothpaste. A model of car. ‘We’re Border Collie people,’ her father had said when they’d adopted a new puppy a year after Ruffy died. ‘We’re Herald people,’ he said once, shaking his head on a camping trip when a country store offered only the Telegraph. And, ‘We’re Mercedes people,’ when he’d bought Kate her first car—a second-hand Benz—three cars prior to the one she drove now. The one Mark was gazing at.

‘Where to?’ Kate asked, sliding into the front seat.

‘Sycamore Street, Bronte,’ Jez said.

‘Mark?’ Kate asked, starting the ignition.

‘I’m staying at Jez’s so …’ Kate felt a prickle of disappointment. She wanted to talk to Jez alone. He’d clammed up when Mark had appeared in the hospital corridor and she would bet good money there was more to the story than they’d let on.

As Kate navigated the dark streets and asked the boys about their exams and their uni plans, she tried to figure out how she could get Jez to confess whatever it was he knew. The streets here were wide and the double-fronted houses glowed, welcoming, making Kate long to be inside one of the homey lounge rooms, perhaps watching a crime procedural, instead of feeling like she was a character in one. When they pulled up in front of the Morgans’ house and the boys began to get out of the car, she pounced. ‘Jeremy, can I talk to you for a minute?’

‘Ah … sure.’

Mark lingered.

‘Alone,’ Kate added. ‘If you don’t mind, Mark.’

Mark’s jaw tightened like he wanted to argue, but he could see she wasn’t going to give up. ‘See you inside,’ he said to Jez. ‘Thanks for the ride.’

Jez and Kate watched him head towards the house, then Kate unbuckled her belt and turned to her brother’s friend, who kept his eyes forward. After a moment she gently said, ‘You seem pretty mad at Mark.’

Jez shrunk into his shirt. ‘I’m mad at myself.’

She nodded, and wondered if that was all this was, a teenage boy’s sense that he’d done something wrong, and a natural fear of the authorities.

‘Jez, I spoke to Sergeant Hawke about the investigation,’ Kate said. ‘He said he’d been trying to contact you but you haven’t been returning his calls.’

Jez turned away and put his head against the window. His breath made a perfect circle of fog on the glass. He dragged his finger through it, bisecting it into two halves. ‘It all happened so quickly.’

‘But you were there weren’t you?’ Kate probed.

‘I didn’t really see …’ he trailed off.

Kate pressed her lips together. It was dark in the car and with his face turned away, Kate couldn’t get a read on Jez. ‘I bet you feel kind of helpless now,’ she said. Jez nodded sadly. She continued, ‘I know it’s difficult but talking to the police is the one thing you could do to really help Jamie.’

Jez sighed. ‘I guess.’

‘They want to charge this other kid, whoever he is, but they’re having trouble finding anyone who can say they saw him hit Jamie. Even though it was a crowded street. Even though you and Mark told me he started it.’

Jez gave another of his sorrowful nods. Misery radiated off him and one part of Kate wanted to take him out for ice-cream and tell him everything was going to be alright. But she mostly just wanted Jez to stop dragging his feet. The accident had awoken in her a lioness’s protectiveness and she wanted a promise from Jez. ‘So you’ll talk to them?’

There was a thump on the window that made them both jump. Mark’s face was peering through the glass. ‘I can’t get in, nobody’s home,’ he said. His face was washed out by the streetlight and he looked like a spectre. Kate shivered, despite the warmth of the spring night.

‘I’d better go,’ Jez said, unclipping his belt and climbing out of the car. ‘But yeah. To answer your question. Yeah.’

‘Okay, thanks Jez,’ Kate said, trying to think of a way to prolong their conversation, and perhaps learn more, but he was already out of the car. ‘It’s going to be okay,’ she called.

He nodded, a mournful look on his face. All Kate could do was let him go.
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Kate cranked up the air conditioner as she drove home. It was an exceptionally humid night and the thick, wet air had drained the last reserves of her energy. When she got home, she sat in her driveway feeling worn down and powerless, which were sensations she wasn’t used to. She couldn’t stop thinking of her little brother, and how their last interaction had been him sending her a genuine and heartfelt congratulations, and her being too bloody self-obsessed to reply. A tear left a warm trail down her cheek. She swiped at it, angry at herself and the world, and headed into her house.

She was relieved to find the living area empty and was hanging her handbag on its hook when a flash of movement gave her a fright.

‘That was fast.’ Her husband sat up from his position lying on the couch. ‘How did it go?’

Kate jumped. ‘Jesus, Rich, you scared me.’

‘Sorry.’

‘I’m already on edge. There’s definitely more to this story than what those boys are telling us,’ she said, peeling off her jacket and dropping it over the back of an armchair.

‘I know why you offered to give them a lift home. It won’t work. You can’t project manage teenage boys,’ Rich said.

‘I wasn’t trying to project manage them. I just wanted to chat.’

Her high heels echoed loudly as she strode across the polished concrete floor, took a bottle of gin from the bar and opened the fridge in the marble and steel kitchen to hunt for tonic water.

‘Kate,’ her husband raised his brows in amusement, ‘you don’t know how to chat. You know how to instruct subordinates and brief superiors. Casual conversation is not your forte.’

She slammed the door of the fridge. ‘Jesus Rich, read the room. It hasn’t been a great day.’

He got up off the couch and came into the kitchen. ‘It’s a compliment,’ he said. ‘I wish I had your focus. Maybe then I’d be on track to becoming partner before I’m forty, too.’ He took the gin from her hands and mixed her a drink. Kate didn’t voice what she was thinking, which was that maybe she’d been too focused.

She took the glass when he handed it to her, but she no longer wanted it. It had been an exceptionally bad day, but the real sting was how right Lillian had been about Kate’s lack of involvement in their family. Her little brother had become a young man she knew nothing about. He had been her Uno partner and co-conspirator in campaigns to go out for ice-cream, and she had let him down, and for what? Annual budget targets. An extra square metre of office space.

She rolled the crystal glass in her manicured hand and swore that she would make it up to him. She would show her mother that she was wrong to doubt her, and she would be the person her brother had imagined her to be when he’d sent her the message telling her she deserved her good things.

She’d been his protector when he was little, but somewhere she’d lost her way. Now he needed her more than ever, and this time she would not fail him.




Chapter 8

Jamie

It was odd to wake up in a room that strangers rushed through like a bus station during peak hour. Visitors. Orderlies. Nurses. All in a hurry. The doctors were the worst. They talked across Jamie like he wasn’t there. His bedroom was their workplace and his injuries were items on their to-do lists. Every now and then Dr Ling would ask him questions: ‘Any pain overnight?’ ‘Any sensation?’ It was like a pop quiz, and Jamie wanted to do well. He hoped his answer would make the doctor smile, tuck his hands behind his back and say, ‘That’s an excellent sign. That’s just what we want to see.’ But the officious doctor was always wordless when he noted Jamie’s response. He was standing beside the bed now, peering at Jamie through gold-rimmed bifocals, asking how he felt today.

‘The same really,’ was all Jamie could say.

Dr Ling said something inaudible to the two younger doctors who were shadowing him. Jamie wanted to ask, ‘How bad is it? What’s going to happen?’ But before he could speak, they turned and left and his mother rushed in, like an understudy who’d been waiting in the wings.

‘Can I get you anything, darling?’ she asked, straightening his bedsheet and topping up his water cup.

‘Have they told you anything else about my injuries?’ he asked, annoyed he’d wasted his chance to question the doctor directly. His mother turned her back to him and started fussing with something out of his line of sight.

‘I expect they’re still trying to figure it out themselves,’ she said.

Whenever Jamie asked his parents or nurses what was wrong with him they fobbed him off with ‘we’ll see’ and ‘we’ll know more when we’ve done more tests’. So far he had resisted pushing for more information because he was afraid of what he might learn.

He was haunted by the nurse’s comment about his spine. Whenever he thought about it panic would rise in him like a fever. He’d calm himself by opening and shutting his good hand, which worked fine. It was major surgery, he’d tell himself. Of course you don’t feel normal. They cut you open like a frog in a biology class. Just wait.

The skin under his cast itched. Noticing he was clenching his hand, his mother asked if he needed anything. Jamie looked into her eyes which were creased with concern. The words were on the tip of his tongue: How bad is the damage to my spine? What’s going to happen to me?

‘Mum?’

‘Yes darling?’

He steeled himself to ask. Then he faltered, afraid. ‘Umm, do you have my phone?’

Lillian’s face softened. ‘No, I don’t,’ she said, apologetic. ‘The police only found this.’ She took his wallet from a drawer in the metal cabinet next to his bed.

‘But didn’t someone pick it up? What about Jez?’

‘I’m sorry, darling. It must have been dropped or lost when the paramedics came. At least you didn’t lose your wallet.’

‘There’s nothing important in there anyway,’ Jamie said, dejected.

His mother raised a brow and ripped open the Velcro strip. ‘Library card. Opal card … Jamie!’ She slid out his fake ID. ‘Twenty-two are we, Joseph Capshaw? Nobody’s actually fallen for this have they?’ she teased.

Jamie tried to smile but the loss of his phone was a blow—he wanted to google some of the things he’d heard the doctors say.

‘What’s this?’ His mother was pulling out something else. A white card. Jamie didn’t recognise it. Lillian read: ‘Cal Wallace. Partner. Probate and Family Law.’

‘I’m not sure.’

Lillian handed it to him. As he touched the card an image flashed in his mind: Mr Hoover had given it to him in the gym. He remembered the smell of the fresh paint and the feeling of opportunity the card conferred. Other memories followed: Ryan West pointing a paint gun at him, running towards a busy road, the thick taste of iron and salt, an eerie, starlit sports field. Swirling colours in the sky. An unearthly game of chess. And something almost warm-blooded. The sense of two people. Two shadows. Two shades.

‘Jamie?’ Lillian was leaning over him with a concerned look on her face. ‘Are you okay?’

‘Yes, yeah. Fine.’ He felt breathless suddenly. His mother was studying him.

‘Just a bit of pain.’ He paused thoughtfully. ‘Mum, remember when you said you knew something was wrong when I was injured?’

‘Yes.’

‘What did that feel like? I mean, how did you know?’

Lillian sat down next to his bed. ‘Well, it was a sense, I guess. A fear deep inside me that something wasn’t right, like an instinct telling me to act. It made me shiver. You know the saying, someone just walked over your grave?’

Jamie said he did and felt suddenly cold himself.

‘Well it was like that, as if the universe was trying to tell me you needed me. Call it a mother’s intuition.’ She adjusted his blanket. ‘Now, is there anything you’d like me to bring you from home?’
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Jamie had planned for a summer of surfing but the only wave he was riding was made of opiates. He was hooked up to a pain-relief drip that he could administer himself, which he did liberally, because the pain whipped up fear and uncertainty about how extensive the damage was and why this had happened to him.

He’d perform tests on himself by squeezing each of his muscles. He started with his toes and worked up. It was a roll call of functionality. He tried wiggling them. Scrunching. Nothing. Next, he’d try to bend his knees, a frustratingly impossible exercise. He guessed at the prognosis. He knew what damaging that delicate bundle of cardinal nerves in his spine meant. He was opening and closing his good hand, grateful to see it responding to his brain’s commands, when there was a knock at the door.

‘Hey, mate,’ Jamie smiled. Jez looked sheepish and a little pale as if he’d been unwell himself. Michael and Ben from school trailed in after him, murmuring, ‘How’re you going?’ ‘Good to see you up.’ They hung back, away from the bed, as if the slightest atmospheric disturbance would damage Jamie further. ‘How’re you feeling?’ they asked.

‘Pretty strange. They put rods in my spine.’

‘We couldn’t believe it when Jez told us.’

‘We came to visit the day after it happened,’ Ben said. ‘But you were still out from the surgery.’

‘You’ll be alright though, won’t you? The technology’s got to be pretty good,’ Michael said.

‘Can you feel where they cut you open?’

‘Guys,’ Jamie said proudly, ‘you have to get some of these painkillers, they’re insane.’

Everyone laughed and relaxed after that, and talk turned to the other casualties from muck-up day—Corey Mason had fallen out a first-floor window and broken his arm—and how weird it was to be finished with school, until Jamie said, ‘Where’s Giesen?’

‘Adelaide. He went early. Got into a big fight with his dad,’ Jez said.

‘What’s he going to do about exams?’

‘He’s coming back. He’s going to stay with me.’

Jamie felt the sting of jealousy, which seemed ridiculous given what had happened. But he couldn’t help it. Mark would sleep on the air mattress in Jez’s bungalow and they’d stay up all night hunting zombies on Xbox. They might even go out exploring pubs. Jez had turned eighteen in April and was free to roam that adult world. Mark had hit the milestone in September but school had held them back. Now, no longer. Jamie was still a few days from turning eighteen. His birthday was the same day as the English exam, and when he’d first seen the schedule he had been annoyed that his big day would be spoiled by a three-hour test. Now he’d give anything to be able to walk into the school hall and spend his birthday morning writing essays.

‘We’ll just be studying,’ Jez said, as if sensing Jamie’s envy.

‘’Course,’ Jamie said, trying to sound unbothered. He didn’t want to be any more of an object of pity than he already was. ‘Hey, how good was my scam to get out of studying?’ he said.

Jez released an uneasy laugh. ‘Yeah.’

‘Exam prep’s almost worse than school,’ Ben said.

‘Yeah,’ Michael chimed in. ‘I thought we were free but these practice exams are a killer. Ms Larson’s running daily study sessions in the Year 12 maths room. Mum drops me off every morning.’

‘That’s because you’re such a dingus,’ Ben jabbed him in the ribs. ‘I don’t know why she’s bothering, all you’re ever going to need to know are the directions to Centrelink.’

‘At least Giesen isn’t there being a know-it-all,’ Michael said. ‘He’s such a freak.’

Jamie’s eyes went to Jez, expecting him to defend Mark. Instead, Jez bobbed his head and said nothing.

‘It’ll be over soon,’ Jez said earnestly. ‘Soon we’ll really be free, and then when you’re out of here, Hoges, we’ll start looking for a place to rent together.’

‘Yeah, sure,’ Jamie said. But it seemed like an unlikely future.
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After the guys were gone, Jamie gave himself a hit of morphine.

‘You’re going to sprain that finger if you don’t give it a rest,’ the nurse named Mary said cheerily as she wheeled in a tray of food. She gave him a wink as she moved the table over to Jamie’s bed so that it was over his chest. ‘Dinner is served. I bet you’ve been looking forward to this.’

The thought of swallowing food made his stomach turn.

‘I can’t eat,’ Jamie croaked.

‘Don’t you want to get better? You need nutrients to heal those bones.’

‘I’ll be sick,’ he protested.

The nurse gave him a disbelieving look. ‘Well it’s lucky you’re already in hospital then isn’t it?

‘Come on now. Just try a little bit,’ she said, removing the foil covering from his lunch. The inside was dappled with water droplets. The hospital kitchen had prepared white rice with an accompaniment of orange-brown puree. For dessert they’d provided a cup of jelly.

‘Wow,’ Jamie said flatly. ‘How did you get Gordon Ramsay to work in your kitchen?’

The nurse put her hands on her hips, an amused look on her face. ‘It’s not to your liking, my lord?’

‘Why would you think that?’ replied Jamie. ‘Gruel is my favourite food. Is this meal two Michelin stars or three?’ Mary tried to smother her smile. ‘You want to get better don’t you?’

Jamie sighed. But he found himself wanting to please this good-humoured nurse. He liked that she teased him. It made him feel a little like his old self again.

He picked up the plastic spoon in his good hand and took a desultory mouthful of the leather-coloured mush. His gag reflex sprang into action and he retched a little. Dismay crossed Mary’s face. He forced the sludge down, feeling it slide into his belly inch by slimy inch. She grinned proudly when he completed the swallow.

‘I know it’s not the nicest thing in the world, but it’s important you eat as much as you can,’ Mary said kindly.

Jamie nodded, but when he brought another spoonful to his mouth the odour made his throat close over.

‘I can’t,’ he said. The mush was starting to form a crust. Eating the whole meal suddenly seemed as impossible as throwing off his sheets and running a marathon.

‘Can’t I have some Macca’s from downstairs?’

‘Junk food?’ Mary said, in mock outrage.

‘Or some pasta? I’ll order Uber Eats. There must be some good Italian around here. I could murder some ravioli.’

‘Do you think this is the Grand Hyatt?’

Jamie pushed his plastic tray away. He and Jez would order lunch to school all the time. They weren’t supposed to, so they’d sneak out the back gate and have it delivered to one of the neighbouring houses then run to a clump of trees at the far corner of the sports field to eat it sitting cross-legged on the grass. A pang of loneliness hit him as he thought of Jez and Mark eating greasy Red Rooster in the bungalow in front of the cricket.

The nurse looked at the sludge. ‘You’re right. It doesn’t exactly stir the appetite. Why don’t you try the jelly? Just to get something into your system.’

‘Sugar and food dye is the new miracle cure is it?’ Jamie asked.

‘You’ll feel better if you eat. Don’t make me call that mother of yours in, or you’ll find yourself being hand-fed.’

Jamie smiled weakly and attempted to tear the lid from the jelly. The nurse grinned, victorious. ‘I thought that might motivate you.’ He was having trouble gripping the cup with his hand in the cast.

‘Let me help.’ As he passed the jelly to her, he noticed the plaster was covered in writing. Surprised, he rotated his arm to find messages scrawled all over the cast. There were names of people he didn’t remember seeing. Jez and Mark, but also Paddy, Drew, Michael and Ben. Only days earlier they’d been graffitiing each other’s school shirts with profane stick figures and boysy farewells: ‘Glad I won’t have to look at your ugly dial anymore.’ But seeing him injured had stripped away their machismo. ‘Get better soon mate,’ they wrote. ‘We missed you at the footy club trophy night.’ And: ‘If anyone can get through this it’s you.’ Jamie felt a rush of tenderness. He looked around him and, for the first time, realised there were flowers in vases and plants in coloured boxes on every available surface. There was a giant white Get-Well-Soon bear plonked in one of the chairs, which had a bunch of helium balloons tied to its arm.

‘They’re all rooting for you,’ Mary said, tilting the jelly cup towards him. Jamie grinned, misty-eyed, and picked up the spoon. He dug into the quivering dessert, took a large scoop and gulped it down.

‘There now,’ Mary said, satisfied.

Jamie went back for a second spoonful. The flowers and balloons in his peripheral vision stoked his resolve. He felt like they were urging him on, a cheery chorus of friendly geraniums and roses. It was the same feeling he’d had when Mr Hoover had announced Jamie’s election as school vice-captain at the start of the year. Everyone had clapped and whooped. He’d turned pink with pleasure as he walked to the front of the assembly, surrounded by cheering students.

As he got closer to the stage the Year 12 boys had started to pummel their feet against the floor, so that a great thundering noise filled the gym. Jamie had felt a welling of pride. Being elected vice-captain would open many doors, or so his father had told him when he was nominated.

As the principal pinned the gold badge to his lapel, Jamie glanced back at the boys to see Jez’s hand up, one thumb standing in salute, and Ben cupping his hands around his mouth to shout, ‘Good on ya, dickhead.’ Jamie couldn’t help but smile. But then he’d noticed the slow, reluctant clap from Mark.

Mary broke his reverie. ‘Another spoonful?’

He scooped out another glob of jelly and jammed it in his mouth. It was slimy and overly sweet but that was a small price to pay to inch along the road to recovery. He forced it down, then dug his spoon in for more. He wouldn’t be defeated by a cupful of jelly, and he wouldn’t be defeated by this injury either.

After Mary cleared away his tray he tried to sleep, but he felt like someone had hammered six-inch builder’s nails into his spine. He wanted morphine, but—as Mary had reminded him—he needed to be off intravenous drugs before they could move him to rehab. Now that he realised everyone was rooting for him, he had something to fight for. The button in his hand was connected to a plastic cord like those found on bedside lamps. But there was no lamp on his bedside table. Instead, there was a vase of lilies with long tapered petals dusted with yellow pollen. Jamie stretched his good hand towards the bouquet and flipped the card. He felt a surge of pleasure as he read the note penned in feminine cursive: ‘Dear Jamie. Get well soon. Tessa. Xx.’

His eyes focused on the Xs, each representing a kiss from the lips of the most intriguing girl he knew. He knocked the morphine button off the mattress so that he wouldn’t be tempted to reach for it for the rest of the day.




Chapter 9

Jez

The fierce morning sun pierced Jez’s flimsy maroon curtains like lasers. Groaning, he covered his face with his pillow and tried to block out the day. Jez hadn’t slept more than a few hours together since the fight. Dogged by his own thoughts, he lay awake at night, sweating into his sheets. There was a permanent lump in his throat, and he felt like one of those water balloons they’d hurled on muck-up day, with a very thin skin that threatened to burst at any moment.

The police had called the house twice and he had agreed to go down to the station on Tuesday morning to give a statement. But as the appointment had approached, he’d become more and more anxious, until he felt like he was going to vomit up his own guts. Whenever he pictured himself walking through the sliding glass doors and sitting down in a police interview room to dictate the fateful day’s events, his heart would beat faster and faster until he was a jittery mess. And so he cancelled.

He knew he couldn’t avoid the cops forever, he just wished he could somehow write down what he wanted them to know without having to look them in the eyes. He wanted to help, but when his mind flashed back to the violent afternoon, he felt shocked and scared.

The fight had been a blur. It had escalated fast and ended brutally. One hot minute of chaos. He couldn’t bear to think about what had happened to poor Jamie, but he fretted over the part he’d played in it too. Jez had been angry Ryan had split open his hand with a pellet, then shot up his car before racing off, and when Jez had found him, Jamie and Ryan were struggling against each other, tumbling and wrestling on the footpath. Ryan was stronger, and he was winning, so Jez had pulled him off and shoved him to the ground and seen that he’d landed badly, his eyes squeezed shut in pain.

Jez’s innards spasmed every time he replayed the series of events in his mind. If he hadn’t goaded Jamie into joining in, would the day have ended differently? He wished he could talk to Jamie about it, but whenever he thought of his best mate lying in hospital his chest ached. Even though Jez knew he had to speak to the cops for Jamie’s sake, there was another problem he needed to sort out too. He rolled over and punched his pillow. With every hour that passed the opportunity to do the right thing seemed to get further and further away. The longer he delayed, the greater his crime. He had to come clean. But first he had to talk to Mark.

The stillness of his bedroom was cut by a shuddering rattle, like machine-gun bullets hitting the door. Jez jerked upright, his brain alight with one thought: Police! But he looked around and realised the sound was his phone vibrating on the metal crate he used as a bedside table. He exhaled and reached for it. It was a text from Mark.

‘Still alright if I stay at yours before exams?’ it asked.

Jez gritted his teeth then tossed the device onto his doona and lay back against his pillow. At that moment, he’d gladly never see Mark again. Ten minutes later the phone buzzed again: ‘Jez?’

And then another few minutes later: ‘???’

‘Fuck,’ Jez muttered, wishing Mark would just stay in Adelaide and never show his face here again. He ran his hands through his hair and tapped back: ‘Yep.’ After a beat he added: ‘But I can’t get you from the airport. I’m going to visit Jamie.’

He pulled on his jeans and slunk over to his desk where his schoolbooks lay open. He’d underlined a few passages of Legal Theories: Contexts and Practices but hadn’t absorbed what they said. He opened his top drawer and removed his bong and a snaplock bag containing a few meagre pieces of dried-out bud. He usually got his weed from Cole Stubbins but he didn’t want to risk meeting up with a dealer while the police were breathing down his neck. He pinched the fragments of weed between his fingers, stuffed them into the pipe and sparked it with one of the coloured Bic lighters that rattled around in his drawer. He took a drag and waited for his heartbeat to slow. Before the accident his weed use had been occasional. Now it was the one thing that dulled the terrifying thoughts that came at him like hot spears.

He sunk into his beanbag and took another hit. The clock on his phone said 9.37 a.m. He was hungry but he had to wait until ten to ensure his mother was out of the house so he could eat his breakfast without her lobbing chirpy observations at him or sniffing his shirt. Jez’s bungalow had a sink, a toilet behind a sliding door and an esky that he used to store cans of Coke and Mars bars. But he never remembered to get ice, so the drinks were always warm. He ate and showered in the main house.

‘Lichen, Jeremy, lichen is more active than you are,’ his mother liked to say to him ever since she’d witnessed his twenty-hour Zombie Apocalypse marathon. Sometimes she called him ‘my little lichen’ in a tone that was both teasing and adoring. Caroline Morgan had an indestructible love for her only son, and whenever Jez thought of how the news of his part in the fight would injure her bright and open heart he wanted to curl up and die from shame.

He took another hit.

He and Jamie had only smoked pot together once. It had been January, the week before school went back. They were bored and they’d heard the rumour that Cole was supplying it to some of their classmates so they’d bought one little bag that had made them both nauseous. Jez and Mark had dipped into it again one night a few months later when Jamie was at a school leadership meeting. It had been better the second time and so, when they finished it, Jez and Mark had bought a few more bags. One time Jez and Mark had been stoned when Jamie had come over after his school council meeting, and they’d gotten the giggles. Despite his uncontrollable laughter, Jez had felt bad as Jamie watched on, clearly wounded, while he and Mark cackled for no good reason.

After the fight, Jez had blown through the rest of his remaining bag in a few days. He tipped it upside down so that the last specks of weed fell onto the desktop. It looked like dried oregano. He swept it up with the pad of his finger and sprinkled it down the drain of his sink, then he held the small snaplock bag to the flame of his Bic lighter and watched it blacken and melt.

It was lucky the weed was all gone, what with the police trying to pin him down. When his clock clicked over to 10.00 a.m., he eased himself up and lumbered towards the main house.

The kitchen was immaculate and silent, and Jez was satisfied his mother had left. He was pawing through the fridge when he heard the doorbell. He caught his breath. The choral tone had the same effect on his nervous system as a shot of adrenalin. But he told himself it was too early for Mark, so it was safe to ignore it. It was probably just someone doorknocking for charity. A second later the bell rang again, jangling his nerves. He tried to block it out and took a box of Coco Pops from the pantry. He was searching for his favourite blue bowl when he heard his mother’s footsteps hurrying towards the door.

‘Yes, coming, coming,’ she called.

Jez froze—she shouldn’t be home. He couldn’t hear what his mother was saying but he had a sickening sense from her serious tone that it was the police at the door. Very slowly, he slid the bowl back onto its shelf and gently closed the cupboard door so it wouldn’t make a noise. He could hear his mother coming down the hallway, followed by heavily shod footsteps.

‘He should be in his room, officers,’ she said.

‘Shit,’ Jez whispered. He dropped down into a crouched position, eased open the sliding door and stealthily raced into the backyard. He darted across the lawn to his bungalow, ran inside and shut the door. He edged over to the window. Peering through the crack in his curtains, he could see through the glass doors that his mother was leading two uniformed police officers into the kitchen area. Traitor, he thought. When she slid open the back door and began making her way down the porch stairs to his bungalow, Jez dropped to the floor and commando-rolled under his bed.

A moment later there was a heavy knock.

‘Jeremy!’ The bolt-lock rattled as Caroline Morgan bashed her knuckles against the wood. ‘Jeremy, are you in there? The police are back. Jeremy? It’s really important that you talk to them.’

Jez stayed under his mattress, breathing in the dusty air.

‘Jeremy?!’ his mother called, one final time. Jez remained silent as he waited for them to give up and leave. He wasn’t ready to make a statement. Not yet.
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An hour passed before Jez climbed out from under his bed. He phoned the house’s landline to make sure his mother was gone before making his way up the back steps. He desperately needed a shower. He smelled of weed and his hair was greasy. His scalp itched. But he was worried that if he got under the water he wouldn’t be able to hear if his mum came home, and then she might confront him about the policemen, using her eighteen years’ experience of interrogating him to break him down and prise out a confession. So instead, he brushed his teeth and sprayed himself with Rexona then jumped in his car and headed for the hospital.

Jamie seemed pleased to see him, but he was far groggier than he had been the day before and soon drifted off to sleep. Jez wanted to stay but the nurses bustled him out. Feeling aimless and emptied of all emotion except sadness, he drove to the pub where he drank watery Coke and threw darts until the pads of his fingers were red and tender.

When he got home Mark was seated on the couch with a rucksack at his feet, pretending to watch the six o’clock news.

Jez watched him a moment, bristling, before entering the lounge room and saying, ‘You made it then?’

Mark jumped, startled. ‘Huh? Uh, yeah. Your mum let me in,’ he sounded nervous. Jez nodded.

‘Thanks for still letting me stay.’

‘It’s fine,’ Jez said with a wave of his hand.

‘How’s Hogarth?’

‘Still in the hospital.’

Mark seemed to shrink in on himself. ‘Things got a bit out of control,’ he said.

‘Things? Your vendetta, you mean?’

Mark looked at his hands. ‘I can’t believe that dickhead Ryan shot us with a paint gun,’ he said in a small voice.

Jez let a puff of air out of his mouth. ‘Yeah.’

‘How’s your car?’ Mark asked. ‘The hood—’

‘Bit dented. But, you know. Whatever. It doesn’t matter really. Considering—’

‘Yeah.’

‘What are you going to tell the cops about—’ Jez began, but he was cut off by the arrival of his mother.

‘Oh, you’re home,’ Caroline Morgan sailed into the lounge room with a tray of food in her arms.

‘Mark’s here, Jez,’ she said cheerily, setting down a selection of rice crackers, hummus and carrot sticks in front of their guest.

‘Yes, thank you, Poirot, I see that,’ Jez grumbled.

Caroline ignored the sass. ‘I’ve made you boys some snacks to help you study.’

‘Thanks, Mrs Morgan,’ Mark said, sticking a rice cracker into his mouth, followed by a carrot stick loaded with dip. He kept his face down, like he was ashamed to be seen eating, as he dragged another rice cracker through the hummus.

‘Well, go on,’ Caroline said. ‘Have some. You didn’t have breakfast this morning Jeremy.’

Jez looked away. ‘Not hungry right now.’

‘Jez, you have to eat. Maybe you can get through to him, Mark. He’s barely eaten a thing since the accident. Poor Jamie is in good hands.’ She laid a sympathetic hand on her son’s shoulder.

‘Anything else?’ Jez asked.

Mark looked at his feet.

‘I’m going to make lemon chicken for dinner tonight.’ Caroline’s cheer steamrolled over Jez’s grumpiness. ‘Your favourite. Do you like lemon chicken, Mark?’

‘Um, yes, I do thanks, Mrs Morgan.’

‘Good. At least I know one person will eat it. And for Pete’s sake call me Caroline.’ She walked out of the room and disappeared down the hall. Soon the sound of ABC radio could be heard from the kitchen, announcing the commencement of the evening’s meal preparation. As Mark ate more rice crackers and dip, Jez stood rigid, wrestling with his anger.

‘You haven’t said anything have you?’ Mark asked eventually, eyes on the floor.

‘No,’ Jez said. ‘But the police have been here looking for me.’

‘What do they want?’

‘They want to know how Jamie got hit. Heaps of people saw the fight. But nobody saw who actually hit him. They came around here this morning.’

‘Who?’

‘The cops. They wanted to talk to me.’

Mark’s whole body tensed. ‘What happened?’

‘I hid.’

‘Good.’ Mark visibly relaxed. ‘If nobody says anything, nobody will get in any trouble,’ he said.

Jez flopped down into one of the armchairs. They sat in silence a moment.

‘I reckon they’re going to pin it on Ryan,’ Jez said.

Mark processed this quietly for a moment. ‘They won’t be able to prove it was him. He might get charged but they won’t be able to make it stick.’

Jez reached for a carrot stick and bit into it.

‘I wouldn’t be so sure. Jamie’s hurt really badly. Someone’s going to have to pay for it.’




Chapter 10

Jamie

Meals. Sleep. Rounds. Jamie felt like that Greek king they’d learned about in Classics, the one who’d been condemned to forever roll a boulder up a hill. In fact, his whole situation had a wrath-of-gods feel to it. But he couldn’t think of what he’d done to deserve this punishment and he felt sure he’d recover soon. Each day an occupational therapist named Jason came to stretch and manipulate the parts of his body he couldn’t move himself. It was uncanny to see someone holding his big toe, moving it up and down, and not being able to feel a thing. One morning while Jason was rotating his left ankle Jamie gave an involuntary shout.

‘What is it?!’ Jason’s head snapped up, alarmed.

‘My hip.’ Jamie had felt a short, shooting pain in his hip.

‘Don’t worry, that’s quite common.’

Jamie wasn’t worried. He was excited by the quiver of life darting through his inert bottom half. He didn’t share this secret hope with Jason, but tucked it away like a treasure in a secret chest and continued on with the morning routine. He still needed lots of sleep. Pain drained his energy, and so he surrendered to the ministrations of the hospital staff, and his own powerlessness, until …

‘You have some visitors outside,’ his mother announced one morning.

‘More visitors?’ Jez and the guys had already been by.

‘I can tell them you’re sleeping if you’re not feeling up to seeing guests,’ Lillian said.

‘Who is it?’

She pulled back the blue curtain that encircled his bed to reveal Tessa Abbott and her best friend Chloe waiting in the corridor. Tessa was carrying a crinkling cellophane present. Jamie’s heart gave a little jump. She had come! Perhaps she thought of him the way he thought of her. But he feared that if she saw him with his tubes, and his brace, that would change. As he was weighing up the decision Tessa turned around and waved through the glass, a smile on her face like Christmas morning. Jamie lifted his good hand to wave back.

‘They can come in,’ he said.

As Lillian invited the guests in, Jamie’s hand went reflexively to smooth his hair.

‘Hi,’ Tessa said, as she entered, friendly and shy.

‘Hey,’ Jamie replied, nerves turning his voice to a squeak. The girls smelled of fruity shampoo and were rosy-cheeked from the heat of the late spring day. He felt vulnerable and in need of a wash.

‘How are you?’ Chloe asked, slow and loud, as if he was hard of hearing. Tessa nudged her with her elbow. Chloe’s hair hung in shiny blonde sheets, in contrast to the dark tousle that Tessa was forever trying to restrain with clips and bobby pins.

‘You look good,’ Chloe said, quieter, but still louder than necessary.

‘Yeah, I’m a regular Harry Styles,’ Jamie said.

‘It’s true.’ Tessa was twirling a long kinky strand of hair around her finger. ‘I was expecting you to look different but you look normal.’ Her eyes darted around the room, from his face to the floor, back to his face and away again.

‘You too,’ Jamie said, awkward in front of his mother who took her cue to leave. ‘I mean, you look good.’ He couldn’t believe she had come.

In a community where the girls all looked like they’d rolled off the same conveyor belt, Tessa Abbott was drawn freehand. He’d first noticed she was special when he’d spotted her drinking smoothies with some girlfriends down at Bondi Junction one drizzly morning, all lined up in a row on a metal bench waiting for the bus. It was autumn, and growing chilly, and the girls all wore small denim skirts and black opaque stockings, except for Tessa whose legs had been mauve, like a puppet ostrich. She’d been chatting and laughing, covering her mouth in that self-conscious way girls did, so that he could only see glimpses of her smile, and he could tell she didn’t know how special she looked.

Jamie slid his tongue over his furred teeth and realised for the first time in days that they needed a brush. He shrunk into himself a little and wished he could think of something clever to say.

‘All the girls chipped in and got you these,’ Tessa said, lifting up a cookie bouquet. ‘Lauren wanted to get you flowers, but I told her boys don’t like flowers.’

Jamie grinned. ‘You’re right. Boys definitely prefer cookies.’

‘I’ll just—’ she pushed aside a plastic water jug and put the bouquet box on the tray by his bed.

‘Thanks,’ he said.

Using his good arm he untied the ribbon, broke a chocolate-chip biscuit from its plastic stem and offered it to her.

‘Oh, no. Thanks, but it’s for you,’ she said.

‘I can’t eat in front of you without offering you one. It wouldn’t be gentlemanly.’

She raised an eyebrow. ‘Do you have a reputation as a gentleman?’

Jamie laughed.

Tessa smiled. ‘Well, okay.’

Chloe hung back like a lady-in-waiting as Tessa peeled the plastic wrapping from her biscuit. Jamie tried to do the same but couldn’t manage it with only one hand. Each biscuit was individually wrapped in Glad Wrap and it slipped from his grip.

‘Do you want me to—?’ Tessa reached for it.

‘No, no,’ he picked it up and tried again. He managed to wriggle it free a little, but the effort was making the biscuit crack, and crumbs were falling onto his blanket.

‘Here,’ Tessa passed him her unwrapped cookie. ‘Can I?’ She took his. ‘I prefer peanut butter anyway,’ she said, breaking it in two and passing half to Chloe.

They chewed in silence. After a moment Tessa said, ‘How do you feel?’ as casually as if she was asking how he did on his chemistry test.

‘Weird. Sore and kind of numb.’

‘It doesn’t hurt?’

He didn’t want to tell her that it did. ‘I’m on a looot of painkillers,’ he said.

Tessa giggled, covering her mouth. On her finger was a gold skull ring with tiny crystals for eyes. Her fingernails were painted the colour of eggplants.

‘It’s crazy that you’re in hospital from just one punch.’ She was looking at him intently.

‘The last thing I remember is the morning of the last day of school, and sort of flashes of things in between, and then I was here. Everything else is gone. File not found.’

‘How long d’you think you’ll be in here?’ Chloe asked. She was wearing a denim miniskirt and a T-shirt with a logo on it. She looked dull next to Tessa with her spaghetti-strapped scarlet dress that fell to her chunky black thongs. A silver toe ring peeked out from beneath Tessa’s hem.

‘Not sure. The surgery was pretty serious. Thankfully, Jez is keeping me stocked up with video games.’

‘Nice. I’ve banned myself from playing Conqueror of the Kingdom until after the exams,’ Tessa said.

‘You like Conqueror?’ He was surprised.

‘I started playing because I liked the look of the gothic buildings and then I got completely addicted.’

Conqueror of the Kingdom was a game of war steeped in semi-historical scenarios. The aim was to build a village, raise an army and pillage your neighbours’ gold. You could even control the weather, like a god of your own little civilisation.

‘I like designing the city. I’m trying to get enough medallions to build a cathedral,’ Tessa said.

The game was very involved. Half a day could easily slip by while you garrisoned your city. Jamie told Tessa how the last time he’d played he had spent two hours collecting iron reserves so he could upgrade his armoury before attacking a neighbouring village.

‘You’re a fighter,’ Tessa said. ‘In the game, I mean.’

‘Yeah. I like the battles.’

Tessa twisted her crystal-eyed skull ring. She was also wearing several gold chains. One had a smoky amethyst charm on the end. Another had a very old looking coin. Jamie thought perhaps it wasn’t so strange that she liked the medieval battle game with its spells and magical flourishes.

‘Exams start next week,’ Jamie said. ‘Are you nervous?’

She shrugged and her mouth curved into an unsure smile. ‘I keep having nightmares about them. Like, I turn over my exam paper and the questions are in another language. Or the knowledge has vanished like my brain’s been wiped by aliens.’

‘I have one where I turn up to find the exam hall empty. I realise I’m a whole day late,’ Jamie said.

‘I have dreams like that.’ Tessa nodded, laughing. ‘They get really weird. Like, that painting of the eagle in the school reception area is actually the head of the board of education and I have to go and get its permission to get an exemption for not sitting the exam.’ She laughed. ‘You know that crazy dream logic, where it all makes sense, like, oh of course I have to ask the wise old bird painting. I’m so scared that on the day my brain will betray me, you know?’

‘You’ll be okay. I’ve done so many of those practice exams and they’re all basically the same.’

She nodded, still grinning. ‘You were always at the library. You worked really hard.’ She fell silent for a moment and the smile dropped from her face. Her eyes drifted over Jamie’s cast and the equipment stationed around him. ‘What’s going to happen now?’

‘I don’t know,’ Jamie answered, with a little dart of alarm. He’d assumed it would be sorted out, that his parents would have made some calls and his exams would be deferred a month or two until he was well enough to sit them. An uncomfortable knot formed in his chest. ‘I haven’t asked.’

‘When my sister got glandular fever in Year 12 the school organised for an examiner to come to our house so she wouldn’t ruin her chances of getting into a good university.’

Jamie absorbed this. ‘How did she do?’

‘Okay, I guess. She’s at UTS doing law now. Final year. She really likes it.’

‘That’s my second preference.’

Tessa nodded and they lapsed into silence again. A sudden sadness seized Jamie, like a gust of cold air being let into the room. Seeing Tessa made him think of all the things he had been looking forward to.

‘Maybe your mum can ask about doing the exams in hospital,’ Tessa said, hopeful.

‘Maybe.’

There was a crash. ‘Sorry!’ Chloe had knocked over a vase of flowers and was stooping to clean up the mess. ‘Jamie I’m so sorry,’ she said, her hands full of wet shards of glass and dripping flower stems. Jamie had forgotten she was there.

‘Don’t worry about it,’ he said, as she dropped the pieces into his bin. ‘Boys prefer cookies anyway, remember.’

Tessa smiled at his joke. ‘Do the doctors think you’ll be well enough in time for Chloe’s party after the exams? It’s still six whole weeks away.’

‘Maybe,’ Jamie said doubtfully. ‘Six weeks is a long time.’

‘Cool. I hope so. It will be awesome,’ Tessa grinned. ‘Well, we’d better get going. I’ve got to work this afternoon.’

She edged away from the bed and then, hesitating, stepped forward, unsure how to make her exit. She leaned down in a series of jerky movements and planted a kiss on Jamie’s cheek. The cherry scent of her perfume lingered as Tessa retreated backwards towards the door, a blush spreading across her cheeks, and a smile playing on her lips. Jamie’s cheek felt warm and a tiny bit sticky from where her lips had brushed his face.

‘Bye.’ She raised a hand.

‘Bye. Thanks for visiting. That was really cool of you.’

‘Any time.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Sure,’ she nodded. ‘D’you think you’ll be in here long?’

‘They want to move me to rehab as soon as they can. But I could be there for months.’

‘If you ever want someone to hang out with, I’ve got plenty of time, now school’s over.’

‘What about study?’

‘Oh, yeah, please don’t get in the way of my study,’ she rolled her eyes good-naturedly.

‘That would be really great,’ he said.

Jamie’s favourite nurse, Mary, walked in just in time to catch the end of the conversation. ‘He needs visitors to keep his spirits up,’ she said.

Tessa said she’d come back on Thursday then waved goodbye, leaving Jamie marvelling that he had finally fallen into a sorta-date with Tessa.

Lillian returned from the hospital cafeteria with Jamie’s father, who was in a work shirt and tie. ‘You’ve perked up,’ she said. His parents were grinning the fake grins of children’s party entertainers.

‘Don’t tell Dr Ling, but we smuggled in this,’ John said, producing a Mars bar from his pocket.

‘She seemed nice,’ Lillian said, collecting the Glad Wrap from Jamie’s lap and tossing it into the bin.

‘Tessa was saying that her sister was in hospital during her exams, and they were able to send an official so she didn’t miss them. Do you think we could do that if I’m not well enough to be let out for my exams?’

His parents looked at each other in a way that made Jamie feel like the floor had dropped out from under him.

‘Honey,’ Lillian said, ‘we know you want to get back to normal as soon as possible, but the doctors think you need time to recover.’

‘But there’s nothing wrong with my brain!’ Jamie protested.

‘Dr Ling didn’t think it would be a good idea to put too much pressure on yourself right now.’

‘So, I won’t get to sit my exams? How will I graduate from high school if I don’t sit my exams?’

‘Son,’ John drew close to Jamie’s bedside, ‘best listen to the doctors on this one. They’re only looking out for you.’

‘You can sit the exams next year,’ Lillian said.

‘I have to wait a whole year?’ Tears stung Jamie’s eyes.

‘The doctor thinks it’s best.’

‘But a year? I’ll have forgotten everything by then.’ He thought of the nights spent alone in the library. All that study and sacrifice, wasted. ‘Will I have to repeat the classes too?’

‘I think the doctors want you to focus on your recovery. We can talk to Dr Ling when he comes around next.’

Jamie tried to swallow but his mouth was dry. From his earliest primary school memories his life had been building up to an ATAR number that would determine what course he got into, and subsequently what career he would embark upon. And now what? Everything he’d been working towards this year had ceased to matter. For the first time he felt the gravity of what had happened to him. He wouldn’t be kissing Tessa in a dark corner of the post-exam party. He wouldn’t be doing a summer internship, and he certainly wouldn’t be surfing. The future stretched out before him, blank and purposeless. Everyone would be going off to university, spending their weekends at house parties and clubs. They were moving forward and he was being left behind. He locked his jaw, trying to hold back the tremble in his lip, but his eyes were welling up. For the first time since the fight, he allowed himself to cry.




Chapter 11

Lillian

As Lillian watched her son’s face redden and crumple, his sorrow spread to her, and she had to bite her lip to stop herself from crying too. It was almost too much to bear. She wanted to cocoon her brilliant son in her arms and drive the despair out of him with her love. But she could only touch him lightly, squeeze his hand and try to summon some words that would help him believe it would be okay.

‘You’ll get through this, you’ll see,’ she said.

‘It’s just a temporary setback,’ John added.

‘The doctors can’t even tell me how bad the damage is,’ Jamie retorted through tears.

He wiped his eyes with the knuckles of his good hand, pressing his fist into the socket of each eye in the same way he had done since he was a baby. ‘I feel like nothing’s ever going to be right again,’ he said.

Lillian felt hopelessly powerless. ‘I know darling. But it will.’

‘You don’t know that.’

‘I do and I promise it will get better. When you got sick as a baby I thought I’d never stop crying,’ Lillian said, stroking his hair. ‘Even when it looked like you were going to be okay, I was too scared to hope.’ She remembered it like it was yesterday, how she’d tried not to think of Jamie being cured, fearing that by imagining his recovery she’d somehow snuff it out. ‘But you did get better. You grew up so clever and strong that fear became a distant memory, and one day this will too.’

After a little while Jamie fell asleep and Lillian crept outside into the hall where she could let herself cry, releasing her anguish without the risk of her son seeing. As she composed herself her gaze fell on the noticeboard next to the nurses’ station. It displayed information about wheelchairs and home equipment, giving her a glimpse into what their future might look like. There were also details of a spinal injury support group, and their upcoming fundraiser. She was leaning closer to read it when John came out into the corridor.

‘I just wish they could give us more certainty,’ she said.

‘I wish the police would arrest the animal who did this,’ John said darkly.

Lillian slipped her hand into her pocket where Sergeant Hawke’s card sat, warm from the heat of her body. Kate had urged her not to call him yet. She was certain Jez would do the right thing and had warned Lillian that Jamie would be angry if he knew she had interfered. But after watching Jamie cry, she had to do something.

‘I’ve got to make a call,’ she told John.

She moved down the corridor to a quiet area, but instead of calling the police she called the principal of St Nick’s, Phil Hoover. She was one of the few parents who had his personal phone number because of a fundraiser John and his partner, Ken Barker, had thrown to pay for the new blocking of the rugby clubhouse. It rang. Lillian waited.

When the principal hadn’t answered after the tenth ring Lillian left a voice message asking him to call her. She was irritated he hadn’t picked up. Why did this happen? Why Jamie? It felt so wretchedly unfair. Nobody deserved this, but in Lillian’s mind Jamie really didn’t deserve it.

She remembered him coming home last September all fired up because the school was bumping the winter dance to spring and some of his friends, who were going on a class trip to Japan, were going to miss out. ‘The Year 11 dance is a rite of passage. It’s not fair to move it,’ he’d said.

He’d decided he was going to convince the faculty to change their minds, and when John had come home from work he’d joined Jamie at the kitchen table, drafting a letter to the teachers and the principal. They’d succeeded and the following month when Lillian had dropped Jamie and a Danish exchange student at the ball, the other students had been lining up to pat him on the back and thank him for saving the dance.

She went into the ladies’ room to splash some cold water on her face. As she patted her skin dry she examined herself critically in the mirror. The ends of her long bob hung just above her shoulders and, as she combed them with her fingers, she thought about how fortunate she and her husband had been in life. She would never acknowledge it out loud, but a small part of her felt they’d had more luck than most people, and therefore couldn’t be too resentful when they faced hardship. Her eyes fell on her favourite brooch, purchased for her by John in Venice, which was pinned to her shirt. It looked like a puddle of melted gold that someone had dropped small oblong jewels into. It reminded her that despite everything, at least they didn’t have to worry about the cost of it all.

When she got back to Jamie’s room her favourite two nurses, Mary and Jocelyn, had arrived to roll him over. They chatted merrily while they worked. Lillian was grateful for their capable and compassionate presence. Particularly Mary, who seemed to have developed a rapport with Jamie. Mary had told Lillian late one night, as they’d dunked biscuits into milky tea at the nurses’ station, that she loved her job and would do it until she turned ninety if she could, which made Lillian want to hug her.

‘Here we go, are you ready?’ Mary asked now, helping to ease Jamie into a new position. They manoeuvred him with a thin, slippery sheet that Jamie had once said made him feel like a beached dolphin. ‘We’re not hurting you, dear?’ she asked.

‘No, no,’ he answered stiffly, as he always did when one of the medical team asked this question, though Lillian could see the pain in his eyes.

‘You’re a saint, Jamie,’ Mary said. ‘An absolute saint.’

‘Did you hear there’s a TV evangelist on his way to becoming a saint?’ Jocelyn asked the room.

‘A real saint? That can’t be true,’ Mary said.

‘It was in the Herald.’

‘A TV evangelist? That doesn’t sound possible,’ Lillian said uncertainly.

‘They say he performed a miracle.’

‘You can’t believe what you see on TV. It’s all in the editing.’ Mary said dismissively. Then she lowered her voice: ‘Does the letter M mean anything to you?’ She pressed her hand to her chest like a southern belle. ‘“My Lord, yes it does.” But they don’t show him asking about the letters A to L do they?’

‘Pope Francis recognised the miracle himself,’ Jocelyn replied.

‘You’re telling me there’s a fellow on television performing miracles that even the Pope has said are the genuine article?’ Mary bellowed, disbelieving.

‘He’s dead now,’ Jocelyn said. ‘But he was one of the first to preach on TV. That’s how people knew about him. An American couple prayed to him when their baby was stillborn.’

‘I read about that,’ Lillian said, remembering the small newspaper item. ‘He saved the baby.’

Jocelyn nodded. ‘The baby came back to life, and now, the Pope says the recovery was miraculous.’

‘How does the Pope know it was the TV guy who saved him?’ Jamie asked.

‘He was from the same area as the family. The mother had been fond of him her whole life, and when her baby was born with no pulse, she prayed to him and only him,’ Jocelyn explained.

‘Are there medical records?’ Jamie’s attention was captured.

‘The stillbirth happened at the parents’ home. The baby was rushed to hospital where the ER team worked on him. All the while his parents were praying to the evangelist. They had just given up when his tiny heart started to beat.’

‘It sounds a bit wishy-washy to me,’ Mary said.

Jocelyn shrugged. ‘The Vatican doesn’t take miracles lightly. They spent almost a decade investigating it. Their baby’s now a perfectly happy, healthy, nine-year-old boy.’

‘That’s right,’ said Lillian. ‘The newspaper said they have an official who scrutinises every aspect of any claim. Advocatus diaboli. The devil’s advocate. It’s his job to find errors in so-called miracles.’

‘Well, you’ll forgive me if I remain respectfully sceptical,’ Mary said.

‘It makes you think, though, doesn’t it?’ said Jocelyn, looking to the ceiling as if the cork panels held the answers. ‘It sure does make you think.’
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It was very late by the time Lillian drove home. Red lights shone redundantly on empty traffic lanes. She flicked on the radio, twirling the dial until Dusty Springfield played through the speakers. She tapped her foot in time with the music, trying to unwind a little.

Her mood darkened as she passed St Nick’s with its spiked iron fence and new all-glass science wing that reflected the night sky filled with dark, surly clouds. Phil Hoover still hadn’t returned her call and she allowed herself to indulge in her dislike of the man. He always dressed in a suit, even on weekends at rugby matches, where he scraped and simpered around those he wanted to impress and looked down on those he didn’t. He was always quick to claim a hand in the success of alumnus who did well, but where was he now something had gone bad?

She berated herself for not driving to the school on the day Jamie was hit, like she’d wanted to. Muck-up day carried with it such potential for chaos, and St Nick’s encouraged a barbaric kind of clansmanship. She’d seen them on sports days, whipped up into a frenzy, as the testosterone-drunk house captains razzed their opponents with mocking calls and replies.

We’re from St Nich-o-LAS

We’re from St Nich-o-LAS

All the rest are sick o’ US

All the rest are sick o’ US

We crush ’em at the sports meets

We crush ’em at the sports meets

And we smash ’em in the pool

And we smash ’em in the pool

She’d watched Mr Hoover clap along, giving tacit approval as the Year 12 leadership team bellowed in front of the student body, stomping their feet and punching the air. The wooden bleachers bent and bowed, threatening to snap under the weight of the stamping, chanting boys. The revelry spread like a fever and the message was clear: join in and become one of us. Jamie was among them. Not a ringleader, but definitely not an outsider. She had been unnerved by the savage display.

The fear that had coursed through her as she’d cooked Jamie’s macaroni and cheese on that fateful day had not come out of nowhere. Her own last day of school had ended in tragedy. The girls all cut their uniforms to ribbons and wrote messages of love and good luck up and down each other’s arms with black markers. Afterwards Lillian and some of her friends had climbed onto the roof of the old convent greenhouse so they could throw water balloons at the other students. It had seemed so harmless on that pretty spring day. Their weapons were soft sacks of water, coloured translucent pink and green, like large jellybeans. But even that gentle rebellion had proven disastrous. The glass roof of the greenhouse was blackened by years of grime and mould. It had been in use when the nuns lived in the convent but by the time Lillian graduated all it contained were rotting gym mats and iron garden furniture mummified in drop sheets.

As they staked out the paved walkway below, Lillian had been careful to stand on the steel frame that held the ancient sheets of glass in place. Her friend Sandra hadn’t. There’d been a crack then a shriek as a pane broke beneath Sandra’s foot. She’d fallen, then stopped, caught by the steel frame she’d been straddling. Her left leg was sliced open in a long, deep gash. Seeing the blood, Sandra turned pale then fainted, her body jackknifed over the steel cross beam as her leg continued to gush onto the ground below. Lillian screamed for help as she clambered over to her friend and hauled her up onto the red-smeared roof. Blood was pulsing out of Sandra’s leg.

It was only thanks to a quick-thinking gardener she was saved. Lillian could still remember seeing him drop his wheelbarrow and bolt towards the greenhouse. ‘I wasn’t even supposed to work today,’ he’d said, as Sandra had been loaded into the ambulance. Lillian shivered at the memory, even all these years later.

When she got home, John was already asleep. She felt a ripple of resentment. Instead of climbing in next to him Lillian went downstairs in her dressing gown and opened the fridge. She assembled Ryvitas, cherry tomatoes and a few slices of ham on a plate and ate them standing up in the dark. She had hardly eaten all day, but she wasn’t hungry, she was restless. She felt unmoored. She wanted something. A bottle of chardonnay was sitting in the fridge door. Lillian grabbed it, uncorked it, and drank one glass after another until the sky began to lighten and she finally fell asleep on the couch.

She woke before John and made breakfast to take to Jamie. Before she left the house, she went to her jewellery box where she kept the crucifix her mother had given her when she got married. It was a thin gold cross on a fine gold chain. She fished it out from among the earrings and brooches and clipped it around her neck. It can’t hurt, she thought.

She was back at the hospital by eight. Impatient, she called St Nick’s again and was told Mr Hoover wasn’t available. She called Sergeant Hawke and asked if there was any update on the investigation. He said there was not.

‘There’s been no sign of Jeremy Morgan at the hospital?’ he asked.

‘What do you mean?’ Lillian was taken aback. ‘You still haven’t spoken to him?’ Caroline Morgan had left a casserole on the Hogarths’ doorstep with a kind note. Lillian had assumed Jez had given his statement and the officers were quietly working towards arresting the assailant.

‘Two officers doorknocked his house again on Monday but he wasn’t there,’ Sergeant Hawke said.

‘Oh.’

‘I promise I’ll call you as soon as there’s anything to report.’

[image: Image]

Lillian returned to Jamie’s bedside to find him still sleeping, so she took out her sketchbook. She was behind on her designs for Valentine’s Day, which was when her sardonic greeting cards were particularly popular. Whenever she met with a store manager, they were always surprised to find the woman behind the illustrations was a thin, grey-blonde lady dressed in cashmere and linen, and not a gender studies graduate with a purple buzzcut and a nose ring. But she was feeling frazzled, so instead of working she sketched her son, creating a photo-real likeness of him with light grey strokes of lead. The broad end of his nose and heavy-set jaw marked him as the third John Hogarth, but his curious, artistic nature and feathery, dandelion eyelashes came from her side of the family.

After she’d filled two pages, a hospital worker scuffed into the room carrying a plastic lunch tray. Soon after John entered through the blue curtain, with a weary look on his face and his laptop tucked under his arm. ‘Is he awake?’

Lillian straightened her back but didn’t look up from her page. She heard the soft whoosh of a silk tie being pulled from its sheath under the fold of a collar. ‘Busy morning?’

‘Yes, and I’ve got to go back in, in an hour,’ John said.

‘Don’t you think your son needs you more than your staff?’ she asked, trying to keep her voice even. ‘In a year, nobody is going to be saying, “Wow, John Hogarth really delivered on that second quarter report.”’

John’s face pinched in a way Lillian recognised as genuine anguish as he tried to explain. ‘It’s … just a crucial time right now,’ he said finally.

Lillian bit back her irritation.

‘I bet you haven’t eaten. Why don’t I get us both something?’ John offered.

She nodded, softened by the gesture but not yet ready to forgive. John returned with two ham and cheese sandwiches, some blueberry muffins and the newspaper, which Lillian accepted with gratitude. As they ate their cafeteria food, she skimmed the headlines until one caught her attention: ‘Inspiring 11-year-old miraculously recovers from deadly brain cancer.’

Lillian put down her sandwich, spellbound. Mackenzie Keith had been diagnosed with an inoperable brain tumour, the paper said. Diffuse intrinsic pontine glioma. The community had rallied around the family, who were beloved for their charity work, but the doctors said there was no hope, and so the family called in a priest to give the girl the last rites.

‘He called on God to bless Mackenzie and keep her safe,’ Mackenzie’s mother, Miriam, was quoted as saying.

As they prayed, Miriam was filled with a divine peacefulness, and when she opened her eyes, she saw Mackenzie was awake and clear-eyed. Mackenzie said she was hungry, and so Miriam fed her some chicken soup. The family asked the priest to delay the death rites and come back the following day. But when he returned, Mackenzie was sitting up in bed, chatting with her parents and eating a piece of toast. They asked the priest to delay again.

In the following days, Mackenzie continued to improve. When they took her to the hospital an MRI scan showed her tumour had shrunk considerably. Within two months she was on her way to being in remission. The doctors were baffled. ‘It was a miracle,’ Miriam Keith told the paper.

Lillian gently tore the story out of the paper, folded it up and slipped it between the pages of her sketchbook. It offered a strange kind of comfort, much like the nurse’s story about the American baby. These glimmers of hope helped her stay positive about Jamie’s future. She glanced over at her husband, whose face was set in a mask of consternation as he pored over his laptop screen, and she reminded herself not to be so hard on him.

In the spirit of forgiveness, she asked, ‘Would you like me to get you something to drink? A Coke from the vending machine? Or a coffee?’ He smiled gratefully and said a Coke would be perfect. On her way down the hall she passed the noticeboard near the nurses’ station. She stopped in front of the fundraiser flyer for the spinal injury support group and thought of all the people who weren’t as fortunate as her family. She thought of Mackenzie Keith and her charitable parents and her mantra repeated itself in her head: Sow goodness to reap goodness.

Lillian took out her phone and went to the support group’s website to make a contribution. One thousand, no, two thousand dollars. As she tapped in her credit card details she could see the jewels in her brooch reflected by her phone screen and added another grand to the donation. She confirmed the donation and felt an uplifting sense of accomplishment. When she returned with John’s Coke, she had a little spring in her step.




Chapter 12

John

At quarter past eight the next morning, John sank into the leather chair in his office and groaned at the sight of an email from his loan manager sitting in his inbox with an angry red exclamation point next to it, signalling urgency. He knew it was a reminder that they were late on their repayment. When he clicked reply to promise he’d be transferring the balance this morning, he looked at the grey and blue company logo that appeared in his signature and he did have to admit that Ken was right when he said it needed updating. He heaved a desultory sigh and began to write his email.

Building software for lawyers was not the glamorous career John had pictured for himself when he was Jamie’s age and embarking upon a double degree in business and law. But for almost two decades it had made him a rich and respected man. The platform he and his partner, Ken Barker, had come up with was neat, elegant and highly adaptable, and because they had picked a niche where they had umpteen contacts, they were able to build a client base very, very quickly. Their customers were successful men who considered themselves VIPs and they liked the personal attention John, the company director, gave them when they had a grievance.

The year Jamie started at St Nick’s LegalAds was the administration platform of choice for every major law firm in the country. Then two competitors had launched. Xero and Quicken. At first John hadn’t been worried. They weren’t tailored to law firms, and they hardly made a dent in his business. Then, suddenly, clients began to drop off. Before they knew it, LegalAds was in hot water.

Now, the family savings were running out fast and he still hadn’t come clean to Lillian. He and Ken had taken out a significant loan to finance the overhaul of the platform. LegalAds 2.0. But nobody was buying it, which was why Ken was lobbying to hire a creative agency to do a rebrand. More long nights lay ahead. John thought of Lillian that morning, savagely cutting into a frittata for Jamie with a long, sharp knife, like she was trying to get it to give up state secrets.

‘Can your son expect you to make an appearance today?’ she’d said without turning around.

‘I go in when I can.’

She put down the knife, leaned forward on the bench and exhaled forcefully. ‘For what, thirty minutes? John, he needs you.’

There was a tremor in her voice that made him want to confess everything, to fall to his knees and beg forgiveness. But he’d been up all night running numbers in his head and was too stressed for such a delicate conversation. He needed to talk to Lillian when he could calmly reassure her he had a plan.

‘I’ll be at the hospital at lunch time,’ he’d promised, and given her a quick kiss then disappeared out the door.

He looked at his watch and began working through the correspondence that had come in overnight.

‘John! I wasn’t expecting you to be in.’ John’s silver-haired business partner stopped by the open office door.

‘This is where I can be the most useful,’ John said.

‘Yes, but—’ Ken looked over his shoulder then closed the door. ‘You know that cliché about nobody ever saying they wished they’d worked more on their deathbed?’

John smiled. ‘Without labour nothing prospers.’

‘Sophocles. Touché.’ Ken laughed.

‘Winning our old clients back is the only way we’re going to save this sinking ship. Now more than ever it’s important for me to make sure it doesn’t go under. For Jamie,’ John said.

Ken’s face grew serious. ‘How’s he doing?’

‘He’s still in the acute ward. But he’s brave. He’ll get through it.’

Ken smiled sadly. ‘That he will. And Lillian?’

‘You know Lillian. She’d donate her own spine if she could.’

‘She’s a fine woman.’

John nodded. Ken lingered in the doorway a moment then he patted down his suit as if checking he had everything. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘if there’s anything I can do to help, give me a yell.’

‘I’m meeting with Justin Lester on Thursday to try and get his firm back on board. He’s a big fish. It might help if we both go.’

‘Consider it done. Anything else?’

John gave a gruff laugh. ‘Save the company.’

‘I’ll see what I can do,’ Ken said, then disappeared.

John opened up his browser, intending to trawl for potential new clients, but instead he found himself searching ‘spinal rehabilitation, best in the world’. He had created spreadsheets to cross-reference credentials and costs. There was a treatment centre in Atlanta, Georgia, that had just been declared the best in America. He was also drawn to a place in Switzerland that was pioneering exoskeleton research. Its website beckoned with photos of healthful staff shot against the white peaks of the Alps under a sharp blue sky.

When times were good it would have been nothing for the family to decamp to Europe for a few months, where they could drink spring water and breathe restorative mountain air. But as it was, his son would have to settle for a centre nearer to home, and it was all John’s fault. He was staring blankly at his screen when Catherine messaged him: ‘Mr Hogarth, your 10 a.m. is here.’

‘Thank you, Catherine,’ he messaged back, clearing his throat and swiping at his face with his suit sleeve to soak up the tears that had gathered in his eyes.
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John’s day was chewed up by three back-to-back meetings with prospective clients. He’d been feeling optimistic when he set them up but now his heart wasn’t in it. Even though they’d revamped their tech the platform still looked outdated. When he returned to his desk, he felt deflated. It was nearly five and he wanted to see his son, but there was so much work to get through. Then came a knock.

‘Yes?’

Catherine stepped nervously into his office. ‘I was wondering if I could get you anything, Mr Hogarth? Coffee? Tea? I ordered some more of that organic brand you said you liked. I got some new flavours too. Peppermint and an orange tea that I thought could be interesting.’ All week she had been trying to make up for not passing on Lillian’s messages from the hospital.

John smiled thinly. ‘Nothing for me, thank you.’

She lingered, standing before him in a boxy skirt and a shirt with an oversized collar that was similar to something he’d seen Kate wear. Only, where Kate’s fashion choices made her seem self-assured and successful, Catherine looked like a long-lost von Trapp. It reminded him that she was young, and she was trying. He could see how much she wanted to be helpful, so he gave her a more sincere smile and said, ‘You did a good job today, Catherine. Why don’t you take an early mark?’

‘Okay. Thanks, Mr Hogarth. Have a good night.’

She gave one of her peculiar curtsies, then left. Alone at last, John pulled over a report Catherine had delivered while he’d been out. There was a small white envelope sitting on top of the cover. John stared at it quizzically, then tore it open.


Dear Mr Hogarth,

I feel awful about the way I messed up last week and I know endless cups of coffee and different types of tea aren’t going to make up for it. I hesitated over writing this letter, but I want you to know that I’m trying really hard to be better. I know I’m lucky to have the opportunity to learn from you and Mr Barker and the others at LegalAds. I just wanted to let you know that I am concentrating and if there’s anything at all I can do to make it easier for you to see your son please let me know. I’m willing to go the extra mile to gain some experience. I just want to help and learn. Yours sincerely, Catherine



It was a strange way to address a workplace issue, but its naivety was part of its charm, and he was comforted to think that, despite Lillian’s frustration with him, the whole world did not see him as a heartless corporate cog. And as for seeing his son, he didn’t need to be told twice. He slid his work into his briefcase and headed for the hospital.
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The next day, John asked Catherine to rearrange his morning and he went to sit with Jamie, grateful for the respite from trying to sell LegalAds 2.0 and the graphs that pointed catastrophically down. But as he returned to his office, he felt the pressure on his chest tighten once again, like a clamp. After he’d completed the day’s work he asked Catherine to come in to see him.

‘Yes, Mr Hogarth?’ She appeared a second later with a notebook and pen in hand, awaiting a directive. John cleared his throat. ‘I received your card.’

‘I hope I didn’t overstep,’ she said quickly.

‘No, not at all. I suppose, I might have been a little hard on you last week.’

Every muscle in Catherine’s body seemed to relax before his eyes and John realised just how overwrought she’d been after the incident. ‘How are you finding things here?’

She took the question as an invitation to sit in the chair opposite John’s desk. ‘I like it. This is my first office job. I know I seem old to be starting out but I had a few false starts at university. Then I stopped and went travelling, then I panicked and went back to uni. I’m eager to catch up. I have friends who are bosses of their own companies. Start-ups, but still.’ They were silent for a moment until Catherine pointed to a photo on John’s desk. ‘Is this your daughter?’

‘Yes, that’s my Kate.’ He picked up the framed photo with the Opera House in the background. It had been taken when the family had been out celebrating one of Kate’s many promotions. Kate wore her chemically straightened hair in a blunt bob that was perfectly in line with her jaw, so that even when she was supposed to be enjoying herself she looked like she was about to step into a board meeting.

‘She looks so glamorous. That is exactly what I always thought adulthood would be like, wearing high heels and fancy suits with crimson nail polish, going to meetings and business dinners.’

Catherine talked about Kate’s corporate garb the way little girls talk about wanting to grow up to be princesses. ‘I’m not sure it’s a life I’d necessarily recommend,’ John said. ‘She works very hard. She’s under a lot of pressure. Sometimes I think too much pressure.’

‘More than you?’ Catherine asked, then she covered her mouth with her hand as if the question had just slipped out.

‘What makes you say that?’

Her eyes flicked away. ‘Nothing.’ She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. ‘Well, everyone seems a bit on edge.’ She paused. ‘Not normal garden variety stress either, but a deep, scared-for-my-job kind of fear.’

‘It’s a tough market right now.’

‘Your company’s in trouble isn’t it?’

‘Why do you say that?’ He tried not to let his voice hint at the anxiety that constantly hammered in his chest these days.

She shrugged. ‘When you’re not important enough to notice people forget to be discreet around you.’

‘Just a little cashflow issue,’ he said and forced a smile.

Catherine shuffled her feet. ‘When I brought in your snail mail the other day I saw some numbers on your desk that looked pretty dire. I wasn’t snooping. It was just that they were right there and then I couldn’t unsee them. It explained why you’re working around the clock. It must be hard with your son in hospital.’

John sighed. They were alone. She would be gone soon, he thought, what the hell? ‘Ken and I stopped drawing salaries six months ago.’ Saying it out loud was like letting go of two large weights.

‘Oh.’

‘Now with Jamie in the hospital … I’m worried about what will happen down the track.’ Once he started to talk he couldn’t stop. It was as if he’d released a pressure valve. He told her how he didn’t want to let his staff down, how he felt he’d failed them and, rather than trying to cut jobs in the workforce, he’d decided he should be the one to pay, because it was his company and his failure. The captain going down with the ship, as it were. But now he needed to protect his position for Jamie’s sake.

‘I’m doing everything I can to fix it. But my wife is so mad at me …’ He stopped, catching himself. He wished he had been able to say all of this to Lillian.

‘If I can be helpful in any way …’ Catherine offered.

‘Thank you. I should get back to the hospital,’ John said, standing and lifting his jacket off the back of his chair. He did feel better, having confessed. He just needed to find a way to tell Lillian about the money without making things worse. She was already so mad at him, and she didn’t even know the worst of it.




Chapter 13

Lillian

Lillian returned home from the hospital and stood in her dining room feeling restless. John was working late again and she needed something to occupy her hands and mind. Caroline Morgan’s casserole dish caught her eye, sitting on the bench, fresh and squeaky clean from the dishwasher. So far, Lillian had been able to heed Kate’s warning not to hound Jez about talking to the police, but her mind was dull from boredom and her back was aching from sitting so long in the vinyl chair the hospital provided for guests and she couldn’t bear staying still for another moment. The day had been particularly uneventful. Jamie had been in a deep sleep for hours when Mary brought his evening meal in.

‘You need a night off,’ she tutted at Lillian, who demurred, but Mary had been insistent. ‘Go on, you can’t care for him if you don’t care for yourself. Have a rest. He’s in good hands. I’m on all night. Keep in mind, you’re going to be in this for the long haul.’

Lillian felt strongly that it would be wrong to leave, but a part of her was grateful for the nurse giving her permission to take a break. As both a nurse and mother, Mary’s authority had a certain weight. So much so, that when she returned an hour later and repeated her entreaty—‘I’ll be right here; I won’t let anything happen to him’—Lillian had relented and gathered up her bag, her notepad and pencils and her cardigan and driven herself home.

But now that she was in her large, empty house she felt agitated. It was only just past eight. A little late for an unannounced house call, perhaps, but being the mother of a child in hospital gave Lillian special dispensation. She picked up the casserole dish, carried it out to the car and drove to the Morgans’ house.

‘Lillian!’ Caroline said as she answered the door in her work clothes and Ugg boots. She was surprised by the pop-in but perfectly welcoming. ‘How are you?’

‘I wanted to return this. Thank you so much,’ Lillian held the dish out.

‘Oh, thank you. You didn’t have to drive it all the way over here,’ Caroline said. The rest of the sentence hung unspoken in the air—after dark and without calling. She invited Lillian in for tea, perhaps expecting her to refuse. But Lillian said thank you and stepped across the threshold.

The Morgans’ hallway was like a homely embrace. Lillian could smell traces of dinner in the air, and hear the midweek sounds that had been absent from her own home lately—someone watching a TV show, a dishwasher churning. Lillian’s ears were tuned to the sound of Jez, the real reason she had come.

Caroline was chatting as she led Lillian through to the kitchen. ‘You must be out of your mind with worry,’ she was saying. ‘Is tea okay? Or would you prefer coffee? Or is it too late for that? I imagine you’re not getting much sleep these days. I think there’s some hot chocolate there somewhere if that sounds nice.’

‘Whatever tea you have would be fine,’ Lillian said.

She sat at the kitchen table, where Caroline had been unpicking Jez’s embroidery from his blazer, and the name tags from his jumpers, so that they could sell them, Lillian presumed. He didn’t have as many patches and laurels as Jamie, but few students did. As Caroline began boiling water and rattling around in cupboards for cups and teabags, Lillian absent-mindedly worked at the stitching, slicing through the thread with the curved blade of the quick unpick and enjoying the snap of the cotton as she cut it.

‘It’s satisfying, isn’t it?’ Caroline said as she placed two cups of tea on the table, and a saucer of crescent-shaped biscuits dusted in icing sugar.

‘I suppose I should do the same with Jamie’s things,’ Lillian said.

Caroline mused about the upcoming exams, but Lillian wasn’t listening. She wanted to know why Jez hadn’t spoken to the police. That was why she had driven the casserole dish across to Caroline’s with her foot on the accelerator, as if Caroline had phoned her hysterical because of a stew-related emergency. She danced around the topic, telling Caroline how strange it all was. That John was livid.

‘He’s burying himself in work and blocking it out,’ she said.

‘He’s gone into his cave,’ Caroline said.

‘He’s almost become manic about his job. He’s up early, he’s home late.’

Caroline listened, gently probing without prying. ‘He’s always been a workhorse,’ she offered.

‘Yes,’ Lillian agreed.

Like Kate, John had always had an internal drive to succeed. Some mechanism perpetually ticked inside of them, like a Swiss clock. Neither knew how to stop. But lately something had shifted. He’d always been devoted to building his business, but he’d still made their family his number one priority. He’d never brought his phone to the dinner table. They’d always taken regular family holidays, usually to the Central Coast but once to Tasmania, and once to Perth. When Jamie was ten, John had splurged on a family holiday to Disneyland, saying, ‘Why am I earning it if not for us to enjoy?’ He would always put aside time on the weekend for drives. Roo-spotting trips up to the Blue Mountains. And he loved to cook Sunday brunches. From the early days of their courtship until the past few months he would often get up early and create a multi-dish brunch the likes of which belonged in a Nora Ephron movie. John wasn’t much of a cook, but toast, eggs, bacon and hashbrowns he could do. He went through a phase of trying to perfect breakfast burritos and even once tried his hand at yum cha.

When he got up early on a Monday morning, he would transform himself back into a company director, in his suits and Italian-weave ties, but he’d leave Lillian basking in the affection that made it easier to say goodbye—to split their lives in two—because she knew that all the work he did was for them. Their family.

She looked up at Caroline, whose eyes were filled with empathy. ‘The men we married, their generation never learned how to express themselves. They bottle it all up.’

Lillian wanted to say, ‘Speaking of bottling things up …’ The questions were on the tip of her tongue: Where’s Jez tonight? What has he been up to? Why hasn’t he spoken to the police? But the solicitous company of Caroline Morgan had been just what she needed, and whatever Jez’s motives, Lillian didn’t want to shatter her friend’s tranquillity. She thought of Sergeant Hawke’s card, and what Kate had said, and regretted imposing. She finished her remaining half cup of tea in one mouthful and stood.

‘Anyway, sorry for the unannounced visit. I’m feeling a little listless.’

‘Of course. Any time, no need to apologise.’ Caroline stood and led Lillian to the door. ‘Please let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.’

Lillian nodded, thinking that maybe she would have to call on her. Not tonight though. She got back in her car. She was tired, but instead of going home she drove to the hospital. She rode the lift to Jamie’s floor and locked eyes with Mary at the nurses’ station. Mary looked like she was about to protest, so Lillian held up her hand.

‘You were right, Mary, I’m feeling much better after my rest,’ she said as she swept past and returned to her post beside her son’s bed.
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Around ten that evening Lillian went into the hospital waiting area to look through their collection of magazines. When Jamie had been sick the first time around, one of the women whose daughter had been in and out of the oncology ward had been interviewed by The Australian Women’s Weekly because she’d responded to a long-shot treatment. The little girl had an incredibly rare fibrosarcoma that doctors had been unable to operate on because it was inside her ribcage. The family had signed up for a radical trial and gone from total despair to amazed joy. The little girl had done what all families in the unit longed to do: she had rung the bell that meant she’d finished her treatment.

The magazine had done a beautiful photoshoot. Both mother and daughter had been dressed in flowing dresses. They looked almost saintly. The story had hit Lillian like a shot of serotonin. She would return to it, late at night, when things felt at their most hopeless, and each time it gave her a little top-up of optimism. She didn’t know the mother personally, but she did remember her haunting the ward, looking broken. Her only daughter, languishing with no hope of help. But now, here was that little girl, smiling on the glossy pages of a magazine and talking about what she wanted to be when she grew up. When all of Lillian’s strength was sapped, this story was something to hang on to. An ember of hope in the very darkest of moments. Kindling for her spirit. It had helped her put one foot in front of the other and, when she saw another mother, a horse trainer from Moss Vale who had had to leave two of her children behind with her husband and move into the Ronald McDonald House in the city with her sick child, Lillian had shared the story with her, and the woman had given her a big, warm, wet-eyed hug, saying, ‘Gosh, but isn’t that just the lifeline you need sometimes.’

When she entered Jamie’s room, he stirred. ‘Mum?’

‘I’m here,’ she said.

‘I’m so sore,’ he said groggily.

‘I know darling,’ she said gently, brushing his hair with her fingers. His eyes closed again, but his face was pinched and tense. He mumbled about pain, semi-lucid, not really making sense. ‘I just want to go home.’

Lillian wasn’t sure if her words would get through to him, but she did have an idea. She opened her bag, unfolded the clipping about Mackenzie Keith’s miracle healing and began to read the hopeful story to her son.




Chapter 14

Jamie

She was a ghost! Jamie woke in a cold sweat. She was gone, but she’d felt so real.

As his eyelids had fluttered on the cusp of sleep the night before, his mother had read him an article about a child who against all odds had recovered from a brain tumour, and the girl had followed him into his dreams. He’d seen her in the familiar midnight field, smiling like she was hiding a mean secret. Her skin had the same pale shimmer as the surface of the moon. A cool breeze had blown across the field and the girl slowly had lifted her finger to point at Jamie. Fear had crept up his spine, but as he turned to run, he’d discovered his legs wouldn’t move.

He blinked. The membrane between waking and sleep seemed to have become thinner and more permeable since the accident. His dreams were so real while his waking hours sometimes felt like dreams. As he adjusted to the morning light he remembered where he was, and sadness set in.

‘Good morning!’ Mary’s cheery voice filled his room. ‘Breakfast time!’

She tore the curtain aside and put Jamie’s tray on his table, smiling proudly. Wet-looking scrambled eggs and a sprig of parsley greeted him, along with the ever-present cup of jelly. Only this morning the jelly’s foil lid had already been torn off and there was a Freddo Frog lodged in the quivering dessert, like the frog-in-the-pond staple of kids’ parties.

‘The chef’s outdone himself,’ Jamie said, glumly.

‘A little bird told me it was your birthday,’ Mary said.

Jamie smiled politely, but the chocolate frog and its grotesque cartoon smile was a reminder that he was being kept back while his friends forged ahead to their futures.

It was also the day of the English exam—a three-hour-long triathlon of reading, writing and comprehension that marked the start of the intensive exam period—and they’d all be eagerly waiting outside the school hall, bound on a shared journey, while he was here in limbo.

‘Why are you so down in the dumps?’ Mary asked.

‘Exams start today.’

Jamie prodded the pile of eggs with his fork. He could imagine the rows of desks, the click of a timer. Papers being turned. Pens scratching pages. It was the moment he had been working towards all year. Plus, the assessment would keep his friends tied up for half the day. It would be at least one o’clock before any of them were free to visit.

‘You’ll get your chance,’ Mary said. Jamie felt like he might cry. ‘There, there.’ The nurse’s face dropped, and so did her teasing tone. ‘I know it’s hard feeling like you’re being left behind but things won’t always look as bleak as they do now.’

Because Jamie didn’t think he could possibly feel any lower he asked the question he’d been too scared to hear the answer to. ‘Mary … do you think I’ll be able to walk again?’

‘Didn’t Dr Ling explain it all to you?’

‘He just gave me a bunch of jargon. You work with patients who have spinal cord injuries every day. I want to know what you think. If you were a bookie, what odds would you give on me walking again?’

‘Jamie Hogarth, I’ve seen people who’ve come in here looking like they’d never walk run marathons, and I’ve seen people whose injury didn’t seem bad at all never take a step, but life goes on.’

‘But what if I never walk again?’

‘Well, if that turns out to be the case, you’ll find a way through.’

‘No surfing. No sport …’

‘Now that’s not true.’

‘No running.’

‘There used to be a coffee cup in that kitchenette with a quote that said, “You’ve got to let go of the life you planned so you can accept the one that is waiting for you.” Now I’m not one for taking advice from crockery generally, but if you ask me that is one smart cup.’ She was being sincere, but her fervour left Jamie cold.

‘I liked the life I had,’ he said.
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Jamie perked up around noon when he saw Mary’s silhouette approach from behind the blue curtain with a tall shadow trailing behind her. Someone had come! But when she swept the curtain aside and Jamie saw it was just a helium balloon with the number eighteen on it his disappointment was bitter.

Jez swung by at quarter to one. Jamie was pleased he’d come straight from the exam but Jez was acting strange again. Edgy and sort of shifty.

‘The guys say hi,’ he said.

Jamie didn’t ask where they were. They’d stayed away, that was all he needed to know.

More balloons and flowers arrived. Each one of them was an emissary coming instead of a friend. A sorry, not a celebration. They said, ‘Get well soon,’ but what Jamie saw was, ‘We’re playing pool with bottles of beer in our hands, lighthearted and laughing with relief that the first exam is done.’

‘You’re popular,’ Mary said as she brought in another bouquet.

‘Great,’ Jamie said morosely. He hated pouting in front of her, but his misery trumped his pride and he wanted to wallow. What did he want with flowers?

‘You’re a bit young to resent getting older. Wait until you’re my age, then you’ll have something to scowl about,’ she said, arranging gerberas in a vase.

‘It means they’re not coming, doesn’t it? They’d have brought this stuff themselves if they were.’

Mary adjusted his pillow. ‘The day’s not over yet. Have a little faith.’

After Mary left Jamie played a little Conqueror. The digitised lutes and fiddles of the arid Saracen lands helped him forget he was spending his eighteenth birthday alone in hospital. He could pretend he was in his own room dodging sleep on a school night and concentrate on gathering enough gold to build a temple that would earn favours from the gods. He hammered the controls, firing cannons into an unprotected Celtic settlement, and watched the huts and primitive stores splinter and explode in a burst of graphics. The neighbouring village was peaceful and didn’t present a threat, but he razed it to the ground anyway, just because he could. Soon Jamie’s eyes began to tire. He allowed himself a rare dose of morphine and let sleep take him. He dozed all afternoon and woke at five o’clock feeling more like himself.

‘Hey, mate, I’ve got good news,’ Jason said as he bounced into the room. ‘The doctor said we could try giving you a go in a wheelchair.’

Jamie rubbed his eyes. ‘Are they sure? It’s only been nine days.’

‘We like to get you used to them as soon as possible,’ the OT said encouragingly. ‘They’re really happy with your progress. We could take you downstairs to the cafeteria if you’re up for it.’

Mary arrived to assist with the transfer. ‘This is good news,’ she said, encouragingly. ‘What do you think?’

Jamie grinned, optimistic. ‘Yeah, let’s do it.’

‘I’ll go get the chair,’ Jason said.

Jamie felt a pang of alarm. He’d resisted taking morphine as much as possible because he knew each time he did he would be one step closer to rehab. But what if he’d fooled them into thinking he was further along in the healing process than he was? What if they tried to move him, and the muscles that had only just started to knit back together tore, and his fragile bones broke into pieces?

‘What if I’m not ready?’ he asked Mary.

She smiled kindly. ‘If it’s too hard on you we’ll stop.’

‘But what if I make it worse?’

‘Your chariot awaits!’ Jason wheeled in the chair.

‘Ha! That’s it?’ Jamie laughed. It was like a giant massage chair on wheels.

‘To start.’

‘It’s like a bed with a motor.’

‘They did rebuild your spine. It’s a bit early for motorbikes,’ Mary said.

She and Jason manoeuvred him into a sling that they then attached to a ceiling hoist. Mary held Jamie steady while Jason operated the controller. ‘Are you ready?’ he asked. ‘Lift!’

Volts of pain rocketed up Jamie’s side. He bit his lip so he wouldn’t whimper. Aches that had lain dormant exploded where his ribs met the column of bone that had been reinforced with steel. But it felt wonderful to be leaving the bed and the feeling of progress buoyed him and helped him ride out the physical agony. He held his breath until he was settled and the pain subsided. Once he was in the wheelchair he felt happier than he had been since he’d first woken up in hospital. ‘Fantastic,’ he said.

‘Great job. Each step towards independence is good,’ Jason said. ‘Mindset is everything. This is your control panel. Take it for a spin. Gently. Careful of your IV pole.’

Jamie gingerly pressed the toggle and the chair whizzed forward. ‘Whoa.’ The switch was very sensitive. It only took a light touch for it to accelerate, but he was thrilled to have some autonomy back.

‘I did want a set of wheels for my eighteenth,’ he said, beaming.

‘It’s a pretty sick ride,’ Jason agreed. ‘Have you got your licence?’

‘Just my Ls. I was going to take the test after the exams—’ Jamie trailed off. Another dream delayed.

‘You’ll be able to drive, you know. Even if you have to rely on a wheelchair to get around.’

‘Really?’

‘Of course. You can modify your car.’

‘Wow, that’s cool. I didn’t realise that,’ Jamie said.

‘How about we see how you go navigating the real world? Want to go downstairs for a Coke?’

‘Let’s do it,’ Jamie said with determination.

They took the elevator down to the ground floor with Jason guiding the IV pole. Jamie was wearing a catheter attached to a clear plastic pouch filled with pee. Mary tucked a blanket over it, saying, ‘Let’s just cover this up,’ while Jason chatted.

‘The food’s quite okay down there. You could have a pie or something, a break from the hospital crap,’ he said.

‘Hey, don’t knock Mary’s hospital crap,’ Jamie said. ‘The jelly is the finest twenty cents can buy.’

‘Cheeky,’ Mary said.

When the lift doors parted, Jamie’s mother was waiting in the lift bay looking pretty in dangly earrings and shimmery taupe eyeshadow.

‘Look at you! I was just coming up to see you,’ she said, delighted.

‘We’re going to get some food at the cafeteria,’ Jamie told her proudly.

‘What a lovely idea.’

Despite its hulking size, the chair was easy to steer. As Jamie motored down the corridor he was filled with a sense of freedom. This was progress! And that took the sting out of the fact so few people had come to see him on his birthday.

When he turned the corner he saw a colourful banner. Bunches of balloons. A silver number one and a silver number eight. There was a shout: ‘Surprise!’

Party poppers exploded in a burst of streamers and smoke. Jez, Ben, Michael, Cam, Tessa, Chloe and all the guys from the rugby team were waving and smiling. Jamie spotted Kate and Rich, and more kids from school. Even Mark was there. They cheered as Jamie entered and began a chorus of ‘Happy Birthday’. Jamie was overwhelmed. His friends hadn’t forgotten him.

‘Nice wheels!’ Jez said, as Jamie rolled into the cafe and everyone gathered around him, patting his shoulder and smiling, gentle but full of affection. He had fleeting moments of embarrassment—there was a hot bag of urine resting against his leg, his hair was matted and unwashed—but his happiness chased them away.

The cafeteria had been decorated with blown-up photos from his life: testing out his first surfboard, sitting at the piano for the school Christmas concert his hair stiff with gel, his junior rugby team with their Under-11s Cup, smiling in his brand-new oversized St Nick’s blazer. Seeing them all laid out, side by side, stirred a dark memory in him, but before the eerie sensation could take hold, Jez nudged him.

‘We snuck this in for you,’ he said, snapping the lid on a can of beer and passing it to Jamie. The boys formed a ring fence around him as he lifted the can to his lips and drank, shielded from the view of his sister and parents.

‘I’m finally eighteen and I still have to hide the booze,’ Jamie said, but the taste made him feel like his old self again, mucking around with his mates and dodging parental control.

‘Happy birthday, Hoges,’ Jez knocked his own beer against Jamie’s.

‘Thanks Jez, thanks,’ Jamie said.

The party guests ate from bowls of chips and trays of sandwiches and yakked about rugby, exams and Jamie’s motorised chair. Lillian produced an extravagant cake and everyone sang a second rowdy round of ‘Happy Birthday’. The boys were getting tipsy off their clandestine beer. They slapped their hands against the tabletop, making a thunderous drumroll as the song reached its crescendo. ‘Happy birthday to yooo-oooou!’ Jamie blew out the candles.

‘Make a wish!’ Kate called out. He held a hope in his mind and silently whispered it into the wisps of smoke.

‘Presents!’ Jez hollered, his eyes starting to glaze. He lifted a large, wrapped parcel from the pile.

Lots of people had got Jamie books about inspiring feats of endurance—Bear Grylls’ True Grit, and the story of Aron Ralston, who sawed off part of his own arm after being trapped under a boulder, and the autobiography of Alex McKinnon, a rugby player who was left paralysed after a tackle—which were delivered amid a hail of slaps and cheers. Kate and Rich gave him tickets to see the pianist Ben Folds, whose songbook Jamie had been trying to master before his exam prep ratcheted up. From his parents was a large, flat rectangle that Jamie unwrapped to reveal a keyboard.

‘You probably won’t be surfing this summer but you don’t have to give up everything you love,’ his father said. ‘You can play at rehab.’

When the pile of gifts had been demolished, Tessa approached Jamie.

‘This is from me,’ she said, handing him a small, flat present. Their fingers grazed as he took the gift, shooting electricity all through Jamie’s body. He tore off the paper and saw an ancient castle with a moat and turrets. It was the myth expansion pack for Conqueror.

‘I thought we could play against each other, maybe,’ Tessa added shyly.

‘Yeah, that’d be cool,’ Jamie squeaked, his face burning and his heart thumping. After Tessa melted back into the throng Mark shuffled over.

‘Sorry I haven’t been in to see you earlier,’ he said.

‘Jez told me you were in Adelaide.’

‘Yeah. The school called my mum, so …’ he trailed off. ‘What do the doctors say?’

‘They don’t know. They keep doing these tests where they prick me all over to see how much function and sensation I have. I mean, the spinal cord’s damaged so that’s not great.’

Jamie expected Mark to say something inflammatory about quacks, or the public health system, but instead he pressed his lips together thoughtfully.

‘They don’t always know though, do they?’ he replied. ‘My uncle had lung cancer and was given six months to live but he responded to the therapy in a way nobody predicted, and two years later he’s back to working three days a week. He’s still sick, but he’s alive.’

‘That’s right,’ Lillian, who had been hovering nearby, said. ‘Your grandfather Trevor lived years longer than the doctors expected after he got dementia.’

‘Plus, the doctors are always going to be conservative, aren’t they?’ Mark added. ‘They don’t want your family to sue them if their diagnosis turns out to be way off.’

Jamie thought of how his mother’s father had been almost defiant in his longevity, perplexing the aged care staff who’d been warning the family to prepare for the end for years. He then thought about Trevor’s wife, Gloria, his grandmother, who still lived at the care home in Blackwattle Bay and was visited dutifully by Lillian twice a week and Jamie—much to his eternal shame—nowhere near that often.

‘Great party, Jamie,’ Tessa said, pulling her handbag over her shoulder. Other guests were beginning to drift home.

‘Thanks for the present.’

‘Sure. I’ll visit someday soon so we can play.’

‘Wooh-hoo-hoo,’ Ben laughed, digging Jamie in the arm and knocking him. Jamie winced. Jez thumped Ben across the chest, pushing him back from Jamie’s chair. ‘Watch it!’ he said.

‘I think I’d better drive you home, Jeremy,’ John said, standing and holding up his car keys to show he meant now. The boys nodded and said their goodbyes. After everyone had cleared out Jamie and Lillian sat together in the empty cafeteria, eating birthday cake off paper plates.

‘Can we take a few pieces up for the nurses?’ Jamie asked.

‘Of course we can.’

‘Thanks for the party, Mum.’

‘It was Jez’s idea. He did it all. I was very proud of him. I’m very proud of both of you,’ she said tenderly.

Jamie put another forkful of cake into his mouth. ‘Mum,’ he swallowed, ‘do you think I’ll be okay by my next birthday?’

Lillian smiled sadly and brushed a piece of hair from his forehead. ‘I think that no matter what happens, you’ll be magnificent. And your friends and family will always be there for you.’

‘Yeah, but—’ he gestured to the extravagant wheelchair. ‘It’s pretty serious isn’t it?’

‘We’ll figure that out if and when the time comes. For now, let’s try to stay positive.’

Lillian turned to her bag and searched until she pulled out a piece of paper. ‘I saw this in the Telegraph the other day,’ she said. Jamie took the clipping from her. The headline read ‘UK postman returns from the dead’, followed by a breathless account of the resurrection:


A postal worker from the English city of Derbyshire has come back to life after suffering a massive heart attack that was initially thought to be fatal. Henry Mitchell, 43, was rushed to hospital but could not be revived and was pronounced dead at 10 a.m. on Sunday morning. He was taken to the basement morgue where, nearly an hour later, a nurse noticed he was twitching. When she approached Mr Mitchell’s body she discovered he had a weak pulse. He was quickly taken back up to the hospital ward and by the next morning he was awake and breathing normally. Mr Mitchell regained full cognitive function and is due to go back to delivering mail to the people of Derbyshire after a short holiday. The postman, who volunteers at a local nature sanctuary, says he’s recuperating in a cabin where he can spend more time doing what he loves, caring for injured wildlife. The hospital will conduct a full review of its procedures.



Jamie stared at the clipping. It was similar to the article about the girl whose inoperable brain tumour had vanished. They were interesting stories but the way his mother offered them up as evidence that all hope was not lost scared him, and the beer had loosened his emotions.

‘That’s my lifeline, a miracle? Not intensive rehab or medical science, but miracles?’ He was upset.

‘Of course not,’ Lillian said quickly.

‘What’s this?’ Kate had returned from taking the gifts up to Jamie’s room.

‘It seems the only thing that will heal me is a miracle,’ said Jamie, waving the news clipping.

Kate took it and skimmed the headline. ‘Mum,’ she said reproachfully.

‘I just think it’s good to be reminded that there are more things in heaven and earth than we can grasp,’ Lillian said.

Kate’s face softened. ‘I suppose there’s nothing wrong with the power of positive thinking.’

Jamie frowned. He couldn’t even move his big toe. Not a twitch. And it shook his confidence. He wasn’t sure he could will himself well. But his mother looked so hopeful.

‘I suppose it’s a pretty cool story,’ he said, folding the article up and tucking it under the cushion to his side.

Jason appeared. ‘Party all done? Are we ready to go back up?’ he asked.

‘Yeah.’ Jamie was suddenly very tired. His head was spinning.

‘You’ve done really well mate,’ Jason said. ‘We normally only get people up for fifteen minutes for their first time.’

After they returned him to his bed he was exhausted, and sore. The exhilaration he had felt was replaced by a bone-crunching pain. He gave himself a dose of morphine, then a moment later he gave himself some more, telling himself he’d return to his minimalist routine in the morning.




Chapter 15

John

John was hunched over his computer, crooked as a question mark, frustrated and tense. It was his son’s eighteenth birthday and, instead of surprising him with the car he and Lillian had arranged, and lavishing him with a rich meal and a glass of champagne—he was legal, at long last—they were going to have cake in a hospital cafeteria and drink Coke and lemonade from a vending machine. In an attempt to come up with a surprise for Jamie, John had looked into what it would cost to get the car retrofitted so Jamie could drive it. But it still felt too early for that and, besides, he didn’t have the cash right now. The ten-minute warning alarm he had set on his phone started chiming. He had to get cracking. If he wasn’t there to yell surprise, Lillian would never forgive him.

Catherine brought him some papers to sign. Ever since their conversation she had seemed to stop second-guessing herself and was no longer constantly apologising, and for this John was thankful. She even seemed more confident. Her posture, he supposed. She was smiling more. She no longer looked like she’d followed a trail of breadcrumbs and found herself on the eighth floor.

‘Oh, and a woman called Anita from Mellow Cello called to confirm tomorrow. Isn’t that a creative agency?’

‘Yes.’ John had their website open in front of him. ‘Ken convinced me that investing in refreshing the brand would help. Revamp it a bit, to reflect the tech rebuild. In fact, I could use your youthful eye. What do you think?’

She came around to see the examples on Mellow Cello’s website. ‘These look expensive.’

‘Our clients all consider themselves prestige. We want to meet them at their level.’

‘I see that. But … if money’s an issue there are ways to freshen up the look without spending a fortune.’

‘But not for something like a software company?’

‘Oh, absolutely. I could show you some examples if you’d like.’

‘Please.’

He rolled his chair back so she could get at his computer. Catherine navigated to a new website that was slick and inviting. Professional-looking photos and sharp colours. He realised it was hers. She had driven from Virginia to Los Angeles in a caravan and blogged about it.

‘Who did this for you?’

‘I did it myself. There are companies that provide templates for this sort of thing.’

‘Really?’

‘Uh-huh.’ She clacked the keys, taking him to another website. ‘See.’ She pulled up a template. ‘Type your name in there. It generates different fonts and logos.’

He typed in LegalAds and toggled through the different settings. With one click he could completely change the logo. Instead of blocky blue and grey, it became a slash of red. Or clean white with a crisp black border. He could knock years off his logo’s life with different fonts and different hues. ‘This is amazing. How much does it cost?’

‘This is their freemium product.’

‘Freemium?’ John said, feeling a thousand years old.

‘You’d probably want to buy a basic package for a proper revamp.’

‘LegalAds 2.0 at no extra cost. This is great,’ John said.

‘Oh, you’re keeping the name?’ Catherine asked.

‘Of course. Why wouldn’t we.’

‘I just thought if you were rebranding you’d—’ She shook her head. ‘Nothing.’

‘We’ve had it nearly twenty years. It’s how people know who we are. Why? What’s wrong with the name?’

‘It’s just a little … iffy.’

‘Iffy? It’s short for Legal Administration Systems. It couldn’t be clearer or more benign.’

‘I understand that, but …’ she paused. ‘Are you sure you really want my opinion?’

‘I do,’ he urged. ‘I’m really impressed with these tools you’ve shown me, and now I want to know what you think about the name.’

‘Well, when you say it out loud it sounds like Legal Lads. You might as well call yourself software for white private school boys and be done with it. If you don’t mind me saying.’

John murmured in quiet consternation. Lillian and Kate had both made similar comments over the years, but at the time he hadn’t been feeling as humble as he was right now.

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘A new name is worth considering. I’ll take it to Ken.’

‘If you come up with some ideas, I could play around with a logo tomorrow for you.’

‘Don’t you have other things to go on with?’

Catherine pressed her lips together and chose her words carefully. ‘I can imagine that there was a time when LegalAds needed a full-time office manager, but these days—’

‘Right. Say no more,’ John said. ‘Hopefully that small probate firm I’m meeting with tomorrow isn’t put off by it.’

‘Actually, they emailed and asked if they could push the meeting until next week. I put it in your Outlook calendar.’

‘Hmm.’ Normally that would be a bad sign, but John wondered if the reprieve would give him a chance to present his software in a more attractive way. He stood and pulled on his jacket.

‘I have to go to my son’s birthday party. But I appreciate your ideas, Catherine. I’ll be interested to see what you can do with the website. You have my permission to make it your number one priority. Maybe we’re not dead yet.’
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John made it to the party in time for the surprise and tried not to be insulted by the look of relief on his wife’s face. As the friends and family members celebrated around him, he wondered for the hundredth time if he should stop fighting the decline of his company and accept it was time to move on. He was only fifty-seven. But how would he fare if he tried to get another job in the corporate sector? John watched his son slurp the beer Jez was helping him drink as he sat in his sheepskin-lined wheelchair and knew now was not the time to take a risk. The LegalAds system was faster and more reliable than its competitors. If they could get the rebranding right and convince people to come back, things would turn around. They had to.

John sipped a can of Coke and watched the boys milling around Jamie. There were so many unfamiliar faces and yet he recognised something in each of them. They had the ambitions, and the pent-up hunger he had had at their age when he was already dreaming of one day running his own company. Their confidence was unblemished, and they were completely without fear because they hadn’t spent any time out in the world yet.

There was cake and then there were presents. The boys were all drinking beer that they thought nobody could see. He saw one of them snap open another can. They were growing merry, and sloppy. Pink-faced and loose-limbed. One kid with acne and fluffy blond hair was ribbing Jamie, calling ‘wooh-hoo-hoo,’ as he dug him in the arm and knocked him, making Jamie wince. John felt anger ignite in his chest. He was about to cross the room when he saw Jez thump the boy across the chest, pushing him back from Jamie’s chair. ‘Watch it!’ he said. John decided the party had run its course.

‘I think I’d better drive you home, Jeremy,’ he said, standing and holding up his car keys to show he meant now.

Jez looked reluctant but didn’t protest. In the car John made small talk with Jez, asking about his exams and what his plans were after summer. Jez confessed he didn’t know and he wasn’t sure his grades would leave him with a wide range of options. ‘It’s been hard to concentrate,’ he said.

‘I know what you mean.’ John sighed.

He was too tired for deep conversation and so they rode much of the rest of the way in silence. When John dropped off Jez, who gave a wave and a thank you, it was only just after nine in the evening. Lillian would be at the hospital for some time yet, so he decided to go back to the office. When he logged in he saw five emails from Catherine, each containing suggestions for the website and the logo.

‘This is just a very rough idea. I have others if none of these hit the mark,’ she wrote from her office account. There were a few small fees, which she outlined, but it was all remarkably cheap. Less than the coffee and cake budget for a meeting with Mellow Cello. John leaned back in his chair, clicking through the different iterations of his company logo, feeling, for the first time in a long time, something akin to optimism.




Chapter 16

Jez

Jez flopped onto his bed after Jamie’s surprise eighteenth, relieved it had been John, not Kate, who had driven him home. She had been watching him at the party, so he’d buried himself in group conversations and avoided eye contact. He couldn’t have withstood another grilling. Kate Hogarth had an intimidating aura. From her spiked heels to the razor edge of her hair, she was all sharp angles and Jez felt like she could see straight through him with her laser stare. As he lay flat on his stomach, which was full of beer and cake, he was glad that at least he didn’t have to deal with the police anymore. The day after she had visited his mother, Lillian had called him to go over the details of the surprise party, then ambushed him.

‘Jez, why haven’t you given the police a statement?’

‘Uh, I—’ he had stammered, blindsided.

‘Please Jez,’ she cut him off, peeved, ‘they need to talk to you.’

‘Yeah, you’re right. I’m sorry,’ he’d said, feeling lower than he ever had in his entire life. He hung up and called Sergeant Hawke to say he was coming in and an hour later presented himself at the front desk of the Bronte Police Station, freshly showered and wearing the new shirt his mother had bought him for his graduation dinner.

‘Um, I’m here to see Sergeant Hawke,’ he’d said in a small voice.

Two people waiting in plastic chairs looked up at him from their phones and Jez wanted to say, ‘I didn’t do anything wrong.’ But deep down, he didn’t believe that. He felt remorse to the very tips of his fingers and had to swipe his ironed sleeve across his forehead to dry the sweat.

The officer working the desk opened the gate to let him behind the counter. Jez was taken down a windowless corridor and shown to a seat at a metal table in a small room, where he waited until Sergeant Hawke entered.

‘Jeremy, hello, thanks for coming down.’ The line was delivered with the same coolness his mother used when she thanked Jez for leaving his bungalow to join the dinner table, and it put Jez on alert.

‘S’okay.’ He felt like a disobedient little boy.

‘We’ve been trying to get a hold of you for some time now.’

‘I’ve been studying for exams,’ Jez said. The policeman nodded. There was a bulkiness to him that was intimidating.

‘Let’s get started shall we?’

Another officer came in and Sergeant Hawke explained they were going to take a written statement.

‘Yep … sure,’ Jez said.

Jez promised he’d tell the truth and then he sat in the chair and lied. He told them he hadn’t seen how Jamie had ended up bent backwards over the brick partition. It had all happened so quickly, he said. He’d been running away, then Jamie had dropped his wallet. Ryan was there. Mark was there. The next thing anyone knew Jamie was on his back, his spine contorted awkwardly over the small brick fence. Jez looked at the tabletop as he spoke.

‘But he was fighting with the boy Ryan West?’ Sergeant Hawke asked, peering into Jeremy’s face.

‘Yes.’ Jez squirmed and rubbed the back of his neck. The room was stifling, as if the heat had been turned up. The officer’s gaze didn’t falter and Jez wondered if Sergeant Hawke could tell he was lying from the twitch of his lip. His downward glances. His flushed cheeks. The experienced policeman must have taken thousands of statements over the years.

‘But you didn’t see Ryan hit him?’

Jez’s shirt was soaked in sweat. ‘I’d run away … we’d both run away … but Jamie stopped … I turned around, and he was sprawled, backwards.’

Hot tears started running down his cheeks. He didn’t know why. The shock of what he saw? The fear it was his fault for pushing Jamie to join in on muck-up day? The fact that he wasn’t telling the whole truth …

The sergeant got up from the table and walked around the room. He stopped behind Jez, who shrunk further into himself. ‘Tell me again,’ the voice boomed. ‘Who was there when you saw Jamie had been injured?’

‘Just me, Ryan and Mark.’

‘You’re sure there was no one else?’

‘A whole lot of people rushed over.’

‘That was after he fell?’

‘It was a busy street.’

Sergeant Hawke returned to his chair opposite Jez.

‘But before the fight, it could have only been Ryan, or Mark, or you?’

‘No … I don’t know.’

‘So, are you saying he might have tripped?’

‘Tripped? No! I … I don’t know.’

Hearing the heavy footfalls of police boots walking up from behind him, Jez bent further over the metal table. He half thought someone was going to hit him, shout in his face, accuse him of lying. He almost wished that they would. Instead, a tall glass of water was placed on the table. Jez jumped at the clank of glass on metal. ‘It’s okay son,’ a female officer said.

They asked him to wait and then produced his statement, all typed out with a space for his signature. Jez scrawled ‘J. Morgan’, feeling like he’d just signed a death warrant. Jez stood and Sergeant Hawke lay his heavy hand on his shoulder. Jez braced for him to reveal he’d caught Jez in a trap. Instead, he said, ‘You did well, son. I know you’ve been through a lot.’

After they let him go, he vomited into a rubbish bin out the front of the station.
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Over the following two weeks Jez fell into a routine. He’d wake up, try to study for a bit, then head into the hospital. Whenever he crossed over with one of the Hogarths he could feel their eyes on him, silently begging for an explanation. They radiated curiosity, but they never directly asked him about the fight—which was somehow worse than if they’d shaken him, demanding answers.

Mark had taken to studying at the dining room table in the main house and so Jez stayed in his bungalow. He’d curl up in his beanbag with a textbook and try to absorb as much of the material as he could. If he opened his curtains and looked out his window he could see Mark through the glass that formed the back of the Morgans’ house. He would watch his mother bring Mark glasses of lemonade with ice in them and chat as she read over his shoulder. Mark was on his best behaviour, and Jez would grind his teeth and think about his best mate in hospital.

Caroline had come down the path to bring Jez a drink that afternoon and her banging on his door had made him jump out of his skin. She’d called his name but he’d been so shaken up that he’d snapped at her that he was capable of getting his own drinks. He was immediately filled with guilt and she walked away with the glass in her hand.

They quickly burned through their exams. After English Jez had business systems, legal studies, biology and a chemistry exam that may as well have been in hieroglyphics. As he filed into the school hall for the last time and located the desk with his final exam paper on it, the relief he felt was visceral. Now exams were finishing, he would be free of Mark. He’d no longer have to skulk in his bungalow. He didn’t know where Mark would go. But he had no good reason to stay at Jez’s house.
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Three hours later, when the examiner ordered the students to stop writing, Jez knew he had probably failed, but he didn’t care. He was just glad it was over. He could see Mark raking his hands through his curls and scratching the back of his head with his pencil. Even from three desks away, Jez could see Mark’s nails were bitten down to the quick. There was the loud sound of sixty chairs scraping against the floor as the students stood and stretched their bones. A collective sigh went up and a sense of freedom filled the air.

‘Jez,’ Ben clapped his hand on the back of Jez’s shoulder. ‘We’re all going to the Riverland for some beers to celebrate. You coming?’

‘Um,’ Jez scratched his arm, ‘I thought I might go see Hoges.’

‘Right, yeah, fair enough. What about you Giesen?’

Jez turned around to see Mark standing behind him.

‘I thought I’d go see Jamie too. See how he’s holding up.’ He looked pleadingly at Jez, who turned away. ‘Can I get a ride?’

Jez huffed at the audacity of Mark to ask a favour, but he heard himself say, ‘I s’pose.’

‘Should we all go?’ Ben asked.

‘No,’ Jez said quickly. ‘You guys head to the pub. Go see him tomorrow.’
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Mark and Jez walked to Jez’s car in silence. Jez could hardly stand to look at Mark. He wanted to yell that everything that had happened was all because of his goddamn muck-up day scheme and his stupid obsession with trashing the school. They climbed into the car. The tension grew as Jez pulled onto the main road and turned in the direction of the hospital.

‘Hey, should we stop at 7-Eleven and get some Slurpees?’ Mark asked.

‘I thought you wanted to visit Jamie,’ Jez replied curtly.

‘I meant for Jamie, to cheer him up.’

‘Yeah, good idea. I’m sure that will make up for his broken spine,’ Jez muttered. But he parked out the front of a 7-Eleven and followed Mark in as he filled three paper cups with blue icy slurry and handed one to Jez. Mark took the other two to the counter and paid for all three, then they got back in the car.

Jez drank, keeping one hand on the steering wheel, grateful for an excuse not to talk, while at the same time seething that Mark wasn’t begging to know what he could do to make things right.

Neither spoke until they reached the hospital. Once he’d parked his car, Jez decided he didn’t want Mark to go in. He felt protective towards Jamie, and he didn’t think Mark deserved to hand over a frozen drink and get credit for being generous. He stared at the blue Slurpee. Condensation was running down the waxy cup and onto his cupholder.

‘I don’t think you should come up,’ he said.

Mark flinched, wounded. Then his face hardened. He turned away again, facing out into the underground car park.

‘Okay,’ he said.

Jez knew from the crack in Mark’s voice that he was crying. Good, he thought. He grabbed the melting Slurpee from the cupholder and swung open his car door. ‘I don’t know how long I’ll be,’ he said. ‘Maybe you should get a bus home.’

Mark nodded. Jez wasn’t done. ‘Exams are over now, so in the morning I want you to pack your bag and find somewhere else to stay.’




Chapter 17

Kate

Kate’s phone began to shudder and trill as she pounded up the hospital corridor as fast as her six-inch, deal-closer heels would allow. She’d assigned her boss a ringtone that had the pitch and intensity of a colicky newborn, and she usually responded to it like an over-protective mother—immediately. But she knew he was calling about the overdue prison report and a feeling of resentment began to creep through her.

She defiantly pressed decline then turned her phone off and dropped it with a thunk into her cavernous buffalo leather handbag. She had reached room 204. She took a breath and pushed open the door. Inside, her little brother was fast asleep, looking pale and vulnerable, and her lip trembled as she was assailed by memories from the time before her Outlook calendar ruled her life. Games of Uno. Piggyback rides with his chubby hands gripping her ponytail like reigns. One regrettable afternoon when he was being really naughty, she told him she was going to put him in the rubbish bin and he, believing her, had burst into tears. She knew it was the type of thing that brothers and sisters did to each other, but under the circumstances the gut punch of regret was almost enough to make her double over. Kate swallowed the lump in her throat and swore she was going to be a better sister. As if sensing her arrival, her brother stirred.

‘Jamie?’ she said gently, moving closer.

‘Kate?’

Startled, Kate turned to see her mother sitting in the corner of the room. She was wearing a white and yellow striped dress reminiscent of country estate upholstery and had a newspaper crossword folded in her hand.

‘You’re here,’ Kate said.

‘I’m here every day,’ Lillian replied. The comment felt like a rebuke, but Kate squared her shoulders and told herself her mother didn’t mean it that way.

‘Have you come from work?’

Kate was wearing a crimson dress with square-capped sleeves that had earned her the office nickname of Satan’s business manager.

‘I took a half day,’ she said, rummaging in her handbag for the American chocolate bars she’d tracked down for Jamie. She’d remembered how much he’d loved them, and laid them out on his table, like an offering. Evidence she wasn’t a bad sister. She held one out to Lillian. ‘Would you like one?’ An olive branch.

‘No, they’re Jamie’s,’ Lillian said. ‘Thank you though. I’ve never seen this kind before.’

‘You have to go all the way to Redfern. There’s a shop that orders them specially. As far as I know it’s the only place in Sydney that sells them. Jamie loves them, though, so I thought—’

‘Maybe I will try one,’ Lillian said, in what Kate recognised was a conciliatory gesture. Lillian unwrapped one of the chocolate bars while Kate took a seat.

‘Still nothing from the police?’ she asked.

Lillian shook her head, her mouth full.

‘How is that possible?’ Kate huffed.

Lillian swallowed. ‘They say they want to charge that Ryan boy but they’re not sure they would get a conviction.’

Kate picked up a chocolate bar and ripped it open. ‘Honestly, if these cops worked in my team I would have fired them by now.’

‘They don’t have any witnesses. Apparently plenty of people saw Jamie and this Ryan boy laying into each other on the street, but that was some distance from the brick fence. Nobody saw Ryan take a swing at Jamie.’

Kate fumed, impatient. ‘What about that school, can’t they help? Doesn’t the exorbitant tuition fee grant you some sort of key to the club of men in suits who decide how the rest of us are going to live our lives?’ ‘Apparently not. They say it was out of school grounds and out of school hours. They want nothing to do with it.’

‘Well, that’s ridiculous.’ Kate stood and paced the room. ‘I simply can’t believe the police can’t get enough evidence to charge someone over this. It doesn’t make sense.’ She turned to her mother. ‘We should do something. We’re not helping Jamie by watching him sleep.’

‘What do you think we should do?’ Lillian asked.

Kate considered. ‘We should go down there and take a look ourselves. We know the community. Maybe someone who didn’t want to talk to the police would find it harder to refuse a distressed mother and sister.’

‘I’m sure the police have got it under control.’

‘Then why haven’t they arrested anyone? Why haven’t they updated us? I’d have demanded a progress report by now.’

‘They don’t work for us.’

‘They must have some duty to the victim’s family.’

‘You’re just like your father,’ Lillian said. ‘One of the junior nurses was having trouble replacing Jamie’s drip the other day. I swear, John was one puncture wound away from pushing her out of the way and doing it himself.’

‘These officers don’t have any incentive to get to the bottom of this.’

‘What do you think we’re going to find that the police missed?’ Lillian was voicing resistance but Kate could tell she was as anxious for something to happen as she was.

‘Like, what happened to his phone? Maybe a local shopkeeper picked it up and there are text messages on it. Perhaps someone threatened him. Maybe he was being bullied.’

‘Nobody would bully Jamie.’

‘It’s just an example. We have to consider unknown unknowns.’

Kate was already mapping out a plan of attack, starting with all the local stores that might have security cameras. The facades of the shops on Alison Road may look quaint, with their duck-egg blue shutters and faux driftwood trims, but the real estate was worth a fortune and she was willing to bet the proprietors were canny enough to protect their investments.

‘More and more crimes are being busted because of the rise in dash cams, go-pros and smartphone cameras,’ Kate reminded her mother.

There had been a moment, about five years ago, when a savage murder had rocked the community. A day later, twenty seconds of grainy black-and-white security footage surfaced and was played on loop on the news all week. It captured a segment of footpath just in front of a dress shop window and showed a pair of ankles in dainty high heels walking home after a night out. Suddenly the ankles stopped, and turned, as if called. Another pair of legs appeared on screen, in baggy jeans and runners. The two sets of shoes faced each other, soundless, for a few seconds before the high heels turned and continued on their way. After a beat, the runners followed. The dainty shoes were found in a laneway a few days later and the footage, volunteered by the dress shop owner, helped convict the wearer of the runners of murder.

The newspapers had praised the proliferation of cameras. ‘We no longer need an omnipotent creator watching over us and judging the good and the evil, we have created the means to do it ourselves,’ one editorial had crowed. There had been an explosion in sales of security cameras and dash-cams fuelled by righteous fear. The killer had been gaoled for life. Women had marched and chanted calls for public safety. The church nearest to the scene of the incident had been drowned by cellophane-wrapped flowers laid in tribute to the owner of the high heels. Amid this outpouring of grief there was a sense of some sort of balance being restored. That’s what Kate wanted to be able to give her brother. Justice.

Her eyes fell on Jamie, rendered lifeless as a doll in his morphine-induced sleep. She knew Lillian was right. An arrest wouldn’t make a difference. The damage had been done. But still, she couldn’t just stand by and watch Jamie sleep. She wanted to do something for him.

‘Mum, you can’t rely on other people. Particularly if you’re not seeing the results you need. This is our neighbourhood. We know the people who live and work there. We might have more success.’

Lillian stood and flapped her arms. ‘You’re right.’

‘Really?’ Kate was taken aback by her easy victory.

‘Yes, I’ve been going mad in this room day after day.’

Kate smiled. ‘Okay.’

Lillian put away her crossword and gathered up her handbag. ‘Just let me have one of these. I haven’t had any breakfast.’ She took a muffin out of a Tupperware container on the bedside table, then offered them to her daughter. ‘Do you want one?’

Kate looked at the cakey puffs of refined carbohydrates like they were her mortal enemies. Then she grabbed one and took a bite. ‘Thanks.’
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The shopping strip where Jamie had been hit was an idyllic, village-like enclave on top of a steep hill that rolled down to the beachfront. There were tasteful, seaside cafes and charming mixed businesses, like the bakery that sold flowers and the bookshop that served coffee and croissants. Everything was neat and stylised as if from a toy town.

The area had gentrified since Kate had left school, resulting in an increase of weekend tourists, who flocked to the beach with its soft, squeaky sand and turquoise ocean pool. In addition to the dry-cleaners and the fish and chip shop, there was a hatted seafood restaurant and an upmarket pub that served Asian-fusion counter meals. The bricked footpaths were trimmed with flowers and kitsch street art made from seashells.

‘They said it happened near the dry-cleaners,’ Lillian said. ‘That must be the fence.’

She pointed to the short brick wall with square corners that reminded Kate of a chopping block, a thought that made her feel physically ill. A mother and a little girl in a ballet costume were walking towards them. When they reached the brick fence the little girl hopped up onto it and, holding her mother’s hand, wobbled along the length of the fence, her pink tulle skirt dancing in the breeze.

‘Mum, look.’ Kate pointed at the pub on the opposite corner. Above the entry were two security cameras. ‘Maybe they captured what happened.’

‘Don’t you think the police would have checked them already?’

‘If they did, they’d have made an arrest. Let’s go ask.’

Inside, the pub was dim. The Flemington races were playing on wall-mounted screens and the vibrant grass of the track cast a neon green pall over the room. There was a girl who looked to be around Jamie’s age chopping limes behind the bar with a tea towel over her shoulder.

‘Hi, is the manager in?’ Kate asked.

‘I’m the only one here until noon,’ the girl said as she blew a wisp of hair out of her face, momentarily glancing up from her cutting board. When her eyes met Lillian’s her hand stilled and her back straightened. ‘Aren’t you Jamie Hogarth’s mum?’

‘Yes. That’s right.’

‘I recognise you from the school assemblies. I’m really sorry about what happened. Jamie’s a genuinely nice guy. At the swimming carnival, the strap on my goggles snapped so he gave me his and he swam without any. Tell him we’re all thinking of him.’

‘I will. What’s your name?’

‘Stephanie Cooper.’ The girl had yellow hair and elvin features.

‘Thank you, Stephanie. I’ll send him your best wishes.’

‘Perhaps you can help us,’ Kate said. ‘Jamie’s accident is the reason we’re here. We noticed you have a security camera outside.’

‘My boss installed it after one of our bartenders had his jaw broken when he tried to break up a brawl.’

‘We thought it might have caught what happened when Jamie was injured. Do you think we could see the footage from that day?’

Stephanie Cooper furrowed her brow. ‘I’ll have to ask my manager. I don’t have the keys to his office. He’s a nice man and he’ll probably help but, like I said, he doesn’t start work until noon.’

Kate looked at her watch. Twenty-six minutes past eleven.

‘I tell you what, why don’t you take a seat and I’ll bring you a couple of drinks while you wait? On the house,’ Stephanie said.

‘Thank you,’ Kate replied.

Two minutes later they were sitting with a couple of glasses of lemonade on a table as far away from the racing screens as they could get. Lillian jiggled the ice with her straw while Kate pretended to read the history of Coogee Bay, which was printed on her coaster.

The silence lay like a desert between them and Kate’s mind wandered to the question she so often asked herself these days: How did their relationship get like this?

Kate had always been a very self-possessed child, even when she was very little. All of her stuffed animals had not only names, but also job descriptions. Lillian would sometimes get down on the carpet with her, to join in the game, but Kate would get frustrated with her mother for disturbing the careful order she had created. Once Jamie got sick, he needed every ounce of Lillian’s attention, so Kate would spend her Saturdays in the empty offices Ken and John had leased for their small company and make flip books and pop-up cards from the office supplies. The space smelled of fresh paint and new carpet, and Kate liked sitting up at her father’s secretary’s desk doing craftwork.

Lillian was fiddling with her engagement ring like she did when she was apprehensive, and Kate felt the worry shuddering through the chambers of her mother’s heart echo in her own. She looked at this small mortal woman in the yellow and white dress and wished they knew how to comfort each other.

‘This was a good idea,’ Lillian said. ‘I’m glad you’re taking an interest. Not that you’re not interested. That’s not what I meant, I just mean, I’m glad you’re advocating for Jamie. I would have just left it to the professionals if it wasn’t for you. But you’re right, it feels good to be out of that hospital room, doing something. For him.’

‘You couldn’t possibly do more,’ Kate conceded. ‘I mean, you do so much. Already. For … the whole family.’

Lillian smiled and slid her hand across the tabletop towards Kate’s. ‘It’s awful isn’t it?’ she replied.

Kate opened her mouth, wanting to tell her mother how much she wished they talked more often when they were interrupted.

‘Are you the two ladies that want to get into my office?’ a stocky, bald man asked. He had his hands on his hips and the downturned mouth of a bulldog.

The manager was not as accommodating as Stephanie had led them to expect. He listened to their request with a suspicious frown on his face and when Kate asked if they could take a look at the security footage he flat out refused.

‘Coppers already asked about that. I told them we don’t generally turn the cameras on during the day,’ he said.

‘But have you checked?’

‘They said they might need to confiscate some footage but I never heard from them again.’

‘It would mean a lot to us if we could take a look,’ Kate said sweetly.

The man scratched his chin. ‘We don’t exactly let Joe and Jane public go through our security tapes.’

‘We just want to see if there’s anything on tape from the day. My brother was badly injured in a fight,’ Kate said.

‘Sorry, Nancy Drew, no can do. Maybe if you come back with a warrant.’

Indignation surged through Kate but before she could give the pub owner a piece of her mind, she felt her mother’s warning hand on her arm.

‘Thank you very much,’ Lillian said, steering Kate towards the door. ‘We’ll take it up with Sergeant Hawke.’

‘Who does he think he is?’ Kate fumed as they walked towards the car.

‘It was a good idea,’ Lillian said.

‘We have to contact Sergeant Hawke and tell him to get a warrant.’

‘I’m sure he would have done it if he thought it would help.’

‘Of course it would help! This could be video footage of everything that happened that day.’ Kate stopped mid-stride and turned to put her hands on her mother’s shoulders. ‘Mum, you have to call him. Make sure they leave no stone unturned. Make Sergeant Hawke get the footage. Don’t you want the thug who hit Jamie to pay for what he did? This could be the one thing that will make sure whoever did this to Jamie is properly punished.’




Chapter 18

Jamie

People always said life wasn’t fair, but Jamie had never found that to be the case and consequently, his low moods never lasted long. He felt sure things would work out because they always had. The surprise birthday party had lifted his spirits and today he had another reason to be optimistic—he was moving rooms.

‘This is a good sign,’ Mary had said when she broke the news as Jamie ate his breakfast.

In the acute spinal injury ward, the most critical patients were positioned nearest the nurses’ station. As they healed, they were moved down the ward to make way for new arrivals, until they graduated to a residential rehab facility. The regular shifting formed part of the constant hum of activity that filled Jamie’s days.

‘We’ll get you in the chair and you can move yourself,’ Mary said, brightly.

As Jamie wheeled himself into his new room he felt a buoyant sense of anticipation. Things were changing. Things would continue to change.

‘Hey, who’s that?’ said a young male voice when Jamie reached his new room. The curtain slid aside and Jamie saw a boy, aged around ten, wearing orange boardies. On the bed was a guy a little older than Jamie, flat on his back. His face broke into a smile. ‘Hey bruz!’ he called, giving an enthusiastic thumbs up. ‘About time I got myself a decent roommate.’

‘Hey, I’m Jamie.’

‘Nice to meet you Jamie, my man. I’m Louis. This is my little brother Vincent.’ Vincent ambled over to Jamie and gave him a confident fist-bump. He resembled Louis, but on a smaller scale. Same close-shaved hair. Same lanky limbs and large brown eyes that seemed to take up most of his face.

‘Do you like rock climbing?’ Vincent interrogated Jamie.

‘Never been.’

‘My brother’s a gun at rock climbing. He’s radical.’ He looked at his sibling with admiration.

‘Not so radical now,’ Louis said.

‘You’ll be better soon. You’re in the last room,’ Vincent said.

‘That’s right,’ Louis said. ‘Welcome to the end of the line, brother. You’ll be getting out of here soon.’

‘I hope so.’

‘I guarantee it. You seem like you’re doing pretty good.’

A muscular woman in a navy polo T-shirt with a high, blonde ponytail arrived. ‘How are you today Louis? Time for your exercises.’

‘You know it Sarah,’ Louis grinned. ‘Sarah’s my OT. I’m her favourite,’ he said as she helped him into a wheelchair. ‘She’s going to be devastated when I’m gone, aren’t you Sarz? Better enjoy this exercise while it lasts because I’ll be moving on out soon,’ he hollered as Sarah pushed his wheelchair into the hall. ‘Last room! End of the line bay-bee!’
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While Louis was gone Jamie flicked restlessly from one television show to another until he dozed off. When he woke up the lights were off, and he could hear the soft breathing of his roommate. He hated the ward at night. During the day there was noise and activity. After dark, the world shrank to Jamie’s bed and it was just him and his thoughts, his aches and his IV, which often itched.

‘Hey!’ Louis’s voice broke the silence. ‘Hey, bruz, are you awake?’

‘Hi, yeah,’ Jamie said, glad to have someone to talk to.

‘Thank God. I’ve been going crazy over here at night. My last roomie was a real turd burger. Really grumpy. Like he’s the first person in the world to ever break his spine, am I right?’ He laughed. ‘I like to keep positive. How’ve you been? You handling it okay?’

‘I guess. My friends have been really cool so that helps.’

‘A good support system is key.’

Jamie liked his new roommate with the Kiwi accent. ‘Where in New Zealand are you from?’

‘Invercargill. The south of the south. I moved here for uni and the surfing. I was getting pretty good at it too, or so I thought. Obviously not.’

‘What happened?’ Jamie asked.

‘It was a freak thing,’ he said. ‘We were at Tamarama. I smashed into a rock. Got dunked pretty bad. A lifeguard pulled me out, otherwise it would have been sayonara from me.’

‘Oh yeah, it’s pretty rocky down there. My mates and I stick to Bundeena mostly.’

‘You’re a surfer?’

‘Yeah. Or, was, I guess.’

‘Hey man, you can’t think like that. It’s hard at first, I know it. But I promise it gets easier.’

‘How do you stay so upbeat?’

‘Bruz, don’t get me wrong. I get down sometimes. Of course I do. I have my dark moments like anyone. It’s a big shock. A big adjustment. Plus, I got an infection a few weeks back that knocked me on my arse. Well, more on my arse.’ He laughed. ‘Set me back. I shoulda been in rehab weeks ago. But you can’t let that negativity drag you down, or it’ll make things so much worse.’

‘How do you stop it? The anger, I mean.’

‘There are some podcasts I can recommend but, mostly, you’ve just got to have faith. You don’t know what’s going to happen next. You ever heard of a guy called Francis M’Zee?’

‘No.’

‘He was an athlete who was in an accident. His doctors said he’d be in a wheelchair for the rest of his life but a Swiss clinic put an electronic chip in his back and he was able to walk half a mile. You seen those exoskeletons, bruz?’

‘Uh, no.’

‘Google it! It’s some futuristic Transformers shit. They strap you into a robot that helps you walk.’

‘Really?’

‘Truly. You know, when I was dunked by that wave I thought I was a goner. The water went all up my nose. I was choking. I couldn’t breathe and I couldn’t move. I was like, this is it. This is how I die. So, when I wake up here every morning, and I feel a bit bummed about my injury, I just think, I could be dead. But I’m not. I’m here.’

Jamie wished he had an ounce of Louis’s optimism.

‘I was watching this doco about the Paralympic wheelchair rugby team. Bruz, those guys are so strong and fierce. They’re not scared of anything.’

‘Maybe they have sports teams in rehab?’

‘Bruz, I don’t know, but I am hanging out to get to rehab. Lift some weights. Make some buddies. Eat some decent food.’

‘My Dad says there’s a pool there.’

‘One hundred per cent. It’ll be a whole new experience. When we get to rehab we’ll have cute nurses to take care of us and lift our spirits. Help us keep pushing. You got to keep pushing.’

Jamie imagined himself swimming laps with Tess cheering him on from the sidelines.

‘The food here sucks, hey? Mum brings me dinner most days. But I’d kill for a burger,’ Jamie said.

‘Why didn’t you say so? Check this out,’ Louis said. He flicked on a light then took the end of a cord that was wound around his bed rail and attached to the handle of the top drawer of the cabinet between them. Louis tugged on the cord until the drawer was open. ‘Vincent keeps me fully stocked.’ Out of the corner of his eye, Jamie could see the drawer was packed with bags of M&Ms and chips, packs of jerky, Mars bars and blocks of Cadbury. ‘What’s mine is yours.’

‘Thanks, but I can’t reach,’ Jamie said.

‘No worries.’ Louis pressed his call button. A few moments later, Mary appeared.

She saw the drawer was open and folded her arms. ‘I hope you didn’t summon me in the middle of the night to get you snacks from your drawer again. There are people who need real medical care here.’ There was a note of amusement in her voice.

‘I need care, nurse,’ Louis said, grinning. ‘My blood sugar is dropping to dangerously low levels. Jamie’s too. We need to do something about it immediately.’

Mary raised an eyebrow but Jamie could tell she was trying not to laugh.

‘O-kay,’ she sighed. ‘What will it be tonight?’ She bent and took a packet of pork jerky from the drawer and studied the ingredients list on the back. ‘These look like pretty toxic levels of preservatives. It might be a breach of my oath to do no harm if I give you these.’

‘Don’t worry about that, I’ll just have a good old-fashioned Mars bar tonight, thanks Mary,’ Louis said. ‘Jamie, what would you like from tonight’s menu?’

Mary pulled out an armful of junk food. ‘We’ve got Jelly Bellies, Twisties, Snickers, almost any flavour potato chip you care to name. Pick your poison, sweet or savoury?’

‘The Jelly Bellies, thanks Mary.’

‘I thought you hated jelly,’ she said in mock horror.

‘Only the type that comes out of the hospital kitchen.’

‘There you go then,’ she tore the pack open and handed it to him.

‘Thanks.’ Jamie spilled a few coloured beans onto the bed. Mary scooped one up.

‘Service fee,’ she said, winking, and popping it in her mouth. ‘Good to see you’ve made it to the end of the line Jamie. It won’t be long now and you’ll be on your way to rehab.’
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Jamie woke up in a better mood than he had been in since he found himself in hospital.

‘Morning, bruz!’ Louis called cheerily from his bed. ‘Man, I’m so glad you’re here in this room.’

Jamie laughed. ‘No offence, Louis, but I’d just as soon be at home waxing up my board.’

‘Ha, true dat, bruz, true dat.’

There was a knock and Mary walked in followed by two cops, stiff and imposing like human bollards.

‘Whoa, heavy,’ Louis said under his breath.

‘How are you feeling today, Jamie? I’m Sergeant Hawke and this is Senior Constable Lupin. We’re here to take your statement if that’s alright.’

‘Yeah, sure,’ he said. They dragged two chairs to his bedside and the younger one took out a notepad. Sergeant Hawke began to walk Jamie through what had happened the day he was hit. Jamie’s stomach tightened. He was afraid he was going to hear something he didn’t like, but the police only had a vague outline of events.

‘And you don’t remember anything?’ Sergeant Hawke asked.

‘Nope, nothing at all,’ he said.

‘We were wondering if you could identify this person for us.’ The younger police officer handed Jamie his phone, which had a photo on it.

‘Yeah, that’s Ryan West,’ Jamie said.

‘And how do you know Ryan?’

‘Jez and I have known him since we were little. We were footy rivals. He could get pretty competitive on the field. But he was okay, really.’ Jamie went quiet. ‘You think it was him, don’t you?’

‘That’s what we’re investigating,’ Sergeant Hawke said. ‘Do you remember seeing him that day?’

‘I really don’t,’ Jamie said truthfully.

Both police officers watched him closely for a moment before Sergeant Hawke slowly said, ‘And you’re absolutely sure?’

Jamie asked Sergeant Hawke to pass him his cup of water, which he did. They watched him finish it. His thirst quenched, Jamie repeated that he absolutely could not remember a thing.

‘Okay. Well, if you do remember anything, please get in touch.’ Sergeant Hawke held up a white card and left it on the bedside table. Jamie had a flash of memory, of a similar-looking card being handed to him by Mr Hoover. The one his mother had found, which unlocked other memories … He made a little involuntary noise. Sergeant Hawke’s head snapped up. ‘What is it?’ he asked.

‘Just … just a twinge of pain,’ Jamie lied.

The policeman nodded. ‘We’ll be in touch.’ Then they left.




Chapter 19

Lillian

The morning after she went to the pub with Kate, Lillian called Sergeant Hawke to discuss the CCTV footage. She had ended the previous day somewhat contentedly, comforted by Kate’s fervour about helping Jamie, and that flicker of connection they’d felt in the dim pub. But now the screws were tightening on her chest again. She listened to the dial tone as the phone rang, desperate for the unseen CCTV footage to be the breakthrough they needed, but also unsure how to broach the topic that the police had maybe not done everything they could. The sergeant’s voicemail answered, so she left a message asking him to call her as soon as he could. Then she returned to Jamie’s new room and watched her son sleep, imagining what the security tape might hold. It could be nothing. Then again, it could be crucial evidence.

She relived the feeling of uncertainty she’d had when he hadn’t come home, and wished she’d gotten in the car and gone to look for him on the last day of school. If only she’d listened to that instinct that connected her to her kids like a spiritual umbilical cord. That thing that could sense the slightest disturbance and start quivering when something was wrong. What forces had been trying to warn her, and how could she train herself to listen to them in the future? She pondered this until Jamie woke and groggily asked if she’d managed to get him a phone yet. She hadn’t, and so when the nurses arrived to bathe him, Lillian went to do so. She was in the store when she got a call on her own phone from a number she didn’t recognise.

‘Excuse me,’ she said, turning away from the clerk. Since the accident, whenever an unfamiliar number flashed up on her screen it set her teeth on edge. ‘Hello?’ She answered briskly.

‘Mrs Hogarth?’ A young man’s voice was on the other end.

‘Yes?’

‘It’s Mark. Giesen.’

‘Oh Mark, yes. Hello. How are you?’

‘Fine thanks. I was just calling to see how Jamie was doing.’ He sounded nervous, and indistinct. His words were half-whispered as if he was worried someone would overhear them. ‘Jamie’s number doesn’t work anymore so I got yours from Jez’s mum. I hope that’s okay.’

‘Yes, of course.’

He said he was sorry he hadn’t been around more, and that he’d flown to Adelaide after the fight. ‘But I’ve thought about Jamie every day,’ he said. ‘I wish there was something—’ Lillian could hear him struggling to find his words. ‘I just wish there was something I could do for him.’

‘He’s lucky to have friends who care,’ she said.

There was a pause.

‘How’s everyone else in the family? It must have been a shock. Is everyone doing okay?’

‘We’re managing fine, thank you Mark,’ Lillian said, pleased by his attentiveness. ‘And Jamie seems to be responding to his therapy quite well.’

‘That’s awesome news.’

His voice audibly brightened and Lillian wondered if she’d misjudged Mark. She didn’t know him well but the impression she’d gotten from Jamie was that he was a bit of a troublemaker. But this concerned person was not the cocky bad influence she had pictured.

‘Actually, I’m on my way back into the hospital for a meeting with the doctor. We’re hoping Jamie will be moving into rehabilitation shortly. Didn’t Jez tell you?’ Lillian dimly recalled Mark was staying with Jez, which she supposed was why Mark had asked Caroline for Lillian’s number.

‘I haven’t seen Jez since the end of the exams,’ Mark replied, a slight sad wobble to his voice.

‘Well, it’s a busy time.’

‘Jez and I aren’t really speaking right now.’

‘You had a falling out?’

‘Kinda.’

‘Well, I’m sure this has all been very hard on all of you. It’s an awful thing that’s happened.’

‘Do you think Jamie would be up for a visitor this afternoon?’

‘I’m sure he’d love that,’ she replied kindly.

‘Cool, okay. I’ll head over there now.’

‘Perhaps I’ll see you there,’ she said. ‘Thank you for calling, Mark. I’m glad Jamie has friends like you in his life.’
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Lillian arrived at the hospital entrance at the same time Mark did. She immediately noticed his eyes were sunken, and dark from not enough sleep. He looked on edge, and thinner than she remembered, though he was partially hidden by a large, festive fruit basket. ‘Hi there, Mark,’ she called, startling him.

‘Hello, Mrs Hogarth. I got this for you.’ The boy thrust the basket forward.

‘Oh!’

The mangoes and stone fruit were overripe. She recognised them from Pedemonte’s Fruit Market, where the week-old baskets were half-off. She could imagine this teenage boy contemplating the display and trying to pick the biggest basket with the least bruises he could afford, and she was touched. Lillian took it with a smile.

‘Thank you, Mark. That is very thoughtful of you.’

‘I just wanted your family to know, you know, that I’m sorry this happened, and I want to help in any way I can.’ He was looking at the floor, drawing circles with the toe of his sneaker.

In the lift he shuffled and fidgeted. Lillian asked him about his exams and plans for the future, trying to put the poor boy at ease. When they got upstairs Jez was loitering outside Jamie’s hospital room. His face darkened when he saw Mark. The phrase, ‘What are you doing here?’ rumbled out of him.

Mark froze. ‘Uh, I—’

‘Now Jez, Mark, I want whatever happened between you two boys to be left outside this hospital room,’ Lillian said. ‘If anything, I would have thought what’s happened to Jamie would have shown you how precious life is, and that you should forgive people when you have the chance.’

Jez frowned but grunted reluctantly, ‘Yeah.’

‘I don’t want to fight, Jez,’ Mark said.

Jez muttered something inaudible. Lillian briefly considered lecturing him but didn’t have the energy. Instead, she gestured for them to go into the hospital room.

‘Inside. Scoot. Honestly. What could poor Mark have possibly done to deserve such treatment?’
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John arrived just in time to hear Dr Ling explain he was ready to discharge Jamie to a rehab centre.

‘Really?’ Jamie’s eyes lit up.

‘Your arm has healed nicely, and you’re almost ready to come off the intravenous painkillers. Once the cast comes off we’ll have you transferred.’

‘Yessss!’ Jamie pumped his good fist.

‘That’s marvellous,’ Lillian said.

‘Yeah, great, so good,’ Mark and Jez said, each patting Jamie’s arms from opposite sides of his bed.

‘Alright, bruz!’ Louis called from his bed.

‘When?’ Jamie asked, puppy-eager.

‘I’d say we should be able to have you out of here by Monday,’ Dr Ling said.

‘That’s awesome news,’ Mark said. ‘Really good.’

‘And I got you this,’ Lillian handed him a small white brick of a box.

‘A new phone?’

‘You’ll need it to plan all of your outings,’ she said.

‘Thanks, Mum.’

Jez helped Jamie open the box and together they started pulling out the black plastic attachments.

‘I’ll plug in the charger for you,’ Mark said.

As the boys played with Jamie’s new phone, Lillian’s began to ring again. This time it was a number she recognised. ‘I’d better take this,’ she explained to the room, pressing accept. ‘Hello? Sergeant Hawke?’

‘Is that that policeman?’ Jez asked.

Lillian nodded and lifted her index finger to her lips. Jez and Mark looked at each other as she turned her back on the group and left the hospital room to take the call.

She heard Jamie say, ‘I hope we don’t have to do more interviews,’ as she shut the door behind herself. In the hallway Lillian listened to the sergeant explain he had been planning on calling her this afternoon.

‘About the pub’s CCTV?’ she asked.

‘No, we decided it wasn’t necessary.’

‘Not necessary? I don’t understand.’

‘When it was … when we thought it was going to be a more serious charge, it seemed important. But it’s a single assault. The accused is young. It’s pretty straightforward.’

‘The accused?’

‘That’s why I’m calling. We’ve arrested Ryan West and charged him with assault. There’s no need to subpoena the footage at this stage.’

‘Oh.’ Lillian felt oddly deflated. She didn’t know what she’d expected. Perhaps that an arrest would give her some sense of justice. Of triumph, even. The attacker had not gotten away with it! Her son had been avenged and order had been restored. But she felt the same.

‘He’ll have his first court appearance tomorrow morning. I can meet you there if you’d like.’

‘Okay. Thank you, Sergeant.’

When Lillian walked back into the room the chatter stopped and all of the faces turned to her, waiting.

‘What happened?’ John asked.

‘Good news,’ she said. ‘They’ve arrested that Ryan West boy. The police have him in custody.’




Chapter 20

Jez

It was as if all the air was sucked out of the hospital room. Jez had withheld the full truth and now Ryan had been arrested for a crime he didn’t commit. The lie, Jez’s lie, had calcified into something solid. Presumed to be true, it was being used to detain the wrong guy. Jez imagined cuffs being snapped around his old football rival’s wrists with a metallic scrape, Ryan being led to a windowless two-by-four-metre cell with stone walls. Jez’s face burned. Jamie, by contrast, was as calm as a country vicar. His only response was to say, ‘So, is he in prison?’ Jez and Mark turned to Lillian, wanting to know.

‘Yes, he’ll be held in a remand cell overnight but there’ll be a bail hearing in the morning,’ Lillian said, putting her phone back into her handbag, and swinging it over her shoulder. ‘Sergeant Hawke expects they’ll let him go, at least until the trial.’

A cell. Jez’s throat filled with bile. He wanted to know more but didn’t trust himself to speak. Would there be a full investigation that would sniff out every little thing that had happened that day? Every moment that led to the punch? He glared at Mark, who was concentrating on the floor, avoiding Jez’s eyes. As the nurses came in for one of Jamie’s many procedures Jez hooked his hand around Mark’s arm, and said, ‘We should go, I’ll drive you home.’ Mark opened his mouth to protest but Lillian spoke first.

‘That’s a good idea, you boys go home and let Jamie get some rest.’ She clamped her hand on Jez’s shoulder. ‘What a relief to finally have some good news,’ she said. Jez nodded, eyes averted.

‘Yeah,’ he replied, adding, ‘really good news.’ Then he shuffled out of the room, pushing Mark ahead of him.

‘See you later, guys.’ Jamie waved them off, cheered by the positive turn the day had taken.

Jez and Mark hurried to the lift, which pinged then opened. Inside, Jez seethed while Mark paced.

‘This is bad,’ Mark said.

‘It’s always been bad,’ Jez snapped.

The doors opened at the next floor and two orderlies with battering ram arms crossed over their chests stepped in, forcing Jez and Mark into silence. As they rode down Jez could feel the roots of his hair growing damp from sweat. Mark’s face had become a mottled red mess of fear. The doors slid open, and the orderlies left.

‘Mark,’ Jez said, ‘I know it was you.’

Mark went pale but didn’t deny it.

‘I saw you. I thought I was seeing things. That I’d gotten muddled in the chaos.’ Jez nodded, his memory becoming reality as he heaped the accusation at Mark’s feet. ‘I’ve played it over and over in my head. You hit Jamie. You dropped him to the ground, and now, you’re going to let someone else take the fall for it.’

The lift doors opened and Jez and Mark walked into the underground car park in silence. Jez looked at his classmate whose company he’d grown to so enjoy over the past year. He couldn’t reconcile that person with what he’d seen—Jamie, splattered blue with paint and distraught at having lost Mr Hoover’s card. Mark appearing, his face contorted with rage, grabbing Jamie’s shoulder and socking him with a right hook. Jamie flying back as if he’d been hit by a train, his eyes wide as he fell.

He wanted Mark to deny it. To say it wasn’t true. He’d felt an affinity with Mark. Where Jamie was leader of the pack at St Nick’s, and Jez his faithful sidekick, Mark knew what it was to be an outsider. Jez wanted him to offer an explanation. Something that would wipe the smear of blame from him. But he couldn’t.

‘It just happened. I … I didn’t mean it,’ he said.

‘You hit him.’

Large silent tears began streaming down Mark’s face. ‘I didn’t mean it. You gotta believe me.’

Jez spoke through clenched teeth. ‘Then why’d you do it?’

Mark was silently shaking his head, the tears still coming. ‘I don’t know. I wish I could take it back. I’ve played it over in my head so many times.’ Gone was the smirk that had been plastered on his face all year. He was no longer a cocky teen, he was a scared kid out of his depth.

Jez leaned against a concrete pylon. He’d asked himself over and over why he’d kept Mark’s secret. At first he hadn’t said anything because he’d been in shock, and they both had to act fast to help Jamie through the crisis. They’d called an ambulance, and gently moved Jamie off the wall like the woman on the phone instructed. And then, before they’d realised how bad it was, it was because of the confusion. And Jez’s own guilt. If he hadn’t convinced Jamie to join in the muck-up day activities this might never have happened. And then, he’d assumed Jamie would be okay. That Mark wouldn’t try to hide what he’d done. Then the cops had started asking questions …

‘What do you think the cops know?’

‘I didn’t tell them anything,’ Jez said. ‘I said I didn’t see. I lied. But what did you think would happen?’

‘I … I hoped no one would get arrested. Not me, but not anyone else either. I hoped Jamie would be okay, and it would all just … go away. I know that sounds dumb, but I was scared. I don’t want to go to gaol.’

Mark’s breathing was becoming rapid and shallow. Jez suppressed his anger and laid his hand in the middle of Mark’s back then said, ‘Hey, breathe.’

Mark nodded, his eyes shining. He took a deep, shuddering gulp of breath. ‘Okay.’ He dragged his hands through his hair. ‘Okay. Okay.’ A Range Rover came around the car park corner with its high beams on, throwing a spotlight on Jez and Mark, who lifted their arms to shield themselves from the glare.

‘This is bad, but Jamie’s mum said he’d be able to get bail,’ Mark said, talking low and fast. ‘They won’t be able to find him guilty because he didn’t do anything.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘That’s the only way it can go,’ Mark said. ‘They won’t be able to prove it was him. Not beyond reasonable doubt.’

Jez nodded. Mark’s dad had done time in prison, so Mark knew better than anyone how the system worked. Before he gave his statement Jez had never even been into a police station. It was comforting to think Ryan’s innocence would protect him from the justice system’s clumsy grasp, like an amulet, but Jez didn’t entirely trust the thought. After all, they had arrested the wrong kid. They reached his beat-up Corolla and stood in silence in the dungeon gloom. Jez unlocked his car and opened the door. Mark lingered, waiting for permission. Jez jerked his head signalling for him to get in and climbed into the driver’s seat.

Once they were belted in, Mark said, ‘I feel like shit.’

‘Yeah … Maybe you should come clean,’ Jez said in a voice that he hoped conveyed he thought it might be best for Mark. ‘This secrecy must be eating you alive. I know it is me.’

‘You don’t understand,’ Mark said.

‘You’re right,’ Jez said. ‘I don’t understand. My best friend is in hospital and will probably never walk again because you hit him—’ He sighed. ‘And you’re going to let some other guy take the blame.’

‘I don’t want Ryan to go down for this. I’m positive he’ll be okay,’ Mark said emphatically.

‘You don’t know that for sure.’

‘I thought you hated the guy.’

‘He’s a dickhead but this is serious. He’s in a police cell because we lied. What if we both get found out? I’d be like an accomplice or an accessory or whatever.’ Jez knew from watching crime procedurals that covering up a crime was almost as bad as committing one.

‘How will it get found out? They can’t even arrest the right person.’

‘They didn’t arrest the right person cos they believed us.’

Mark closed his eyes and exhaled. He had told the police the same thing Jez had, that he hadn’t seen what had happened to Jamie. ‘I actually said maybe he just fell. There were cars pulling in and out of traffic, trying to get into the car park, and we were jacked up on the adrenalin of our last day of school. We weren’t paying attention. It was chaotic and we were careless. Next thing we knew, Jamie was down.’

‘They won’t buy that. When the paramedics brought Jamie into hospital he had a tiny slit under his eye where your knuckle cracked against his cheekbone. It’s one of the few pieces of concrete evidence the police do have.’

Mark shuddered. ‘If we say nothing they can’t pin it on anyone,’ he said again in a small voice.

Jez sat, staring ahead without starting the car. ‘I still can’t understand why you did it.’

‘You don’t know what—’

‘You’ve said that,’ Jez cut in. ‘I don’t know what it was like. So, tell me. I’m listening. Plead your case.’

Jez started the car. Mark squeezed his eyes shut and began to talk.

‘It goes back to my first ever day at St Nick’s, before the morning bell had even gone, when I first walked through the gates. I had my thumbs hooked under the straps of my new backpack, and I was so excited. The scholarship was a big deal for me, and for my mum. All she ever wanted was for me to not be disadvantaged because of what my dad did. And when I was walking to school I was thinking, “This is what she worked so hard for.” I wasn’t even really thinking about whether I’d be able to fit in, I just wanted to do well and make her proud. As soon as I stepped through the gates someone hit the back of my head. An upward slap that knocked my cap off, onto the ground. Then someone else trampled it. I thought it was an accident until another kid knocked past me and said, “Go back to your rat hole you scabby-rat freeloader.” A couple of kids who overheard jeered and laughed. They called me a leech, a parasite and a dole bludger. I was so shocked I couldn’t reply.

‘I figured they wanted me to know my place. That they were hazing me. I was upset but I told myself they’d soon see I was smart and that I belonged. That I was just as good as them. But they were just getting started.’ Mark’s voice quavered.

‘We’d always had a hard time, me and Mum. When Dad went to prison it derailed her life and spoiled her hopes of having more kids. The money disappeared overnight. She had to quit her management course and get a full-time job. There was no one to look after me, so before and after school every day I’d sit in a back room at the twenty-four-hour chemist where she worked and I’d study. She’d say, “Mark, Mr DeCarlo is doing us a big favour letting you sit out here so don’t do anything that’ll make him change his mind.” Sometimes I’d go to another kid’s house and hang out after school but Mum was too proud to rely on others for help too often, so mostly I’d sit in the back office among the boxes of ear drops and sports bandages. I’d do all my school homework and even read the bits of the textbooks that weren’t assigned. When I ran out of homework I’d read books. The librarian at school would help me find things I’d like, then after a while she started bringing me things from her home. In Year 6, I made it to the state final of the Academic Olympiad, competing against the smartest kids in Sydney. That’s where I met Mr Holson.’

Jez nodded. Everyone at St Nick’s knew about Mr Holson and his cabal of nerds. They were the pride of the school, winning competitions, prize money and—most crucially—prestige. The Academic Olympiad was the most high-profile event of all, with winners from various year levels being paraded on the radio and morning TV the next day.

‘I had my section before the first of the St Nick’s kids in Year 7 and I blitzed it. I didn’t get a single question wrong, and at the end of the day I was recognised with the grand prize: Scholar of the Day. During the medal presentation ceremony Mr Holson came and sat next to me. He started asking me questions and telling me I should consider applying for a scholarship at St Nick’s. I didn’t think much of it, but the next day he called and set up a meeting with the principal and Mum. They made me do all these tests. Mum cautioned me not to get my hopes up, but then we got a letter saying the school would offer me a full scholarship. I’d never seen her so happy in my life.’

Mark stopped and swallowed. Jez waited patiently for him to go on.

‘She scrimped and saved to be able to buy me the uniform. Even the second-hand blazers were two hundred and fifty dollars. Do you know how much money that was to us at the time? How much it still is? The night before my first day I shined my shoes the best I could and ironed my shirt carefully. Everything looked so clean and smart. I couldn’t believe I got to wear such a posh uniform. But as soon as Mum dropped me off, I realised I looked different. Each piece of clothing I had on was second-hand, and even though lots of the boys’ uniforms were old, theirs were legacy old. Mine was a jumble of mismatched parts, like a patchwork flag that said outsider. Then came the slap to the back of my head, and that was just the beginning.’

Mark explained he’d been poor and bookish, which at St Nick’s equalled weird, not to mention small for his age, which made him an easy target. They called him a scab, a serf, a crim and a cum-rag. Not a day went by when something wasn’t thrown at his head, even if it was just a balled-up piece of paper.

‘After the first week I felt like every single person in that school hated me. But when Mum asked me what I thought of my fancy new school, I summoned up a smile and said it was great. I gave myself a talking to. I said that if I stood up for myself they’d respect me.’

‘Oh no,’ Jez said.

Mark nodded. ‘I walked into class on the next Monday morning with my chest all puffed up with bravado from the pep talk I’d given myself. I was waiting for the first attack and revving myself up to respond. It didn’t take long. Mrs Delacroix was late to roll call, and just after nine a metal pencil sharpener hit me hard in the back of my head. As I rubbed the spot I got to my feet and turned to face the culprit. As strong and loud as I could I said, “Don’t DO that.”

‘The boys in the back row—Justin, Michael and Harrison Geary—all had their chairs tipped back against the wall, with their knees in the air. They were grinning like that was what they were hoping I’d do, and then, a high and whiny chorus of mimicry came back at me as synchronised as if they’d rehearsed it: “Don’t DO that.”

‘Then I was hit with a barrage of school supplies: a pencil, a hardback dictionary and another sharpener. Harrison picked a compass up from his desk and drew back his arm like a javelin thrower, with the needle end pointed right at me. I thought he was only pretending he was going to chuck it at me when he recited the mimic again—“Don’t DO that”—and threw the compass like a dart.

‘That moment Mrs Delacroix arrived, backing into the room with an armful of books. She eased them onto the desk, apologising for being late, just as the sharp end of the compass landed in my cheek. The point lodged deep in my flesh. Like a wasp sting. I grabbed it and pulled it out, my eyes filling with tears of humiliation and pain and loneliness. I told myself, “Don’t cry. On top of everything, don’t let them see you cry.” But the fear and shame were rising in me like mercury, and then Mrs Delacroix turned around and said, “Mark Giesen, what are you doing? Sit down! We’re already running behind.” I couldn’t believe it.

‘Later that day when I got undressed for PE I noticed a small red dot of blood on my shirt collar. I only had two white shirts. Mum washed them every Tuesday and Thursday night so I always had a clean one. I was peering at the blood when Harrison noticed and said, “What happened there, Giesen? You finally get that rabies shot? You know it’s too late once you’ve got it. It’s too late for you Rabid-Scabid.” He cackled and said it again louder—“Rabid-Scabid”—until others joined in the chant. “Rab-id-Scab-id.”’

‘I remember that nickname,’ Jez said quietly. He was pretty sure he’d even used it once or twice without thinking about what it meant. A lot of the guys had nicknames of hazy origins. For every Michael ‘Picko’ Pickard there was a Scotty ‘Shart’ Lane, who was yet to live down the time he got a stomach flu in Year 3 and shat his pants. Some nicknames were vicious taunts. Some were just nicknames.

‘They’d steal my socks during PE class so I’d have to put my leather shoes on over bare feet. I’d get big, white, bloody blisters on my heels. One time I kept on my smelly sports socks and I got detention for not wearing my uniform correctly.’

Jez listened with growing discomfort. A small, defensive part of him was tempted to point out that the story Mark was telling was six years old, but Mark wasn’t done.

‘Mrs Delacroix was in charge of detention. She took me to lost property where there was a clean pair of grey uniform socks. I was so overwhelmed that someone was being nice to me for once I started to cry. I told her how someone was stealing my socks. I knew it was a bad idea but it just poured out of me. The next day in homeroom she made a big speech about it. I could feel the air move when she said that sort of behaviour was “unbecoming of St Nick’s men”. I knew I was going to pay for squealing. All day I waited for the payback, and when it came I never even knew what hit me. Four, maybe five guys jumped me after school. From behind. Beat me to a pulp. Still got a scar where my own tooth went through my skin.’

He grazed the raised white line below his lip with his fingertips. ‘I never even saw who it was. To me it felt like every single person at that school. I needed two days off school, and three stitches. I said I’d fallen trying to climb a fence like I’d been told to do when they were holding my face in the dirt—“Or the next time we won’t go so easy”.’

‘Sorry,’ Jez said, his voice small.

‘Yeah. Well. Me too.’

Mark continued. ‘The daily harassment got worse. When it got to the end of the year I didn’t think I could take it any longer. I felt awful for wanting to quit, but I was only twelve, remember. I told Mum I despised the fancy school by the sea. I told her the boys all hated me, and started crying. She’d held my face in her hands and said, “They’re scared of you because you make them realise that they’re not the little lords their parents raised them to be.” I could tell she didn’t want me to give up, and I promised to be brave.

‘The next year I worked harder than I’ve ever worked in my life but it only made it worse. In Year 8 I won the top prize in a statewide essay writing competition. After I was awarded the medal in assembly Harrison backed me up against a wall, grabbed the ribbon around my neck and yanked it, holding it high above my head like a hangman’s rope so I had to get up on my tiptoes to breathe. Mr Brophy happened to be nearby and he barked, “Cut it out, Harrison!” But he didn’t take it further.

‘The cord left a raised burn on my neck that took a week to heal. I was teased mercilessly after Scotty Lane noticed it and called it a hickey from my boyfriend. “Who’s fudge you been packing, Rabid-Scabid?” he hollered.’

Jez rubbed the back of his neck uncomfortably. He’d been there for that, and it hadn’t even crossed his mind to say something. That was just what happened at high school, and he instinctively knew speaking up would draw the heat onto himself.

‘Another time Mr Dunlevy caught Cole Stubbins trying to get me to eat a bit of sausage roll he’d pulled out of the bin. Part of the pastry was grey and wet, and it had little bits of rubbish stuck to it. This time the teacher really was angry at Cole, and he let him have it, saying, “What the hell are you playing at?” Cole let go of me, put his arm around my shoulder and said, “We were just mucking around, Sir.”

‘Mr Dunlevy turns to me and says, “Is that right?”

‘Cole and his henchmen were staring at me, and I knew that if I dobbed him in things would only get worse, so I said, “Yes, Sir, just mucking around.” You know Mr Dunlevy had a face like a moray eel and he fixed his gaze on me and snapped, “Well cut it out.”

‘Cole still had a tight grip on the back of my shirt and as soon as Mr Dunlevy was gone, he pulled me back into a stranglehold and smashed the sausage roll into my face. I grunted, but kept my mouth shut. When the cold wet meat went up my nostrils my mouth broke open and the butt of Cole’s hand pushed the last of the meat into my mouth, shouting, “Do you spit or swallow? Spit or swallow, Rabid-Scabid?’ in my face, while keeping his hand clamped over my mouth. I couldn’t breathe. My nostrils were packed with sausage. All his mates were laughing.’

Mark’s eyes reddened and his nostrils flared as he relived the story. ‘I just couldn’t understand why they hated me so much,’ he said, voice cracking. ‘I was the designated outcast and there was nothing I could do to change that.’

‘After lunch I had geography and Mr Dunlevy had asked me to stay after class. I was so relieved. I thought he was going to privately ask me what had really happened. Instead, he gave me detention for the state of my uniform, which was crumpled from the scuffle, and wet from when I’d tried to clean myself up in the bathroom.

‘That was the scariest part,’ Mark said softly. ‘The staff’s indifference. I thought they were there to keep order and watch out for us but I saw I was on my own, and if I was going to survive I just had to keep my head down.’

‘I … I didn’t realise,’ Jez said.

‘Remember in Year 10 when the Air Jordans came out? Half the class had them the day they dropped and I thought if I could get a pair, it would show them I was just like them. I thought somehow I’d blend in, they’d forget about me, move on to another target. Fresh prey. I saved every cent I could. I got a cash-in-hand job washing dishes at a local cafe. I did chores for our neighbours. I’d walk around shopping malls sticking my finger into vending machine change slots. I even lifted a couple of fivers from my mum’s wallet. Finally, finally, I had enough money. I wore them the first chance I got on the civvies day before the sports carnival, feeling like I finally belonged. I was transformed. That lasted until third period. We were in woodworking class and some of the kids were using the art room next door to spray-paint banners for the athletics carnival. Justin walks right up to me with two cans of spray paint and says, “Nice shoes, dipshit, but if you really want to be one of us, you should get them in the school colours.” Then he unleashes two fat jets of blue and yellow paint onto my brand-new shoes. It was like having my heart ripped out of my chest. But does Mr McGuigan yell at him? Does he suspend him, or demand that his rich parents buy me a new pair of shoes? No, he says, “Harkin, get out of my classroom”, then he yells at me for stamping yellow and blue paint on his hardwood floors. “This is a heritage building, Mark, what are you playing at?” he says. As if I was in on it. I look at my classmates like, “Can you believe this guy?” They’re all just smirking, arms folded, like that’s what I get for trying to act above my station.

‘In March of Year 11 Chris Colley tripped me coming down those concrete stairs in the science wing and I fractured my arm. Beau Carey sneakily drew a rat on my cast while we were watching a documentary about Dunkirk with the lights off in geography. In September Joe Stephens threw a discus at my head in PE and broke my nose. It never let up.

‘Kids like Jamie sailed through. People fawned over him as much as they despised me, and I couldn’t understand why.’

That defensive part of Jez wanted to argue they weren’t all like that. He wasn’t like that, and Jamie wasn’t like that. Mark couldn’t tar them all with the same brush. But he also recognised the cruel truth in what Mark was saying. Worst of all, he remembered some of the things he was hearing about. He’d been there and he hadn’t done anything.

Mark continued: ‘In October of Year 11, I got a cheque for winning the Mathematical Problem-Solving Pentathlon. Top in the state, second in the whole country. It was just seventy-five bucks, but at the time if felt like a million. Mr Holson made a big show of presenting it to me at assembly, and then, when I was walking home, Cole and a few others followed me. They tailed me for five blocks. I kept looking behind to see what they were doing and they’d just laugh. It was torture. I cut through a park. As soon as I was off the main street Cole shouted, “Get him!” and they ran up behind me and jumped me, hitting me and kicking me until I fell to the ground. Then they ripped off my backpack and started throwing everything on the ground until they found my cheque. They were laughing at it, saying things like, “Bet this could pay your family’s rent for a year.” They tore it up in front of me, sprinkled the pieces in the mud like confetti.

‘They knew everything about me. I was a scholarship student, there by the grace of their parents, so they owned me. My dad was a gaolbird, so I was a criminal by association. Whenever I thought I was going to crack I’d think of Mum and how my father had ruined all of her dreams. All except one. She’d gotten her only son into an elite school with the best teachers and a great university admission record. Her deadbeat husband hadn’t taken that from us, and I wouldn’t let those dickhead rich boys ruin it either.’

Jez was frozen in his seat. Try as he might, he couldn’t remember any time he or Jamie had been particularly nice to Mark up until the start of their final year.

Mark explained how over the years he’d grown hard. His anger toughened him. Apathy became his armour, and he found that as he slumped in his chair and slung wisecracks at the teachers he won laughs. The teasing lessened. He stopped raising his hand and began to blend into the pack. He found a niche. But then the pressure had started coming from the other end. The teachers told him they were disappointed. That if he didn’t lift his game he’d lose his scholarship. He had to have a meeting with Mr Hoover and the year level coordinator, a tall, lanky noodle of a woman with over-wet lips.

‘I hated them so much,’ Mark said. ‘I earned my scholarship and I wasn’t going to let them take it away. If the faculty had protected me from the other students I wouldn’t have needed to adopt a disguise. It was almost like they’d done it on purpose.’

He was quiet in class, but when it came to assignments he worked even harder. He continued handing in impeccable essays. He’d seen Jamie’s grades. High Bs. The occasional A. The just as frequent C. Jamie could afford to be careless about it. ‘His place wasn’t conditional, like mine. Nobody’s was. I had to be the best performer under the worst circumstances.’

Jez was chewing the inside of his cheek.

‘At the start of the year when the teacher assigned you as my lab partner in chemistry, I thought you were cool. I’d found some guys who didn’t pound me every day, but I just hung with them for safety in numbers. You were the first person who I actually liked. Someone funny, you know, and a bit wise. You got it. You knew there was a world outside the school gates that didn’t give a fuck about your crest and Latin motto.’

Jez smiled a little. He’d liked Mark for the same reasons.

‘And then Jamie starts acting all possessive and jealous. Like, I can’t have one little piece of one of his million friends. He has to have all of everyone. Demanding absolute loyalty, like a despot.’

‘You used to give him shit, too,’ Jez said, a little half-heartedly.

‘Bullies respond to strength. I tried to show him I didn’t care. I wasn’t afraid. You guys give each other shit all the time. I just wanted to be part of it.

‘But it was terrifying when I saw how jealous Jamie would get. Sometimes I’d realise I’d taken it too far. I’d try to tease Jamie a little. Just a gentle ribbing. But then I’d hear you cackling and the solidarity gave me courage and I’d think, why do I have to act like I’m grateful just to be part of the group? I’d push it further. I’d hear myself say something a bit mean. My tone would lose its playful bounce, and would scrape, like metal on concrete. At some point, Jamie would snap. When I realised I’d gone too far I’d feel sick, fearing I could lose the one and a half friends I’d finally made. I’d quickly say something overly nice to Jamie, and then I’d cringe at that too. Nobody respects suck-ups. So, I’d retreat into myself, trying to find the balance that would allow me to remain inside the inner sanctum. A bit funny but not too much. It was a tightrope, and it took every ounce of my concentration to walk it.

‘When it came to the last day of school I couldn’t just slink away. I had literal scars from my six years at St Nick’s and I wanted to scar the school back. It wasn’t just the students that I was angry at, or the staff, but the whole apparatus. I wanted to leave a mark so that some other kid who was having a tough time would know he wasn’t the only one, and that he would survive. But I was also thinking about how my life would be better now that I was leaving, and I was planning on what I could do to make sure I was never as powerless as I’d been in those corridors again. I was going to show them.

‘I’d been applying day and night for summer internships, trying to get a foot in the door while you and Jamie were off surfing. Ben was talking about his summer job with his dad and I realised that’s what I was up against. Connections would still matter in the real world. The tyranny of privilege would continue. Then I hear Hoover just hands Jamie a job on a platter. No academic merit, just because his dad bought the rugby club a new coat of paint. He didn’t even need the help. I guess something inside me snapped. We were already so riled up from being shot at by Ryan. Hopping with adrenalin. The rage surged through me and came rushing out. I don’t even remember doing it, and I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry. It was just one punch. How could it have done so much damage?’

Mark stopped to wipe his eyes. ‘Despite what I just said about Jamie being spoilt, I do like the guy. He’s a good guy. It’s not his fault he was born rich, just like it’s not my fault my dad did time.

‘Jamie never actually did anything to me. Most of the students didn’t, it was just a few mangy bullies. But I often thought if someone like Jamie had said one thing, just one “Hey, lay off him” to the Coles and Harrisons and Justins, it would have made a difference. But he never did. He made a big show of campaigning for the spring dance, and for muck-up day, but he never stood up for me. Even after we were mates.’

Jez was listening. Understanding. He’d been somewhat of an outsider too, gangly and shy. But he’d been accepted into the student dog pack because he was attached to Jamie, like a sidecar. His throat was tight. Mark’s words made him shiver. He imagined what it must have been like to front up to that hostility every day. His hand moved absent-mindedly to the patch of skin below his lip, picturing what it would feel like to have your own tooth split through it.

‘I’m sorry, man,’ Jez said.

‘Not as sorry as I am,’ Mark replied. ‘And I’m sorry I put you in this position. I just wish … I just wish I could undo it all, but if I come forward—’ a gulping sob rose up and strangled his words.

‘Hey, like I said, I’m not going to turn you in,’ Jez said. ‘It’s okay. I swear. But what if another witness surfaces? What if they find out we lied?’

Mark wiped his eyes. ‘You just said you didn’t see. No witness can contradict your own version of what you did or didn’t see. Ryan will be fine as long as we all keep quiet. They can’t prove something that isn’t true,’ Mark said. ‘It’ll be an unsolved case. Nobody needs to get a record.’

‘But that doesn’t help Jamie.’

‘Neither does me going to gaol,’ Mark said. ‘I’ll make it up to him, I swear. If I’m free, I can do everything in my power to help Jamie. But I can’t if I’m in the slammer. Jamie is already injured. What good would it do if I go to gaol? That’s two lives ruined. I’m not saying what I did wasn’t wrong. But it’s so hard to think I survived all that, only to stuff it up with one moment of madness, and that one act of thoughtless idiocy lands me in gaol.’

Mark tilted his head back. The car had come to a stop. They’d reached Mark’s house and Jez couldn’t help but notice how much smaller it was than all the homes in his neighbourhood. The street was devoid of trees and the desiccated nature strip was patchy and full of weeds.

‘I’m not even asking for me. I probably do deserve to be in gaol. But I can’t do it to Mum.’

Jez thought of his own mother, who always smelled like lemon and pine, and never stopped adoring him no matter what he did. He nodded like he had decided something. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘The way I see it, we’re in this together. I promise I won’t say anything. Not to Jamie. Not to the cops.’

‘Jez,’ Mark breathed. ‘Thanks.’ He reached across the car and hugged Jez tight.

‘Don’t mention it,’ Jez mumbled.

‘I’ve never told anyone any of that stuff,’ Mark said. ‘There’s never been anyone who would want to listen. In six years, you’re the only person who’s given me the time of day. Jez, you’re the best friend I’ve ever had.’




Chapter 21

Jamie

Tessa was late and Jamie was beginning to get an awful feeling she wasn’t going to turn up. As he lay in his hospital bed, the minutes ticking by, his thoughts veered down a dark path. Of course she’s not coming. Why would she want to hang out in a hospital room with someone who keeps his piss in a bag? It was his first encounter with the gnawing sensation of inadequacy, and he did not like it at all. His fear was starting to curdle into self-pity when she breezed into the room, smiling and flushed.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ she said. ‘It’s so muggy out there, like ten saunas.’

Jamie’s angst disappeared. ‘No problem. It’s not like I’ve got somewhere else I need to be.’

‘I missed my train,’ she said, aglow from having hurried. Jamie took her in. Her eyelids were coloured gun-metal grey and she was wearing magenta lipstick. Her hair had been ironed straight and looked far longer than when it was wild and curly. There was a boldness to Tessa’s nonconformity that he found immensely appealing. Electrified butterflies fluttered in Jamie’s chest, and he felt an ache of desire. She was beautifully unique, but instead of saying this, he said, ‘You … um … you look nice.’

‘Oh, thanks.’ she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and smiled. ‘I’m playing around with a different look.’

‘I feel like I should have put on my formal hospital gown.’

Tessa giggled. As she covered her mouth, her fingers grazed her lips and Jamie thought how badly he wanted to kiss her. Louis was out with Sarah, so it was just the two of them in the room. He’d imagined himself alone with Tessa a million times before. In some of the fantasies they walked along the beach, barefoot, holding hands. In others, she was reclining on an island of pillows while his hands explored the warm flesh under her dress. Jamie’s disappointment at not being able to be with her the way he wanted was tempered by how much effort she’d put in to looking pretty to come and see him. She had dressed as if this was a real date. She didn’t see him any differently. That revelation alone was almost as good as a kiss.

Tessa was twirling a piece of hair around her finger. ‘I heard they arrested the guy who hit you.’

‘Yeah. I know him, actually.’

‘I heard that too. How do you feel about it?’

‘I don’t know,’ Jamie said. ‘I’ve got bigger things on my mind. I’ve got to concentrate on rehab.’

She nodded and settled herself in the chair by Jamie’s bed. Her eyes skittered around the room and landed on the hardbacked notebook lying open on the bedside table. His mother had started to fill it with clippings like the story of the girl with the vanishing brain tumour. The open page contained a story with the headline: ‘Miracle Mailman found alive in morgue’.

‘What’s this?’ Tessa picked it up and began leafing through the pages.

‘Mum cut those out,’ he said quickly, not wanting her to think he was weird. ‘I think it’s supposed to be inspirational.’

‘Pretty amazing,’ Tessa murmured. ‘Imagine being told you were about to die, then recovering completely. It would change your life, your outlook, everything.’

‘Mum keeps insisting they’re miracles.’

‘Do you believe in this sort of thing?’ she asked, fixing her hazel eyes on him. Jamie had never noticed until now that they had tiny flecks of golden-yellow in them.

‘I don’t know. I like the idea that there’s an option other than wishful thinking.’

‘Yes, hmm.’ Tessa held up a finger as if perusing a menu: ‘One miracle, please.’

Jamie chuckled. ‘Whenever I used to see people talking about miracles on TV I’d always think, it’s not a miracle, it’s just something happening at a sub-sub-sub-atomic level that’s too small for our eyes, or microscopes, to detect. But lately—’ His mind drifted to the dark, bare, field, and the grassy slopes that rose around it.

Tessa rummaged in her bag and pulled out a book. ‘If you’re interested in that sort of thing, there are some theories about the supernatural in here.’

The cover was illustrated with one winged figure and one hooded figure carrying a scythe. It was called A Hidden History of Humanity. ‘Is it a religious book?’ Jamie turned it over. On the back was a snake coiled around an apple, and cover quotes that said: ‘Mind-blowing’ and ‘A comprehensive history of the occult’.

‘It’s the latest by C.J. Ross, a writer I’m really into at the moment. She specialises in spirituality and how angels and spirits and gods helped form the world,’ Tessa said.

Jamie flipped to a chapter titled ‘Warlocks and Witches in Different Civilisations’. ‘Do you believe in this stuff?’

Tessa shrugged. ‘I like learning about it.’

‘Sounds a bit heavy.’

‘Not really. The whole point of it is to demystify the unknown and strip away fear and confusion. You can borrow it for something to read if you get tired of Netflix and video games. You always seemed smarter than the average back rower.’

‘I don’t know about that.’

Tessa gave him a sly grin. ‘Oh, I think you do.’

She opened the book to the middle where the pages were thicker, glossy papers filled with colourful illustrations. ‘This looks at stories of spirits and gods around the world throughout history and examines where they cross over and where they came from.’

The first image was a vividly coloured depiction of the Christian story of creation. All emerald leaves and red Eden berries. Eve’s breasts were perfect half spheres. Adam stood by her under the shade of an apple tree, his penis erect like a snake that had been charmed out of its basket.

‘Oop!’ Tessa made a little noise and turned the page quickly, her cheeks turning red. ‘C.J. Ross says people were more connected to the spiritual world thousands of years ago,’ she said quickly. ‘That’s why most stories where people saw gods are ancient. Back then it was easier to see spirits from other realms.’

‘Like, say, relatives who have passed on?’ Jamie asked.

‘Exactly! There’s a whole chapter on communication between the living and the dead.’ Tessa flipped back to the contents page. ‘What do you want to hear about? Reincarnation?’

‘That’s coming back as a cockroach, or a worm?’

‘If you’ve behaved badly, or a king or a movie star if you behaved well.’

‘What would you come back as, if you could choose?’

Tessa considered. ‘I’ve always wanted to know what it’s like to fly.’

‘Have you ever been surfing?’

‘Not properly. Just body surfing.’

‘It’s the closest thing in the world to flying. We should go some time. I’ll show you.’

She smiled. ‘I’d like that.’

Silence settled between them.

‘I actually think I’d want to be a bee, rather than a bird,’ Tessa said. ‘They only live a few days so there’s less risk of doing something wrong and coming back in the next life as a flea.’

‘Or a dung beetle,’ Jamie said.

‘Or one of those hairless rats from Africa that looks like a penis.’

Jamie laughed self-consciously. ‘Or a yappy dog that gets carried around in a rich girl’s handbag.’

‘Being any sort of dog would be pretty bad if you think about it. All you’d get to eat is raw, jellied meat. Blerg.’

‘I don’t know,’ Jamie said wistfully. ‘Running around in the sun, chasing balls and exploring the park with your mates. Sounds pretty good to me.’

Tessa went quiet again. ‘How … how are you feeling about it … all?’ her eyes fell to his legs. ‘If you don’t mind me asking. It must be hard.’

Jamie didn’t mind her asking. He was relieved someone was being direct, and not trying to cheer him up with stories of their friend’s friend’s cousin’s miraculous recovery. Or clicking their tongues and tilting their heads as they told him how inspiring he was being.

‘It’s okay. I mean, it’s okay that you’re asking. Everyone else seems too scared to talk about it, like, they don’t want to remind me about the accident. I don’t know how I feel really. I decided I would work my guts out to get better, but … it’s really, really hard. There are exercises I could be doing if I didn’t have this cast on. Now I don’t know if it’s something I can win, you know?’

Tessa nodded. ‘It must be strange to not be able to make your body do what you want it to.’

‘I want to believe I can overcome it but I know wanting something isn’t enough. A few years ago, my aunt got ovarian cancer. It spread so fast. She kept saying she wasn’t going to let it beat her but in the end it wasn’t a fair fight. After she died the doctor said she never had a chance … What else is in there?’ Jamie asked, nodding at her book.

Tessa licked the tip of her finger and turned the page. ‘Out of body experiences?’

‘Which is?’

‘Your body remains here, but your spirit travels to another realm.’

Jamie suddenly felt hot and prickly. A memory of the dark field forced its way into his consciousness. There was a chess game. The black ocean beyond the edge of the grass. When he tried to grab on to the details, they evaporated. It was like he was searching a murky lake at night, grasping at something slippery and quick that was stirring just below the surface of the ink-black water.

‘Are you okay?’ Tessa was looking at him sideways.

‘Actually, I don’t think I’m up for reading about this stuff now. What do you say to a little Conqueror battle?’

She laughed. ‘Are you sure you want to do that? I’ve been hammering it since exams finished. I’m pretty good.’

Jamie grinned. ‘Good, I won’t have to go easy on you.’

‘Sexist.’

‘You know I literally can’t get out of bed right? All I do is play Conqueror.’

‘We’ll see.’ Tessa smiled. She set up the game and shuffled her seat closer to Jamie. Their villages existed in a boundless desert, but when they searched for each other online a map materialised and they could reach the outskirts of each other’s kingdoms via short horse rides. Tessa was good. Crafty. She rapidly penetrated his defences with her archers, who shot enchanted, ruby-tipped arrows that got her triple hit points.

‘You really know what you’re doing,’ Jamie said.

‘Why do you sound surprised? Do you think video games are just for boys?’

They played for half an hour, during which time Tessa’s Celts defeated Jamie’s Saracens twice, and pillaged gold from one of his mining camps. Jamie was distracted by her lips, which she bit as she directed wave after wave of arrows at his cavalry. He kept stealing glances at her, captivated by the look of concentration on her face, and the dark shimmery line she’d drawn under her eyes just for a visit to the hospital.

‘Annihilated!’ she crowed throwing her arms up in victory as the last of his defence line fell in a burst of animated smoke and bones on their screens.

‘Looks like you got owned, Hoges.’

‘Jez!’ Jez and Mark were standing at the door.

‘I shouldn’t have gone so easy on you,’ Jamie said teasingly to Tessa, who scoffed and rolled her eyes good-naturedly.

‘Yeah, sure, you look really relaxed.’ She leaned across his bed and dragged her finger down the side of his face, which was damp with sweat. Jamie felt a rush of endorphins, and for the first time in his life, wished Jez wasn’t there. He smiled at Tessa, who held his gaze for a moment, setting off a whoosh of happiness in his chest, before Mark cleared his throat. ‘We brought you some stuff.’

Jez held up a bag of presents for Jamie—chocolate bars, tins of Pringles and some sports magazines. As he handed them over Jamie got a whiff of body spray. ‘Are you wearing cologne?’ he asked.

As he said it, he realised Mark and Jez were both wearing collared shirts and hair wax. They looked at each other guiltily. ‘How come you’re all dressed up?’ Jamie asked.

He looked at Tessa in her make-up and dress. The outfit he had thought was for him. Her eyes dropped to the floor. ‘It’s Chloe’s post-exam party tonight,’ she said.

‘Oh.’ The news hit him like a ruby-tipped arrow in the chest. She hadn’t dressed up for him, she had dressed up for the party. This hurt so much it gave Jamie a stomach-ache, and the feeling was made worse by the prickle in his eyes. On top of everything he didn’t want them to see him cry.

‘It’ll just be another basic party,’ Jez said quickly.

‘So basic,’ Tessa said. ‘I’m only going because Chloe’s my best friend and she’ll kill me if I don’t.’

‘We don’t have to go,’ Mark said. ‘We can hang out here.’

‘Yeah, yeah. We can play Zombie Apocalypse,’ Jez said.

‘I can get us some pizzas. It’ll be mad,’ Mark said.

‘No, you go. I’m pretty tired anyway,’ Jamie said. Being pitied was worse than being left out. His friends protested, but that dark feeling had returned, covering Jamie like lead, and suddenly he felt empty, and sad. He wanted to be alone.

‘I don’t even want to go to the party,’ Jez said.

‘Same,’ Mark added.

‘I said I don’t want you here,’ Jamie snapped, silencing them. ‘Just go to your celebration. You’re graduating. You deserve it.’

‘Hoges—’ Jez began.

‘It’s fine,’ Jamie cut him off. ‘I’m fine. There will be other parties. I’m just tired. Really. Go. I need to sleep. Please. Just go.’

Jez, Mark and Tessa reluctantly said goodbye and left. Once they were gone Jamie allowed himself to have a hit of morphine and tried not to think about all the fun they were going to have without him.
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Louis had quietly slipped into the room while Jez, Mark and Tessa were insisting the party would be dull. He waited for a few minutes before saying, ‘Bruz, that sucks, are you okay?’

‘Yeah,’ Jamie sighed. The commiseration from someone who knew what he was going through soothed his scorched ego. ‘Yeah, it’s just one party isn’t it?’

‘Yeah, but man, you’re allowed to feel bad. All your mates are heading out and you’re stuck here in bed. It’s shit, no two ways about it. And you don’t have to pretend it’s not shit. It’s okay to say, hey, this sucks and I wish it was different.’

‘Yeah, it sucks.’

‘It’s okay, bruz, we can have our own party here. You want something from my drawer? Vincent got me a huge bag of Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups the other day. Have you ever tried those before, bruz? They’re awesome. Salty and sweet. That’s the key.’

‘Nah, thanks Louis.’ The dark storm clouds had rolled in, and when that happened Jamie lost interest in everything, including food.

‘If it’s any consolation, that girl who was in here is really into you.’

‘You think?’

‘Totally, bruz. I wasn’t meaning to listen in to your private conversation but I saw the way she looked at you and I am telling you, Jamie my man, that girl is—Hot. For. You.’

‘I hate her seeing me like this,’ Jamie confessed.

‘’Course you do, bruz. But remember, this lying in bed in a gown stuff is just temporary. She knows you’ll be outta here one day.’

Jamie was so grateful to have Louis going through this with him.

‘Yeah but …’

‘What?’

‘Nothing. It’s embarrassing.’

‘Bruz, if there’s one thing I’ve learned in here it’s that you’ve got to put embarrassment aside. If something’s bothering you, you can ask me about it. Like I said, we’re in this together. We gotta look out for each other.’

‘Well … what if I can’t ever, like, be with her.’

Saying it out loud was like ripping open his chest and exposing his heart and liver and lungs to the searing summer sun. Jamie wasn’t a virgin, but those few awkward attempts last summer with Gyda, the Danish exchange student, weren’t going to be enough to last him the rest of his life. Even as he’d fumbled his way through in Gyda’s airless Bondi hostel room, he’d wondered what it would be like with Tessa.

‘Well, it’s different for everyone. You’ve got to ask your function nurse about it.’

‘I can do that?’

‘Of course, my bruz, that’s what they’re there for. It was the first thing I asked mine. She came in and said, “Nice to meet you, Louis,” and I said, “Nice to meet you too, nurse. Is my pecker still going to work?”’

Jamie laughed.

‘She really helped me, and she told me about some websites where I could learn more,’ Louis said. ‘I’ve been reading all about it. Lots of guys who get injuries like ours can’t do it like they used to, but they do other things. All sorts of things. Bruz, I tell you, I was reading about it and I was thinking, holy shit, I didn’t even know about half this stuff, it opened up a whole new world. All I kept thinking was, if I’d never had my spinal injury I never would have known about this other stuff.’

This cheered up Jamie. ‘Louis, I’m so glad you’re here.’

‘If it’s all the same to you, bruz, I’d rather be waxing up my board. But I know what you mean.’

‘Yeah,’ Jamie laughed. He still had a heavy feeling in his stomach, knowing he was missing out, but Louis had managed to dislodge some of his hopelessness. ‘Hey,’ Jamie said. ‘Maybe I will try some of those Peanut Butter Cups.’
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After Louis went to sleep Jamie flipped through Tessa’s book. He imagined her reading in bed at night with the slab of pages propped up on the pillow next to her head, nothing but a cotton nightie between the smooth skin of her thighs and the sheets. A Hidden History of Humanity was a bit wacky, but he kind of liked that. It made him want to know more about what interested Tessa. Like, what was the significance of her crystal skull ring? To him, it suggested she might be open to talking to him about the visions he was having. He had to tread carefully. He didn’t want her to think he was crazy. But the conversation he’d had with Louis had emboldened him. He’d never been that open with anyone before and after having his confidence ripped off him, like a rabbit being skinned, he’d told another person his deepest, most personal fear, and that other person had made him feel better. It had been a bracing experience, and it made Jamie wonder if exposing his visions of the midnight field to sunlight could have the same effect. They still troubled him as he was caught between sleep and waking. He had a sense of being haunted.

At first, he’d blamed the shock and the drugs, but now he wasn’t so sure. Was it a glitch in his brain, like the nagging gloominess that now weighed down his days? Was it a hallucination? Or, he wondered, as his eyes fell on the winged figure on the book’s cover, was it something else altogether?




Chapter 22

Lillian

It was a damp and humid morning when Lillian and John joined the end of the queue of sodden people waiting to get into the Downing Centre Local Court. The mosaic tiles outside the entrance were slick from the rain, and Lillian’s rarely worn high heels skidded on their surface. She clung to her husband’s arm, despite the undercurrent of hostility that was straining their relationship these days. The accused boy was due to appear sometime after ten that morning and, even though she so often felt alone in this new and unnerving reality, she and her husband were still on the same team.

The courthouse foyer was filled with cops and criminals and lawyers shaking rain from their umbrellas. Lillian saw Kate had arrived earlier and was already seated, bent over her phone, frowning and typing. She had been surprised when her daughter volunteered to come to the courthouse and she’d expected a call this morning, and an apology for not being able to make it. But Kate was here, which pleased and shocked Lillian. She stopped herself from saying this aloud and put a smile on her face as she approached her daughter and said, ‘Hello, darling,’ then kissed her cheek.

‘Hello, Mum, Dad,’ Kate stood to greet her parents. Her eyes were darting around the foyer, alert, until they alighted on something. ‘Here’s the police officer.’

Sergeant Hawke approached them looking as stiff and pristine as a Sydney cop action figure that had never been taken out of its original packaging. After more greetings were exchanged, he explained this morning’s appearance would be a very brief hearing to set down the dates for the next step of the process, then the magistrate would hear Ryan’s bail application.

‘Will he get bail?’ John asked.

‘He’s young and he’s never offended before. I predict he will,’ Sergeant Hawke said.

‘Jamie’s young too,’ Kate said with an assertiveness Lillian knew she could never muster. ‘He didn’t do anything to deserve his sentence either.’

The sergeant gave a wordless nod. ‘You’d better get a seat. Courtroom One is always a madhouse.’ He gestured at a door to his left, where Lillian spied a familiar face. ‘Is that Jez?’ she asked, then called out to him: ‘Jeremy!’

There was a rabble around the double-doored entrance, but she was sure the back of the head she could see amid the bodies belonged to her son’s best friend. Then she noticed Mark was with him.

‘It is them. Jeremy! Mark!’ Lillian called out again. The boys were looking around furtively, as if they were part of a heist. Lillian supposed they felt just as nervous and uncertain as she did. She was glad they had resolved their quarrel, and that they had come to the hearing on Jamie’s behalf. She would have liked them all to sit together, united. But the boys disappeared into the horde of people filing into the court.

She turned back and said, ‘They mustn’t have heard me.’

‘I’ll come and see you after it’s over,’ Sergeant Hawke said.

John, Kate and Lillian found a space on a wooden bench in the busy courtroom. As the clerk called a series of names, bikies, armed robbers and pub brawlers cycled through the dock. These men were hardened criminals, yet their offences seemed nothing compared to what had happened to her son. When the sixth unfamiliar name was called John started slyly reading emails until Lillian elbowed his ribs. ‘Get off your phone,’ she hissed.

Then the clerk called the name they’d been waiting for. ‘Ryan West.’ Lillian leaned forward as a small figure entered the dock. The expression on the boy’s face was unadulterated terror. He was eighteen, and being tried as an adult, but he still had the hallmarks of adolescence. The self-conscious gait. Clothes two sizes too big. Sparse, wispy facial hair that looked like it could blow away in a stiff breeze. The assault charge was formally entered and then Ryan’s lawyer declared his intention to apply for bail. ‘It’s a single charge of assault, Your Honour, and my client is only just eighteen years old.’

‘The court doesn’t recognise “only just” Mr Tsidas. There’s no such thing as someone who’s only just a victim, and it looks like the result of this assault is a young man who was very seriously injured.’

‘My client pleads not guilty to the charge and there’s no flight risk. He doesn’t have a driver’s licence or a passport,’ the lawyer replied.

Sergeant Hawke stood to argue against the boy’s release, saying, ‘The victim was injured by a coward’s punch. It will be our submission that a guilty verdict for such a violent crime can only be remedied through a gaol sentence.’

‘Yes. Well. The accused is young, and he hasn’t been found guilty, yet.’

Lillian reached for John’s hand. Their fingers interlocked. He tightened his grip and she felt the resentment that had built up around her heart like plaque melt a little.

‘Mr Tsidas, I’m going to bail your client until his next appearance in six weeks. He’s to report to Pymble Police Station five times a week,’ the magistrate said.

‘That date coincides with the Christmas break Your Honour.’

The magistrate grunted. ‘So, it does. In that case, first week back. We’ll see you here on January eighteen, Mr West. You’re very lucky. From what I hear the Christmas lunch in the remand centre leaves a lot to be desired.’

The boy looked blankly at the magistrate. ‘You’re being let go,’ he clarified. A change came over Ryan West’s face. Lillian recognised his expression. She was very familiar with the face of a teenage boy trying to conceal his emotions. Ryan’s facial muscles were twitching from the effort of holding back relieved tears. She experienced a moment of compassion and wondered how such young boys could be so brutally violent towards each other. She twisted in her seat, scanning the court for Mark, and Jez, who’d been spattered with blood when she’d seen him in the hospital after the fight.

‘Dean Whitehead,’ the clerk called.

Ryan was led away and a stoned-looking guy with long brown hair and an eye-patch took his place.

‘Let’s go,’ John said.

Sergeant Hawke was waiting in the foyer. ‘Sorry folks, that’s just the way it goes. We’ll get him in the end though. You can’t knock someone unconscious and get away with it, you can be sure of that.’
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After the hearing Kate had to return to her office. John and Lillian had promised they’d report back what happened to Jamie and so they headed for the hospital. John raged about the bail decision the whole drive there. ‘That boy nearly killed our son. He may well have paralysed him. At the very least he’s derailed the start of his adult life, and he just gets to walk free?’

Lillian made noises of agreement and let her husband vent his frustration until she reminded him, ‘He’s not free, he’s just on bail. He’ll be back in court in January.’

‘That’s another thing!’ John was off again. ‘What was all that business about a Christmas break. Jamie’s not getting a break from his spinal injury.’

‘I imagine the courts shut down for Christmas.’

‘So that criminal gets to have his seafood lunch and pavlova?’

‘John.’ Her voice was weary.

‘Perhaps the magistrate could find a nice beach resort for him to serve out his sentence.’

‘John!’

‘What?’

‘The only boy that matters is our son. I want to see the kid who did this to him punished too, but for now there’s nothing we can do about it.’ She pulled a ticket from the machine stationed at the hospital car park boom gate. ‘Try to contain your anger when we tell Jamie. It’s going to be hard enough on him as it is without you getting him all worked up.’

John was silenced, but still simmering. He slammed his door hard as he got out of the car.

‘Don’t let Jamie see how upset you are,’ Lillian cautioned again as they approached Jamie’s hospital room. But the news Ryan had been bailed didn’t seem to bother Jamie at all. In fact, he seemed disinterested. ‘Well Sergeant Hawke did say it would be a long process.’

‘That’s right, he did,’ Lillian said. Her anguish lifted. Despite everything he was still the same old Jamie. He was still her carefree, wonderful boy, whose toothy smile made her happier than anything else on earth.
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As soon as they were out of the hospital room and back in the car, John’s bad mood returned and Lillian was relieved for once when he asked her to take him straight to the office. She dropped him in the city, then drove east towards the beach, and home.

The Hogarth family house sat on a street that followed the bend of the eastern Sydney’s coastline as it wended in and out like a jigsaw piece. Distant houses were sprinkled across the sandstone heads and at night their far-off windows lit up like pieces of gold glitter. Lillian never took for granted how lucky she was. She would often hold the fact of her good fortune in her head, acknowledging it, as if her luck would fade away if she neglected it. She lay her palm flat against the front door as she shut it behind her. Touch wood.

Once inside, she stepped out of her high heels and walked past the edge of the kitchen bench, across the dining area, feeling the familiar grain of the floorboards through her stockings. All of the bedrooms were upstairs and she wondered if they would have to find a new place to accommodate any disability Jamie might have on the other side of rehab. They might have to do more renovations. The house had been little more than a shack when she and John bought it, but they’d slowly expanded it into the perfect home to raise their kids. Without Jamie and Kate inside it, it felt hollow and soulless.

She was pulled from her reverie by the ring of her phone. The caller ID showed it was St Nick’s and she felt glad the principal was finally returning her call. But when she answered it wasn’t Mr Hoover, it was the accounts department calling to say they hadn’t received the tuition fee for Jamie’s last semester, which had been due by the start of November.

‘Are you sure?’ she asked.

‘Quite sure. You’re in arrears a full six months,’ the stern woman said.

‘Oh.’ Lillian was taken aback. ‘My husband usually takes care of the school fees.’

‘Well, the account needs to be paid immediately.’

‘Of course.’ Lillian was embarrassed. The teenager who had stood on the top of a glasshouse throwing water missiles at other students would never have said, ‘My husband handles that.’ Nor would the spunky women in her hand-drawn greeting cards. It was just John was so good with money and it had suited them both to leave the family finances to him. He had set up complicated tributaries of accounts that money flowed into and out of to minimise interest paid and maximise interest earned. In their thirty-three years of marriage they had never had so much as a second notice on a phone bill.

‘Let me get my husband to call you,’ Lillian said.

‘Please do that.’

She hung up feeling unsettled. Most of her dealings with the school were met with the utmost politeness, but it seemed they were less kind when you were behind on your dues. She dialled John, biting her thumb. He didn’t pick up, and a sense of disquiet stirred deep inside her. Ordinarily, she would have dismissed it as an oversight of some sort. But John was so fastidious with their money. She could feel the whispers of uncertainty again, just the same as the evening Jamie hadn’t come home from school. In truth, she felt it every time she sat alone by her son’s hospital bed: the suspicion her husband was hiding something.




Chapter 23

John

As John waited in line for a double shot espresso from his office lobby cafe, he swore to himself that if he ever recouped their wealth he would take Lillian on a cruise. He’d put her through too much.

He should do something for Catherine, too. Since he’d revealed the extent of the damage to the company to her, she had become invaluable. She had essentially built them an entirely new website. He and Ken had settled on a new name, In Brief Systems, and she had found an online template that she’d used to create them a new logo. Black and white. Professional. Simple. Exactly what he wanted to convey, and it hadn’t cost him a thing. All of this had saved him a lot of time, which he’d spent on more important things, like courting clients and visiting Jamie. She’d worked far longer hours than he could rightfully ask of her, so that he could work to head off the disaster at home and at the office.

In a spontaneous act of gratitude, he ordered her a coffee too—an iced mocha with two sugars and a shot of vanilla, just the way she liked it. ‘Whipped cream?’ the barista asked.

‘Why not,’ John replied. He’d seen the drinks she brought with her into the office. Pastel-coloured bubble teas and frappuccinos dusted with chocolate powder. He watched the barista squirt canned cream onto the top of Catherine’s coffee in one long, swirling dollop and then drizzle it with chocolate sauce.

‘There you go.’ It looked more like a dessert than a morning coffee.

‘Thanks.’ John pocketed his change, pretending not to see the tip jar.

When he got upstairs, Catherine wasn’t at her desk, so he left the coffee for her, hastily scribbling a note: ‘Something to tide you over until our next rendezvous.’ Then, taking his own sugarless black coffee into his office, he fired up his computer and checked the day’s schedule. He replied to the urgent emails that had come in overnight then stuck his head out when he heard Catherine return. He was startled to see Beth squinting through her cat-eye glasses at her computer screen.

‘Beth!’ He stammered. ‘You’re back.’

His middle-aged office manager straightened up. ‘Wonderful to see you too Mr Hogarth.’

John scanned the desk. Catherine’s family polaroids were gone, as was her diamanté-covered stapler and the mug shaped like a cat. Beth was looking at him.

‘Right, yes, wonderful. Welcome back. I wasn’t expecting you is all,’ John said.

Beth stood, came out from behind her desk and put her hands on his shoulders. ‘Of course, I’m only teasing. You have bigger things on your mind. How is Jamie?’

‘He’s holding up okay, thanks. When did you get back from your trip?’

‘Yesterday morning.’ She trailed her fingers over the desk. ‘My replacement seems to have kept things in working order.’

‘Yes. She was very good.’

‘Helen told me she was a bit green.’ Beth smirked. ‘She said she didn’t know how to use Outlook and was frightened of the coffeemaker because she nearly scalded herself with the steamer one day.’

John gave a thin smile.

‘You would have had to get used to takeaways. That looks like an ice-cream sundae, not a coffee,’ Beth nodded at the large, frothy iced coffee sitting conspicuously on the desk next to them.

‘We managed,’ John replied.

‘I suppose that’s how the young people drink them these days. But still, she’s what, Kate’s age?’ There was a hint of disapproval in her voice.

‘I couldn’t tell you,’ he said.

Beth nodded. ‘Well, I’m glad to be back. And it seems like I got here just in time. You need someone you can rely on with Jamie in hospital.’

‘Yes.’ John lingered. He wanted to ask if Catherine had left any forwarding information. The question was on the tip of his tongue but he thought better of it. ‘Right,’ he said. ‘Better get to it.’

‘Oh, and Mr Hogarth.’

‘Yes?’

‘I think you dropped this.’

Beth held his Post-it note out to him, with her fingernail right next to the ‘r’ in rendezvous.
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Catherine’s sudden departure rattled John. He’d quickly grown to trust her opinion, and she’d made him feel optimistic about his company’s future. As he’d picked the new website colours, and considered logos, he’d felt back in control again. Catherine didn’t think he was redundant just because he didn’t have a Snapchat account, and she didn’t make him feel like a failure just because his company had hit a rough patch. He knew they weren’t out of the woods yet but he felt like he finally had a map, and a torch. As he logged into his computer he saw an email from the office manager account, hello@LLAds.com.au:


Dear Mr Hogarth,

When you called to say you’d be taking the morning off to attend court my agency also called to say I was no longer needed here and would be sent to a new job. If I had known the other night was the last time we’d see each other I would have been sure to let you know how grateful I am for the confidence you showed in me by giving me some real work to do. You’ll find attached everything you’ll need for the new website and the logo. Best of luck with it, Catherine



John wondered how he could contact her to let her know how grateful he was for everything she had done when the priiing of a call from Lillian snapped him out of it. Since Jamie’s injury, whenever he saw his wife’s name light up his phone screen his instinct was to panic.

He answered. ‘Lillian?! Is something wrong?’

‘John, no. Well, not exactly.’

‘Jamie’s okay?’

‘Yes he’s fine.’

‘Thank God.’

‘But his school called.’

‘Oh, they did, did they? About time they acknowledged what happened.’

‘It’s not that. They said his tuition was never paid.’

‘What?’ John’s stomach turned to stone.

‘I’m sure it’s just a mix-up but could you please look into it?’

‘Yes. That can’t be right.’

John clicked open his bank account. The numbers made his stomach twist painfully. ‘I’m taking a look now. It seems there was some sort of issue with the bank. I’ll give them a call and sort it out. Not to worry.’ By some miracle he’d managed to sound breezy.

After he hung up he cursed out loud. The school fees should have come out of the spending account automatically. He clicked into it and saw the transfer had been denied because there wasn’t enough money in there at the time. The partial payment had bounced back into their account, and in the months that followed he’d shifted it into other pots to cover other expenses, unaware that it was the money that should have gone to the school. He didn’t have enough on hand to pay the bill. He owed St Nick’s almost ten thousand dollars that his finely tuned calculations had not accounted for. There wasn’t even enough in the vault—the emergency fund he’d sworn not to touch. He wished he’d told Lillian the truth about his salary and didn’t have to continue to lie to her. Then, like a signal from heaven, his phone rang and the answer appeared on his screen: Kate.

‘Kate, hi,’ he said, answering.

‘Dad, what’s wrong? You sound funny.’

‘Funny? Me?’

‘I don’t know. You just sound weird.’

‘No. Everything’s fine.’

‘Okay, good. Anyway, I’m calling because I still think we need to get our hands on the CCTV footage. The police aren’t interested but I think we should fight them on this—’

She plunged into her theories on the case, and the pub security tape she had become obsessed with, but John’s mind was already racing ahead. His financially responsible daughter could buy him some time. He’d given her cash loans half a dozen times in the past decade. Stamp duty on her first house. An emergency loan when she and her husband were hit by a building levy. Her wallet had been stolen on a work trip to Shanghai and he’d wired her two grand to see her through. Money was lent easily and generously in their family and he wondered if it could flow in the reverse direction without arousing suspicion. Kate was still talking about the CCTV footage when John interrupted and asked if she had any cash on hand she could lend him.

‘Yes of course. How much?’

‘A couple of thousand. I’m having a little cashflow issue.’

‘Oh. Sure.’ Kate was startled by the request but not suspicious. John said a prayer of thanks. His steely daughter was pragmatic, and she trusted him.

‘Actually, make it six.’

‘No problem, I’ll transfer it this afternoon.’ Kate didn’t even blink.

‘Thanks. And hey, don’t tell your mother. It’s nothing, but I don’t want to worry her.’

‘Of course.’

The money appeared almost instantaneously and John shifted it to the school. One small fire had been extinguished, but there would be more to come. This oversight was a worrying sign. He had thought he’d set them up to survive at least a few more months without having to go to the vault in the hope his income would be restored.

As he reviewed his accounts to see how the money could have bounced he saw Lillian had made a huge withdrawal. Three thousand dollars. John felt anger, then he realised she couldn’t have known. He looked at what she had done with the money: spinal cord charity. He balled his fists until his knuckles cracked, venting his guilt and frustration. He’d have to somehow ask her to not do that again without scaring her. But how? He felt sick. He had no idea how he was going to fix this.




Chapter 24

Jez

Jez was jolted awake by a banging on his bungalow door. The cops! This was his first thought before he remembered he’d already spoken with Sergeant Hawke. He pulled on some jeans, figuring it would be Mark or Ben, wanting to go surfing. At least that’s what he hoped. His deception cast a dark shadow over his days and as he reached to open the door a new fear sprung up inside of him: What if it was the police, here because they’d discovered he’d lied? As his door swung open he saw it was far worse: Ryan West was standing on his back step. The veins in his neck were popping out and his fists were clenched in rage.

‘What the fuck, Jeremy?!’ Ryan exploded, shoving Jez and sending him flying backwards.

‘Ryan, hey,’ Jez tried to sound casual but his whole body had become rigid, ready to defend himself.

‘Hey? Fucking hey?!’ Ryan smelled of sweat. His hair was unwashed.

Jez took a moment to find his voice. ‘What are you doing here?’ he asked.

‘You know I got arrested!’ Ryan was breathing heavily.

‘I heard.’

‘Yeah. I saw you in court. I had to spend a night in a police cell!’ Ryan said, his voice pulling at the injustice of it.

‘I heard that too.’ Jez looked at his feet, not knowing what to do. ‘That … really sucks.’

Ryan’s fists unclenched. Some of the fire had gone out of his voice when he said, ‘It was so fucked up.’

‘Yeah, it’s fucked up,’ Jez said. ‘Jamie might never walk again.’

‘You know that wasn’t me,’ Ryan said with force. ‘It was that other guy who hit Jamie. Your mate from St Nick’s. You know it was.’

Jez looked around, worried someone might overhear. He could see his mother through the glass, merrily chopping vegetables and watching The Today Show on a propped-up iPad.

‘Get in here,’ he said, pulling Ryan into his bungalow. Jez slammed and bolted the door. He turned to Ryan and jabbed his chest with his finger. ‘You started it. You had that paint rifle. You stuffed up my car.’

‘Are you kidding me?’ Ryan pushed Jez away. ‘You’re going to let me go down for this because of a few dints in the bonnet of your shitty station wagon? My parents are so mad. My mum cried.’

Trying to appear calm, Jez bent and lifted the lid off his esky and picked up two room-temperature cans of Coke. He held one out for Ryan, who ignored it. Jez shrugged and snapped one open for himself. He turned away to hide the tremor in his hands. ‘I’m just saying it’s not like you’re completely innocent. You shouldn’t even be here. Isn’t it, like, badgering a witness or something?’

‘What are you going to do? Call the cops? Go on, call them. I want you to. They’ll ask you why I came to see you and you can tell them all about this little protection racket you cooked up to save your private school arses.’

‘I didn’t see it,’ Jez protested.

‘Bullshit.’

‘I didn’t. I was running in the other direction in case you started shooting at us again. Look what you did to my hand!’ Jez held up the scabby back of his hand that still hadn’t healed.

‘So I go to gaol because you’ve got a cut on your hand?’

‘You started this and now you want me to rat out my friend?! I didn’t even see it. You’re asking me to lie to the police.’

‘You know it wasn’t me,’ Ryan shouted.

‘So, you’ve got nothing to worry about,’ Jez yelled back. ‘You’re innocent. How can they prove you did something you didn’t?’

‘They arrested me didn’t they?’

‘They wouldn’t have if you hadn’t come to the school with a gun.’

‘A paint gun. You know I didn’t do anything wrong.’ Ryan’s voice pulled again, torn between rage and fear, and Jez felt a burst of guilt in his guts, but he was powerless. He spread his hands out. ‘What am I supposed to do?’

‘Get your mate Mark to confess,’ Ryan pleaded.

‘He’s not going to do that.’

‘Why are you protecting him? If he’s caught later, things will be worse for him,’ Ryan said. ‘You, too. There’s got to be proof of what really happened somewhere, and we’re going to find it. You know that lawyer who got Del Leckner off that murder charge?’

‘Yeah,’ Jez nodded, dejected. He didn’t know the lawyer, but he did know that Del Leckner had been all over the news after he got caught up in a lethal bar fight. The headlines said he’d killed someone with a pool cue, allegedly. There were photos online of him being led away from a grimy bar in cuffs, covered in blood. But he’d gotten off, and in no time he was back on the streets, scaring old ladies with his tattoos of snakes and eyeballs and shapes with bladed edges.

‘That lawyer’s interested in my case,’ Ryan said. ‘And if he combs through the facts you’re both stuffed. Crime leaves a trail and the police would’ve gotten sloppy once they thought they knew who did it. But we won’t be sloppy because we know I’m innocent. And we will find something. A witness they missed. A motorist with a dashcam. Some CCTV footage. There’s a heap of shops around there with security cameras. It’s only a matter of time.’

Jez listened with growing concern. He already knew what Ryan now threatened: ‘You’re screwed if the police find out you lied all along.’

Jez swallowed.

‘I’m doing you a favour telling you this,’ Ryan said.

Jez chose his words carefully, starting with ‘let me think’.

He didn’t want to turn Mark in. Mark was right that his going to gaol wouldn’t change anything for Jamie, and the more Jez thought about the stories Mark had told him about life at St Nick’s, the more forgiving he felt. Jez realised he had turned a blind eye to the bullying. So had Jamie, and it easily could have been Mark in hospital, if one of those incidents had gone too far. Ryan shouldn’t be thrown under the bus for something he didn’t do, but Jez couldn’t think of a way for them all to get out of it cleanly.

‘Del Leckner’s lawyer’s really helping you?’ he asked.

Ryan nodded.

‘Shit.’

Ryan’s face relaxed for the first time since he’d arrived.

‘You know, this is the type of problem Jamie would have been able to find a way out of. He wanted to be a lawyer,’ Jez said. ‘Wants to be a lawyer,’ he corrected.

Ryan picked up the can of Coke he’d rejected earlier, snapped it open and took a swig. ‘He’s going to be alright, though, isn’t he?’ he asked, taking a seat next to Jez on the battered couch.

‘I don’t know,’ Jez said.

‘Come on man, your school has a hyperbaric chamber. His parents will just throw some money at some specialists and they’ll laser his spine back together.’

‘It’s not as simple as that.’

‘Really? Shit. I always thought he could be a real arrogant little prick, but I didn’t want to see him end up like this.’ His face darkened again. ‘And I didn’t do it.’

‘He’s not a bad guy. He’s a great guy.’ Jamie could be inconsiderate at times, but he always looked out for Jez. ‘He’s my best mate.’

‘Hey,’ Ryan sat up straight like he’d just had a great idea, ‘maybe you can ask Jamie to drop the charges? Tell the cops to call off the dogs, or whatever.’

Jez digested this suggestion. It wasn’t a terrible idea, but the thought of asking that of Jamie—and his family—was not appealing.

‘Yeah, yeah, that could work,’ Ryan said. ‘Then no one’s cock’s on the block. If he doesn’t press charges all this goes away.’

‘It’s not just Jamie we’d have to convince, it’s his parents too,’ Jez said.

‘So, I have to go to gaol?’ Ryan’s temper flared again.

‘Let me think.’

‘It’s the only way,’ Ryan insisted. ‘For all of us. You keep saying you didn’t see but you know I didn’t do it, so you’ve got to fix this.’ His mood shifted back to anger. ‘If I go down for this, I won’t forget it. I’ll bring you all down with me. One way or another, if I pay for this, you’ll all pay too.’




Chapter 25

Jamie

The doctor sawed through Jamie’s plaster to reveal a shrivelled prawn of an arm.

‘Gross,’ Jamie said, flexing his fingers.

‘How does it feel?’

‘Like a zombie arm.’

‘That will pass,’ Jason said decisively. ‘This is what you’ve been waiting for. Now we’ll really be able to see what you can do.’

The removal of the cast was a milestone. Jamie’s discharge papers had been signed and a more compact, upright wheelchair was sitting, ready, in his and Louis’s room, which had now been cleared of the stuffed bears, flowers and cards that had accumulated.

‘You’ll smash the rehab, bruz,’ Louis said from his bed.

‘You’ll be joining me really soon. Remember, mind over matter.’

Louis’s infection had come back, but in typical Louis fashion he had met the setback with optimism. He held up his arm, a thumb displayed proudly. ‘Save me a sunbed by the pool, hey.’

Mary came to see Jamie off. ‘Something to remember me by,’ she said, holding out a cup of grape jelly. Jamie laughed and dropped it into his bag. ‘Thanks, Mary. I’ll miss you.’

‘Get on with you,’ she said, shooing him towards the door, her cheeks pink with pride at his progress.

Jason helped Jamie into the ambulance, with his parents watching closely like secret service agents, and as the platform raised him and his chair up off the ground Jamie really did feel like he was ascending to a better place.

‘Now the real work begins,’ Jason said.

‘He can handle it,’ Lillian said.

‘Never afraid of a challenge, this one,’ John said.

The place Jamie was moving to was called the Dorothy Adams Rehabilitation and Treatment Centre, nicknamed the DART Centre, a name that filled Jamie’s mind with pictures of aquamarine lap pools and state-of-the-art equipment where he could live and breathe his recovery regime, like an elite athlete with his sights set on the Olympics. Only, for Jamie, the stakes were even higher than gold medal glory. The prize he was chasing was his old life, and he was ready to attack the program with everything he had. But when the ambulance pulled up in front of the building twenty-five minutes later, Jamie wondered if there had been some sort of mistake. It was a squat, yellow-brick, single-storey structure, with an entrance flanked by two box hedges. As they approached the front door Jamie noticed one of the hedges was browning on top.

‘Maybe it’s better on the inside,’ Lillian said with forced cheer.

But it wasn’t. The DART Centre was clean but old. The shine had been buffed off the linoleum floor. Its wainscoted walls made it look like a hospital ward from the time before electricity.

‘They’ve obviously been doing this for a very long time. I bet they really know their stuff,’ John said, trying to sound upbeat.

‘Jamie?’ A sparrow of a woman emerged from a white door to greet him. ‘Welcome! I’m Selina. I’ll be your case manager here.’ She shook Lillian’s and John’s hands too. ‘Let me give you the tour.’

Jamie was baffled by Selina’s pride as she strode down the squeaky corridor floors with her chin up, gesturing to the features like an air hostess performing a pre-flight safety routine. The facility looked more like a nursing home and less like a NASA outpost than Jamie had hoped, and the more he saw, the more his disappointment grew.

The dining room was set up like a school cafeteria. In the games room two young men in wheelchairs plucked guitars. Another young man with Greek-statue cheekbones and expensive clothing, sat at a table, absorbed in his laptop.

‘It’s quite boysy, isn’t it?’ Lillian mused.

‘Yes,’ Selina said wistfully. ‘They’re more likely to engage in risk-taking behaviour, you see. Shall we visit the gym?’

‘Now this is more like it,’ John whispered to Jamie as they entered the vast space. The bright blue floor looked brand new and the equipment gleamed. There were machines like he’d never seen before, with wide open access so he could wheel into them without having to transfer, and colourful harnesses that would help him where he did need to transfer. It rekindled his hope.

Through the back exit, past a small vegetable garden, were two cabins painted forest green, their quaint white window boxes overflowing with pansies.

‘When our residents are getting close to returning home, they can stay in the independent living cabins to prepare for their new lives,’ Selina explained.

‘Jamie will be living at home with us when he’s finished at rehab,’ Lillian said before her son could answer. They hadn’t discussed where he would live after rehab but he supposed his mother was right. He thought glumly of the share house he and Jez had fantasised about and all the parties they had planned that would not eventuate.

‘I think you’ll like it here Jamie,’ Selina said pertly. ‘We’re going to set some goals and work towards them, and once we’ve reached them, we’re going to set new goals. Let me introduce you to the rest of your team.’

A smiling woman with short, bleached hair introduced herself as his buddy nurse, Olivia. There was a psychiatry team and an army of therapists, both physio and occupational. His main physio was a lady named Alisha. He liked her. She reminded him of a ballerina, delicate but disciplined. He even had a nutritionist. The tour finished in Jamie’s new room.

‘And this is your suite.’ Selina opened the door to reveal a large, freshly renovated space with a bed at each end.

‘Well, this looks very satisfactory,’ John said, stepping inside and admiring the space. Selina handed Jamie a printout of his schedule. It was like his school timetable but instead of maths, English and science, the coloured blocks represented physiotherapy, wheelchair skills and gym sessions.

‘There’s nothing scheduled on the weekends,’ Jamie said.

‘Saturdays and Sundays are your chance to rest and recuperate.’

‘But I want to work towards my recovery every day,’ he insisted.

Selina looked doubtful. ‘We sometimes schedule gym sessions on Saturdays. But I think you’ll find after five days you’ll be ready for a rest.’

‘You don’t know my son,’ John said.

Selina smiled but said nothing. Next, she took Jamie and his parents down to see the hydrotherapy pool, then John and Lillian said goodbye so he could get settled. When Jamie got back to his room the good-looking guy from the games room was hoisting himself onto the second bed. He had shoulder-length dark hair and a designer shirt, and looked not much older than Jamie.

‘Hey, man,’ Jamie called.

‘Don’t distract me,’ the guy said amid grunts. Jamie waited patiently while his roommate transferred himself out of his chair and onto his bed. The effort left him red-faced.

‘I didn’t mean to distract you. I’m Jamie.’

‘Charlie,’ the guy said, offering nothing more.

‘Nice to meet you, Charlie.’

Charlie hooked some noise-cancelling earphones over his ears and pointedly picked up his iPad. Jamie’s disappointment deepened. He wished he was back in his old hospital room with Louis.
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In the new room at night, surrounded by new noises, Jamie’s sleep was fitful. As a kid, he’d had all the normal recurring nightmares: tidal waves, his teeth falling out, tipping forward then jerking awake. But they were as flat as the memory of a movie. His dreams of the eerie field had a fullness and a texture he’d never experienced before. He could smell the ocean. The air was cool on his face, and it ruffled his hair. He was startled by a rustling.

‘Who’s that?’ Jamie asked, spinning around. It was dark and he couldn’t see far but he could sense another being. A shape emerged on the grassy verge that flanked the sports field, tall and broad-shouldered. Jamie could only make out a silhouette but the voice was unmistakable. ‘Hey, bruz!’

‘Louis?! What are you doing here?’

‘Taking in the view, bruz. Nice night for a stroll, hey?’ His friend stepped into view, his arms spread out, grinning wide.

‘Ah, yeah, I guess. Louis, your back, what happened?’

‘It’s sweet now. Spines don’t crack on the bridge to the other world.’

Jamie went cold all over. ‘The bridge to the other world?’

‘Yeah, bruz.’

The hair on the back of Jamie’s neck stood up. He looked around him. ‘Is this real?’

Louis grinned, his teeth catching the moonlight. ‘Real as anywhere else you’ve ever been.’

‘How did you get here?’

Louis grinned. ‘Metaphysically? Nobody knows.’ Jamie’s stomach flipped. He’d heard that phrase before. ‘But I’d guess it had something to do with the infection, hey?’

‘Infection? Stay there, Louis, I’m coming!’ Jamie tried to make his way up the hill but no matter how hard he struggled Louis seemed to get further and further away. ‘Wait for me!’ Jamie called, urgently.

The grass was dewy and slippery underfoot, and the distance between them seemed to expand as he struggled to cross the terrain. ‘Louis!’ Jamie tried to run but some invisible force was holding him back. ‘Louis!’ Suddenly he was thrown forward and jolted awake. His skin was burning. He fumbled for the switch on his bedside light. Charlie stirred irritably.

Jamie grabbed his phone and started to write to Louis: ‘Bro, are you okay?! I got this bad feeling something had happened to you.’ But as his heart rate was returning to normal, his fear was starting to drain away. The plainness of his room, the red hoodie tossed over a chair, brought him back to reality, and he deleted his panicked message and rewrote it. ‘Bro, how are you? Long time no text. Rehab’s not quite as lit as we thought, but I’ve got Coronas on ice here for when you arrive.’

The clock on his phone read 2.03 a.m. Jamie knew he wouldn’t hear from Louis until the morning, but he was already feeling better having sent a text. It grounded him. Still, he missed his friend. Jamie decided a couple of rounds of Conqueror would calm him down. He took his iPad from his bedside table. The digital lutes were a welcome distraction. The myth expansion pack Tessa had brought him opened up a whole new level of play and his workers had almost collected enough gold to build a temple. Once he had a temple, he could start accruing worship points to win favours from the gods. Like super speed, stronger warriors and rapid healing. He played until he wore himself out.
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Jamie woke to a text from Louis, only it wasn’t from Louis. ‘Hi Jamie, it’s Vincent. Louis is in the ICU with an infection.’ The note ended with a sad face emoji.

Jamie frowned. That was bad. He thought of the field and shivered. His dreams were becoming so real. If Louis was in the ICU he may well have been teetering between this world and the next, as Jamie believed he had the day his heart stopped on the operating table, the first time he encountered the field … His mind started to drift, until—

‘You’re awake!’ Lillian came through the door with a box in her arms. ‘I brought you some things from home to make the place a little cosier.’ She put the box on the chair by Jamie’s bed and started arranging his childhood action figurines and framed photos on his bedside table.

‘Now, how did that get in there?’ She bent down and retrieved something from the box. From his position in the bed Jamie could only see that it was silver and flat.

‘What is it?’

‘I must have picked it up by mistake.’ She held up the folding frame that contained a photo of Jamie’s grandfather and his brother, Francis, cradling their prize-winning pumpkins. Jamie twitched like he’d been shocked with a thousand volts of electricity. ‘I’ll take this back home. You won’t want it,’ Lillian said, opening her handbag to put the frame inside.

‘I do want it!’ Jamie almost shouted.

‘You want this old photo? You never even met Francis.’

‘He saved my life didn’t he? I’ve always liked that photo,’ Jamie said, reaching out for it. A look of confusion crossed Lillian’s face, but it quickly passed and she shrugged and put the photo on the table beside Jamie’s bed, saying, ‘Well, if you want to keep it here that’s fine by me.’

‘It just makes the place feel more like home.’

Lillian smiled wistfully then leaned down and kissed her son on the forehead. ‘I have some chores I need to do but I’ll be back this afternoon.’

Jamie waited until she had left before he picked up the silver photo frame. Both men were staring straight down the barrel of the camera, looking directly into Jamie’s eyes. Their smiles were less proud than he remembered, more conspiratorial. He felt like they were grinning just for him.

He texted Tessa. ‘Are you free sometime this week? I need your advice.’

‘Of course,’ she replied immediately. ‘If you want, I’ll come around after work today.’

‘Great,’ Jamie replied. ‘It’s kind of important.’ He pressed send and clasped his hands together, trying to formulate exactly what he was going to say.
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Jamie’s first gym session was scheduled for noon and he was raring to get started. The gym was the most impressive room in the facility, filled with thousands of dollars’ worth of gleaming steel and chrome equipment. It had an entire glass wall that looked out onto a garden of jacarandas and, in the morning, allowed sunlight to gush into the room, bouncing off the soft, hi-tech ultramarine floor.

‘So,’ Alisha said clapping her hands together. ‘We’re going to take your blood pressure then we’ll start with some assessments. Then the Berg Balance Scale test. Then some manual muscle tests and we’ll measure the circumference of your quads and your calves. The hospital sent through everything they had, of course. I see you’re ASIA A. T10 incomplete.’

‘That’s what they tell me,’ Jamie said, not quite sure what it all meant.

Alisha explained that this was his starting block. ASIA stood for American Spinal Injury Association. The letter A was indicative of his functionality and sensitivity on a scale from A to E. T-10 indicated his break was quite low in the column of bones that made up his spinal cord. The ‘incomplete’ meant his spinal cord wasn’t completely severed, and it was in that unbroken section of the nerve bundles that his hope lay.

‘How common is it for people to go from ASIA A to, say, like an ASIA C?’ Jamie asked. That was the needle he wanted to move.

‘It happens. Particularly in the first two-year window. I recently had a patient go from B to D.’

‘How long did that take?’

‘It was pretty quick, considering. A few months maybe?’

‘And did you do specific exercises? Was there something special that you did?’

‘Every exercise program I put my patients through is tailored to them. Each injury is different. She enjoyed cycling, so we did a lot of that.’

‘Can we do that today?’ Jamie was so eager to start he felt like he was going to burst.

‘If you’d like we can try it later. But first I want to start you out on the bed.’

‘The bed?’ he said, dismayed. Alisha showed him to a large slab of foam. ‘First the tests, then we’re going to see how well you’re able to put weight through your feet.’

‘Can’t we do some weights or something.’

‘In a little while, but first, I need to know what we’re working with.’

At five-foot nine inches, Alisha was shorter than all of Jamie’s mates. But he could tell she would pin every single one of them in a wrestling match. There was a quiet power in her that he trusted, so he obeyed until she’d gone through her list and then he asked if they could do some real exercise.

‘Okay, nice and gently on some light hand weights. Try these.’ She handed him some dumbbells. ‘We’re just going to ease in nice and slow. I want you to give me three reps. Can you give me three reps?’

‘Yep,’ Jamie said, determined. But he was thinking, six. I’ll aim for six.

Next, she set him up on an arm ergometer, which was like a bike that he pedalled with his hands. He needed to recover his strength and it felt good to be doing some cardio, even if it was just his upper body.

‘How are you feeling? You look a little woozy, are you okay?’ she asked, patting his back.

‘Just … feel … a bit … like maybe I’m going to throw up.’

‘Okay, okay. Hold up. That’s normal. We’re going to have to take it down a notch.’

‘Take it down?’ The phrase came out as a whine. He was short of breath but he wanted to work.

‘It’s okay. We’re still doing good work here. It’s important you don’t push yourself. Aim for little victories.’

Jamie nodded, but he felt dejected. He wanted so badly to excel at rehab, but it wasn’t the same as the fitness training he did in the school gym. There he built muscle easily, and his coach would egg him on saying, ‘You’re a machine, Hogarth.’ Then, even as his muscles reached their limits and he could no longer lift any more, he knew that the next time they’d be stronger. But in rehab he felt none of that.

‘Don’t be discouraged,’ Alisha was saying. ‘It’s your first day. Repetition and retraining to stimulate new circuits have been shown to improve motor skills, particularly in incomplete injuries like yours, but it takes patience. You don’t want to push yourself too hard and cause more damage, do you?’

‘No,’ he said.

‘No. That’s right. Let’s get some water and take a breather. Then I want another three reps, do you think you can do that?’

‘Yeah. Absolutely,’ Jamie said, fatigued but determined. As they went towards the cool-down area, once again he thought, six. I’ll aim for six.
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Tessa had said she’d visit around five, but at four-thirty Jamie was feeling edgy after the disappointing gym session. He hated the way his mood ricocheted back and forth like a pinball. He sat in a shaft of late-afternoon sun trying to practise the breathing exercises Alisha had taught him. After a while Charlie rolled into their room with a scowl on his handsome face.

Charlie was dressed in good black jeans and a shirt of stiff, textured cotton. He got his leather toiletry bag from his dressing table, plopped it onto his lap and took out a tin of hair wax. He rolled over to the door, which had a mirror on it, and massaged the wax through his waves in silence. When he finished, he looked at his reflection for a full minute with a faraway expression on his face. The cloud of sadness that hung around Charlie was so great it changed the climate of the whole room. They’d barely spoken since Jamie had arrived.

‘Hey man, can I borrow some wax?’ Jamie asked to break the ice.

Charlie’s face twitched slightly as if Jamie’s voice had brought his wandering mind back into the room. He wheeled himself over to Jamie and held out the tin. Jamie twisted off the lid, releasing a citrusy aroma, rubbed a daub between his palms and slid them through his hair.

‘Thanks,’ Jamie said. ‘I was feeling a bit off. Bad day at the gym.’

‘I’m sure the wax will help,’ Charlie said, deadpan, before replacing the lid and rolling out of the room.

Tessa knocked on the open door a few moments later. ‘Hi.’

‘Hey,’ Jamie said, and she smiled as he answered. ‘Thanks for coming.’

‘Sure. What’s up?’ Tessa was wearing her work uniform: a short-sleeved, apple green shirt and chequered culottes. Save for her skull ring, all of her jewellery had been removed and her fingernails were clean and pink like seashells.

Jamie had called her because he wanted to talk about his dream, and he suspected Tessa would be open to listening. His mind had been stuck on it all day. His mother bringing in the photo had felt like an omen. But the gym session had knocked his confidence and he was scared that if he told Tessa what he was thinking she would think he was crazy. ‘I didn’t have a great day. Can we just play Conqueror for a bit?’

‘Of course.’

He opened his laptop and gave Tessa his iPad, and they began sparring. Jamie launched an assault on Tessa’s palace, using the dragon with jade-coloured scales he’d earned as a favour from the gods.

‘Hey, no fair!’ Tessa said, as her army was burned to a crisp by the dragon’s fiery breath. Jamie grinned. He’d been up most of the night, ordering his villagers to pray to unlock the dragon favour. He killed Tessa’s king, which slowed down her gold and iron production rate.

‘Tough break. Lord Abbott,’ he said.

‘It’s okay, I’ve got an elixir of Tyr.’ She clicked a button and her king regenerated.

‘Oh man,’ Jamie said, thwarted. Tessa cackled theatrically.

‘Imagine being able to do this in real life,’ she said.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Come back to life.’

Jamie stiffened. He looked over at her. She was concentrating and oblivious to his reaction. Her curls had been flattened by the cap she had to wear at the deli, and seeing her looking so uncharacteristically unkempt put him at ease enough to say, ‘Well … I kind of did.’

‘What?’

‘Come back to life. My heart stopped.’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah. During the surgery.’

‘Wow, what was that like?’

Jamie rubbed his eyes. ‘Like, nothing.’ The shadow of his dreams was burned onto his eyelids, like a negative. ‘Well, not nothing,’ he said tentatively.

Tessa pressed pause on the game and turned to give Jamie her full attention. Her eyes were rimmed with sparkly black liner and full of empathy. They urged him to go on.

‘I keep dreaming about it. I’m in a field, like one of the sports fields at St Nick’s that look out over the sea. Only there are no buildings. It felt like—’ He had trouble getting the words out. ‘I keep wondering if maybe it wasn’t a dream. I did kinda technically nearly die and maybe what I saw was—’ Jamie was embarrassed, so when he finally said, ‘another realm’, his voice sounded exaggerated, almost theatrical.

She looked down and twisted the crystal skull ring on her finger. ‘Are you making fun of me?’ Her cheeks were red.

‘What? No, I’m not making fun of you at all.’

‘Because I’m not a weirdo, I’m just curious.’ She sounded upset.

‘I know.’

‘I just think it’s interesting to be open minded about something we don’t understand.’

‘I do too,’ Jamie insisted. ‘Ever since the accident I’ve felt different about this stuff. Like I touched the boundary between this life and the next and it left a mark on me. I’ve dreamed about this field a dozen times since the accident. It’s almost always empty but last night I saw my friend, Louis, from hospital. He broke his back too. When I woke up, I messaged him and his brother told me he was in the ICU. I keep thinking, what if it wasn’t a dream?’

Tessa’s lips parted ever so slightly, as if in wonder.

‘How would I know though?’ Jamie continued. ‘I’ve been on so many drugs, and I can’t even remember real things that did happen to me.’

‘C.J. Ross says the reason people believe, no matter where or when they were born in history, is because they can perceive the other world, the way you can feel when it’s about to rain. There’s a change in the atmosphere.’

In a flash Jamie heard his grandfather saying the words, ‘It takes the form that fits the imagination of the journeyman.’ It felt like a memory. He could recall hearing the words spoken, and the chill in the air that night. Dreams weren’t multidimensional. Yet, the field he visited had a feel. The grass was springy and damp. The air was nippy and fresh. The furred nap of his grandfather’s flannelette shirt had brushed his cheek as sure as Tessa had kissed it when she’d first visited him in hospital. His mind reeled.

‘Some people believe they possess a heightened ability to sense the other realm,’ Tessa said. ‘Which, if you think about it, makes sense. Like you know how some people’s vision is twenty–twenty but others need glasses. Or how dogs have a super powerful sense of smell and can hear frequencies humans can’t.’

Jamie reflexively sniffed. He could no longer detect the cloying scent of disinfectant that had seemed so strong when he first arrived at rehab. In Year 9 science he’d learned that this was the result of his olfactory nerves relaxing. The smell was still there, he could just no longer perceive it. He’d been fascinated by the idea that his experience of the universe was limited by his senses’ ability to process it. He pondered that again.

‘If I ask you something, will you promise not to laugh?’ Jamie asked thoughtfully.

‘Of course.’

‘Do you think it’s possible I saw a spirit … or a ghost? The ghost of my grandfather?’

Tessa pressed her lips together and took on a serious expression. ‘I mean, who knows.’ Heat rushed up Jamie’s neck. He had exposed himself, and she was about to tell him he was bonkers. But instead, she leaned forward and solemnly whispered: ‘Tell me what happened.’

‘After the accident,’ Jamie began, ‘while I was unconscious, I think I saw my grandfather who died the same day I was born. He was in the field, which he said was a bridge between our world and the next. He said I had more life to live. He told me I had to be good, and that I’d see him again.’

‘And then what happened?’ Tessa was hanging on his every word.

‘I saw his twin brother, who I also never met, but who saved my life when I was a baby, and then I woke up in hospital.’

‘That’s the most incredible thing I’ve ever heard,’ Tessa said. She held out her arm, which was spotted with goose bumps. ‘Feel,’ she said. Jamie put his hand on her arm. Her flesh was warm, despite the bumps.

‘The thing is, I’ve been on a lot of medication,’ Jamie said. ‘It felt so real, but … I don’t know.’

Tessa processed what Jamie had just told her. ‘Remember from English, it’s like Sir Walter Scott said, “Death is not the last sleep but the final awakening.” Maybe you had a brush with that awakening and now you can see the world in a new light.’




Chapter 26

John

Catherine’s home address was in the staff database. John hadn’t expected to find it there, but he’d been hunting for their product manager’s mobile number and he saw someone had taken the trouble to put Catherine’s details in, so he copied her address down, not entirely sure what he was going to do with it. Her sudden departure had blindsided him. She’d been there for such a short time, but she’d made him feel like he could turn things around.

He was driving home hours later, pondering things, when his attention was caught by a florist with native arrangements in the window. Its warm light was enticing, so he pulled over. Inside, a young woman in a denim apron was leaning on the counter with a dog-eared copy of Beowulf in her hands.

‘Good evening,’ John said, feeling like he was doing something he shouldn’t. ‘Do you deliver?’

‘Yes, of course,’ the woman said, looking up only briefly.

‘Right. Good. Okay. I need a bouquet for an employee. Which is to say, nothing romantic.’

‘We can deliver anything you see here, or you can custom order a bouquet if there’s a particular flower you wanted.’

John surveyed the colourful displays. Roses were out, as was anything rose-adjacent, like peonies or camelias, with their pink, suggestive petals. He saw some royal blue flowers in a glass vase filled with moss. ‘What about these?’

‘The irises?’

‘Um, yes.’

‘They symbolise hope and faith.’

‘Ah.’ He smiled. ‘Perfect.’

‘And you’d like them delivered?’

‘Yes, tomorrow if possible.’

The salesgirl began filling out the address John gave her. ‘The bouquet is forty-eight dollars and with the delivery fee the total comes to seventy-six.’

‘Seventy-six dollars?’

‘The delivery fee is twenty-eight.’

‘She only lives five minutes away.’

The young woman shrugged. ‘You could run them over there yourself.’

John considered for a moment. Going to Catherine’s felt like a transgression, somehow. Sending her thank you flowers was still within the realm of professional, but hand-delivering them was crossing a line. The salesgirl raised her eyebrow, waiting.

John bent and grabbed a bunch of irises from the bucket. ‘Fine, I’ll just take these now,’ he said crossly, as the girl cancelled the delivery and rang up the sale. She wrapped the glass vase in brown paper and raffia then returned to her book.

John got into his car and put the flowers on the passenger seat. It was nearly ten in the evening, but that didn’t matter. He was just going to drop the bouquet and go. He was annoyed that what was meant to be a quick and simple gesture was turning into a mission. His temper was short these days, worn down by stress and sleeplessness. He considered throwing the flowers in the bin, turning his car around and forgetting about the whole thing. But then, Catherine’s assistance had been a blessing.

As he got closer to her neighbourhood, houses gave way to apartment buildings, crowded together like passengers on a peak-hour bus. There was more graffiti. Fewer trees. She lived on a main road that was usually choked with cars, but the cafes and shops were closed now, and he easily found an empty car space near the library.

After he parked, he realised he hadn’t bought a card. He searched for something to write a note on, but his car was spotless, as always. He slid a business card from his wallet, found a pen in the glove compartment and began writing.


Dear Catherine,

I couldn’t let you leave without telling you how much I valued our time together …



He stopped. The words looked too intimate and the card was too small to finish the thought. Too compact for nuance. He slid it into his trouser pocket and started another one.


Dear Catherine,

A small token to show my appreciation. For your work, and your wisdom.

Regards, J. Hogarth



Satisfied, he tucked the business card in among the blooms and got out of the car, stopping at a rubbish bin to discard the card in his pocket. He didn’t want anyone to find it and misconstrue its meaning. He tore it up for good measure before dropping the pieces into the trash.

When he arrived at Catherine’s address, he discovered he couldn’t leave the flowers. The building fronted the main road and had a locked glass door next to an intercom. If he left the flowers on the street they’d be stolen or destroyed. John lingered and considered pressing the buzzer. But it was now after ten. Far too late. He cursed and returned to the car with the irises. When he reached his house he opened the car boot and put the flowers inside, just in case Lillian saw them and got the wrong idea.
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The bunch of irises stayed in the boot until they were shrivelled and limp, and John dropped them into a bin at a McDonald’s car park on his way home from work. He still wanted to do something for Catherine but merely thinking about it caused a niggling unease in his chest. He couldn’t tell if he felt wrong because he’d failed to get the flowers to Catherine, or wrong for trying in the first place.

The loyalty that was intrinsic to the Hogarth bloodline was strongest when it came to life partners, and John could already see an attachment forming in Jamie when he talked to that girl Tessa, who often visited him. His eyes would sharpen when she walked into the room, homing in on her like a tractor beam, as if he had been hypnotised. John had acted in exactly the same way when he’d met a fine-arts student named Lillian Gould. He’d dated a string of forgettable girls he met at the tennis club, or university parties, and was utterly uninterested in settling down when she’d shown up at a guys-only poker night with the younger sister of the host.

It was winter and Lillian had been wearing a light grey angora jumper that was duckling soft. The guys swarmed all over the pretty guests, refilling their drinks, fetching them bowls of chips and salsa, bending their cards to let the girls see. But John knew she had to be his and by the end of the night she was. Within a month he had resolved to marry her. In previous relationships he’d quickly become bored. But with Lillian, his appetite for other women vanished.

And how long had it been since they’d felt that intimate? Years. Yes, their son was gravely injured, but John was sure it would be easier on both of them if they could find solace in each other’s arms. Now she cast resentful stares at him when he came home late after a long day of shouldering the whole family’s monetary burden.

He still had to figure out what he was going to do about their financial situation and Catherine had been a crucial ally in that. He drove to the florist and bought another bunch of irises, and this time he remembered to buy a card.
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It was still light when John pressed Catherine’s buzzer, which made him feel far better about the delivery. But, in the second between him pressing and her answering, he had the impulse to leave the flowers and go, then he heard her voice: ‘Hello?’

There was no going back now. ‘Catherine?’

‘Yes?’

‘It’s John. Hogarth.’

‘Mr Hogarth!’ She was surprised.

‘I didn’t get a chance to say goodbye.’

‘Hang on. I’ll buzz you up.’

‘I just wanted to—’ John started to say that he was just dropping something off, but the buzz and click from the intercom told him Catherine could not hear him, and had unlocked the door.

He took the lift to level eight, where Catherine opened her door, barefoot. The sounds of Triple J drifted from some corner of the small apartment. She was wearing pale green leggings and had her hair pulled back by a headband that made her look even younger than she did at work.

‘Mr Hogarth, what a surprise. Are those for me?’ she asked, clocking the bouquet.

‘Yes,’ John held out the flowers. ‘I wanted you to know how much I appreciated your dedication and everything you did with the website and the logo.’

‘Oh, it was nothing. But thank you. Come in. Tea?’

‘Tea would be good.’

She padded into the kitchen saying how much she loved irises, seemingly unfazed by his sudden appearance. There was a rack of clothes drying by the window. On its bottom rung John could see dainty tennis socks and black cotton underpants. He quickly looked away.

Catherine appeared in the doorway. ‘I just realised I’m out of milk. I don’t suppose you drink green tea?’

‘Perhaps we could get one of those diabolical coffees you love,’ he suggested, eager to depart the intimacy of her tiny home, and she readily agreed.

‘Let me put on some shoes and a jacket.’

She led him to a little coffee shop where they sat in the waning sunlight.

‘How is your son doing?’ she asked after they ordered.

He told her about the disappointing rehab centre and his pride in Jamie’s enthusiasm.

‘And the company?’

John grimaced. ‘I had to let two people go. It’s bought us some time, but not enough I fear. Tell me about you. How are things?’

The waiter placed two coffees in front of them. John’s a short black, Catherine’s a tall, extravagant frappe.

‘I’ve been quite bored,’ she said, sticking her spoon into the twirl of cream on the top of her drink. ‘My agency didn’t have anything for me after I left you, but thankfully they’ve found me something now.’

‘That’s good news,’ John said, sipping his coffee.

‘Usually, I’m excited to start a new job, but something feels different this time.’

‘Different how?’

‘I don’t know. I guess I’m just starting to wish for something with a bit more of a future.’

‘You could do very well. You’re smart, and you’re a hard worker who’s eager to learn, which is a rare quality these days.’

‘I feel like my life has been one big game of catch-up. I don’t even know where to begin.’

‘I can help you with that,’ John said.

‘Really?’

‘Yes, if the only thing in your way is the fear you’re too far behind, I’d be glad to help.’

‘Like a mentorship?’

‘I suppose so.’

Catherine straightened her back. ‘Yeah, if it’s not too much trouble that would be great.’

He asked her some more questions and when they’d finished their coffee he said, ‘Why don’t you email me your resume and then perhaps we can have another coffee and talk about your goals, and your skills, and come up with a plan.’

‘That would be amazing. How could I ever thank you, Mr Hogarth?’

He smiled and told her they’d talk again soon, and he returned to the car. His face was aglow from her praise.




Chapter 27

Kate

Kate rapped her nails impatiently against her steering wheel as she waited for the traffic light to turn green. It had been three weeks since Jamie’s attacker had been arrested and she still couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t right. The wet bitumen glistened red under the queue of tail lights in front of her as she sat at the intersection sifting through everything she knew about the day Jamie was punched. Her brother had been injured. A boy had been charged. Witnesses saw them fighting. It seemed open and shut but her intuition was telling her something didn’t fit, and her years of navigating a competitive and often hostile corporate workplace had taught her to listen to her gut.

She wanted to talk to Jez again. She was certain he knew more than he’d let on. She liked Jez, and she trusted Jez, but she sensed he was scared, which didn’t make sense if Ryan was the one who hit Jamie. She felt certain that if she could sit down with him, she could loosen him up and prise from him whatever secrets he was carrying. She was visualising it when her phone started trilling. She squeezed the button on her steering wheel to accept the call.

‘Kate?’ It was her father.

‘Hi, Dad. Is everything okay?’ He had the same disordered tone as the other day.

‘Yes, yes, I was just calling to say I transferred one thousand dollars to you by way of repayment.’

Kate listened as her father stammered his way through an explanation of why it wasn’t the full amount. ‘It will be with you soon. It’s just a slight cashflow issue,’ he promised.

‘Oh, sure Dad. It’s fine. I know you’re good for it. And besides, I know where you live.’

Her father laughed in a way that sounded forced, and then said he’d see her on the weekend, goodbye and thank you.

‘Okay, bye Dad.’

Kate hung up. Her father had sounded disconcertingly formal and she was overcome by a childish flush of fearfulness, like the time she’d discovered an open pack of Winfield Blues hidden in her mother’s underwear drawer when she was nine. The cigarettes had been her first inkling there was more to her parents than what she saw—a glimpse that showed her they weren’t infallible. It was strange that so many years later, a woman of her age could still be so rattled by a parent’s uncharacteristic behaviour.

‘It’s nothing,’ she told herself. ‘Compartmentalise it.’ As she crossed the Harbour Bridge, she reminded herself the family was in crisis. Of course things felt off.

But the arrest. If it really had been this Ryan kid why had Jez been so secretive about it? Kate wondered if she was just put out because she’d been robbed of the chance to atone for being a shitty sister by triumphantly producing the evidence that solved the crime. Perhaps that was it, she thought glumly as she turned into her street. Still. She didn’t need to make a big gesture to be a better big sister. It was only eight in the evening and Rich was away on a business trip. She flicked on her indicator and did a U-turn.

She arrived at the rehab centre twenty minutes later and signed in. The flat yellow building always made her a little sad, but night time gave it a cosy quality—all warm light and old sitcoms on the TVs in the communal areas. She heard canned laughter and applause as she hunted through the various halls for her brother. Jamie was in the games room, banging on the keyboard of his laptop with headphones over his ears.

‘Hi,’ she waved at him.

He pulled the fat black mufflers down. ‘Hey.’

‘I thought you might need some provisions,’ she gave him a Mars bar and some M&Ms she’d picked up at a service station on her way over.

‘Great, thanks,’ Jamie said, accepting the gifts.

‘Want a game of gin rummy?’ She held up the playing cards she’d spotted at the Caltex register. Jamie’s eyes slid back to his computer screen before he reluctantly said, ‘S-sure.’

Kate smiled as she shook the cards from their box before expertly cutting and shuffling them, absent-mindedly letting them waterfall from one hand to the other as effortlessly as a Las Vegas croupier.

‘How’d you learn to do that?’ Jamie asked, impressed.

She shrugged, glad of his admiration. ‘A lot of important conversations are had at boys’ poker nights. I had to get good fast if I wanted in on the office gossip.’

‘Oh, right, cool.’

She dealt them each a hand. There’d been a small window when she’d been young enough to still be interested in playing Uno and he’d been old enough to follow along, but now the easy shorthand of their childhood was gone. She asked him how rehab was going and what the food was like.

‘It’s fine,’ he said.

‘Have you made any friends?’

‘Kinda.’

‘I don’t know if I told you, but I drove Jez home one night. You’ve all gotten so grown up. I gave a lift to that Mark kid too. He’s quite on edge, isn’t he? He seems a little volatile,’ she said.

‘I used to think that about him. But he’s alright.’

‘Does Jez ever talk to you about what happened?’

‘No. I think he feels guilty or something.’ Jamie lay down three sevens.

‘Do you remember much of it?’

‘Jez told me about the fight with Ryan, but I don’t actually remember it. The last thing I know for certain about that day is that I was in the gym with the principal. He was telling me about a summer job that he wanted to recommend me for.’

Kate drew from the deck. ‘It’s great that he picked you out of everyone,’ she said, her voice full of encouragement.

‘It doesn’t do me much good now, does it?’

‘You’ll be able to take him up on the offer after you get out of here.’

‘It’ll be too late then.’ Jamie stated this as a fact, without bitterness.

‘No, it won’t. If your principal recommended you for an internship, his friend will be interested in having you come work for him, even if it’s later than expected. Smart operators always want to find good talent.’

‘Huh.’ Jamie seemed pleased by this information so Kate pressed on with her investigation.

‘So, you were with the principal and …?’

‘And then I guess we got in a fight. Then I woke up in hospital.’

‘And in between it’s just blank?’

Jamie looked away. ‘Yeah.’

Kate sensed he was hiding something, but she didn’t want to press him, so they played in silence for a bit until Jamie said, ‘Kate, you’re smart, right?’

Kate gave a wry grin, ‘It depends who you ask. But yes, I try to think things through.’

‘What do you remember about Grandad?’

‘Grandad?’ She was surprised by his question. ‘You’ve never asked about him before.’

‘What was he like?’

Kate considered. ‘He was … funny. He loved joking around and he always had something in his pocket for me. A Fantail. A Freddo Frog. A plastic whistle. Why do you ask?’

‘No reason.’

They played in silence for a little while longer. ‘What about Great-Uncle Francis? Do you remember him?’

‘Oh, God, Great-Uncle Francis. I haven’t thought about him in years. Why do you want to know about him?’

‘Mum brought me some stuff from home and accidentally packed that photo of the two of them with the giant pumpkin. It’s weird how I never knew Grandad, but everyone always talked about him so much I kind of feel like I did.’

Kate tried to recall some interesting details about the great-uncle she had only met once. In truth, she had tried to avoid him that afternoon. It had been their grandfather’s funeral and Jamie had only just been born. Having a new, almost entirely nocturnal baby in the house wasn’t as exciting as twelve-year-old Kate had been led to believe it would be, so she was already very unsettled. Nobody had warned her there would be a man at the funeral who looked identical to the one who had died and whom she had adored. She had been sleep-deprived and desperately wanted to be strong and grown up. As someone about to start high school she felt she was too big to cry, or cower behind her mother, but she had wanted to do both.

‘It really freaked me out,’ she said. ‘He didn’t look exactly like Grandad, but he looked similar enough that it was eerie to see him there walking around. I’d never known anyone who’d died before, and I loved Grandad. God, he would have loved you,’ she said, shuffling the cards. ‘I bet he would have given anything to meet you.’

A shiver passed through her, and she couldn’t help but look over her shoulder. The room they were in reminded her of the games rooms from school camps, where everyone would gather after dark and tell ghost stories.

She continued. ‘At the wake Francis came over and tried to give me a Caramello Koala, and I ran away and hid. Mum scolded me for being rude and I cried. I told her she was mean and that I hated her.’ Kate paused, recalling the hurt look on her mother’s face when she’d said that. ‘But to be fair, she had a newborn and I think Dad had gone to pieces a bit when Grandad died so suddenly.’ Kate hadn’t thought about that day in a long time.

‘How come we never saw Uncle Francis?’ Jamie wanted to know.

‘He lived so far away, in Esperance in WA, and he and Grandad had had some huge feud going back to before I was born. After he helped you with the stem cell donation Dad made a real effort to play happy families, but Francis wasn’t all that responsive and I think Dad took that quite hard. I think that’s just what Francis was like, though. He was a reclusive guy, not like Dad or Grandad.’

‘And you don’t know what the big feud was about?’

‘No idea.’ Kate dealt another hand.

‘Do you think Dad would know?’

‘Probably. Why don’t you ask him if you’re curious? I’m sure he’d love to chat to you about Grandad. He always used to say he thought you had a special connection, what with you coming into this world at the very same time Grandad was leaving it.’




Chapter 28

Jamie

Kate’s words were echoing in Jamie’s head. A special connection … because he’d been entering the world when his grandfather was leaving it. He picked up the framed photo of his grandfather and great-uncle and tried to make sense of everything. Both men were crowned with the family curls. Francis’s were cut closer, his hair was thinner—particularly up top. John’s frothed skyward, white and aerated like washing-up foam. Jamie realised his own would one day look the same. This photo told the future, already written in his genes.

He closed his eyes and tried to hold the memory of them in his mind. He could recall the weight of his grandfather’s hand on his shoulder, and the timbre of their voices. He put the frame back and picked up the scrapbook containing all the newspaper clippings his mother had cut out about miracles. She’d been quietly adding to it, and now there were pages and pages of stories.


A woman from North Ryde, NSW, who was told she would not survive to see her son’s first year has just celebrated her little boy’s third birthday after scans could not find a trace of her tumour. Mother of two Tracey Bent was diagnosed with cancer after the birth of her son, Troy. Following her diagnosis, she devoted herself to raising money for research in the hope no other person would have to go through what her family was facing. She raised $100,000 before learning the three-kilogram tumour in her abdomen had shrunk. Doctors say her recovery has been miraculous.



And on the next page:


Essendon’s Rotarian of the Year is going to start leaving her keys in her car after a robber made off with her Ford Falcon, which turned out to have faulty brakes. Nurse Stella Krystopholous, who founded a not-for-profit to ensure all local school children started the day with a hearty breakfast, reported the car stolen. Police found it half an hour later when they attended the scene of an accident. The Ford had slammed into a B-double truck after the brakes failed at a traffic light. ‘I had been having trouble with the brakes but I couldn’t get a service booked until next week,’ Ms Krystopholous said. The alleged thief suffered a broken collar bone and the back of the car was completely crushed. ‘That could have been my kids,’ Ms Krystopholous said. ‘They could have been killed if I’d driven them to school in that car. Thank God the man stole it.’



Every coincidence or spark of kismet seemed to be tied to an act of goodwill.


Nick Baker is thanking his lucky stars that he stumbled across a wildlife monitoring camera after two nights lost in the notorious Belanglo State Forest. Search and rescue officers began scouring the dense bushland for Mr Baker when he failed to return from a hike on June 5. The father of three was training to walk the Kokoda Trail to raise money for the Legacy war widows fund when he became disoriented. He was beginning to despair when the cameras captured him. Wildlife officer Rosemary Bolger was checking the live feed when Mr Baker wandered on the screen. ‘I recognised him from the television news report,’ Ms Bolger said. ‘I called the police straight away and gave them the camera’s location.’ Mr Baker was picked up within an hour. He said he was still planning on walking the Kokoda Trail, but before he sets off he’ll be making sure he turns on his GPS.



There was a four-year-old girl whose church group credited their round-the-clock prayers for her recovery from accidental poisoning. A university student and president of a refugee relief council survived a bacterial infection that was only discovered because she was rushed to hospital after accidentally puncturing her arm with a Stanley knife while opening boxes of donated food. A sought-after psychologist who spent his Saturdays offering free counselling at the Wayside Chapel had been assaulted by a knife-wielding man as he walked home one night, only for the attacker to recognise the psych from the chapel and call an ambulance.

Jamie traced his finger over the newsprint. The survivors were all unfailingly good and it was often their goodness that saved them. He read over the articles again and again like a small child with a favourite bedtime story, and a notion began to form in his mind.

All these survivors had been rewarded. They’d been earning karmic credit, and squirrelling away good luck for a rainy day. Then, when disaster struck, the universe had paid out, just like his mother always believed it would when she intoned, ‘Sow goodness to reap goodness’.

When he thought about how he’d lived his life, there was nothing selfless or even redeeming in his actions. But from now on, that would change. He would earn the universe’s blessing. Life had bestowed on him everything a person could ever want, and he’d squandered it and taken it for granted, but no more. From now on he would be good. He would live his life for others, like all of the people in the stories, and maybe, just maybe, he would earn his own miracle.




Chapter 29

Kate

The Goulburn prison report lay open on the marble countertop while Kate stood reading it and eating seared tuna from a takeaway container. She’d been trying to absorb page 173 for fifteen minutes but she was finding it impossible to concentrate. She looked up as the front door opened and Rich stepped through the entryway.

‘Hi. I thought you had that dinner thing,’ Kate said.

‘I cancelled it so I could be home with you. I’ve hardly seen you in weeks.’

‘What else is new?’ she replied, with a weak smile. ‘I mean, that’s nice,’ she corrected herself. She’d been brusque with Rich ever since the accident.

‘Why don’t you put that away for a night,’ he nodded at the report as he came into the kitchen area of their open-plan home. ‘You didn’t get home until nearly eleven last night.’

Kate shook her head. ‘I have to catch up. I wasn’t working last night. I was with Jamie.’

‘I’m glad to hear it. Did you have a good time?’

‘I wanted to play cards and catch up and I hardly knew where to begin. When he had the accident it had been months since our last contact. I keep thinking he’s my little brother and I hardly know him.’

‘So you’re just going to give up?’ Rich asked.

‘Give up?’

Rich closed the report. ‘You don’t need to read this now. Go and visit Jamie. I’m sure he’ll be glad to see you. You can start to repair things.’

‘But you skipped your dinner.’

‘This is more important,’ Rich said. ‘Besides, I’ll be waiting when you get home.’ He leaned forward and opened the brown carry bag she hadn’t noticed to reveal he’d picked up a carton of her favourite gelato. ‘I think the accident has reminded all of us of what’s important in life.’

Kate smiled. ‘Yes,’ she said, closing the report. ‘Cherry chocolate chip.’ She kissed her husband’s cheek. ‘Thank you. I’ll see you and the gelato in a few hours.’
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Kate found Jamie in the games room concentrating on a thick book. ‘I was wondering if you wanted another lesson in losing at cards,’ she said, holding up her deck.

‘Kate, hi.’ She had startled him, and he hastily stashed the book away down the side of his wheelchair in a way that made her want to know what he was trying to hide. Pornography? That didn’t make sense. The cover image she’d glimpsed had looked medieval, or maybe it was a fantasy like Lord of the Rings. Kate sat down opposite her brother, slid the cards from their box and began shuffling.

‘Good book?’ she asked, trying to sound casual.

Jamie pulled it out and she was able to see the design on the cover featured a hooded figure with a scythe, which made her heart speed up. She often wondered how he was coping, mentally, with everything that had happened.

‘What is it, like, a Dungeons and Dragons type thing?’

‘No, it’s something new I’ve been getting into.’

‘It doesn’t look like your usual reading material,’ she said, thumbing the edge of the pages. It seemed to be a history of myths and angels.

‘Been doing a lot of things that aren’t usual lately.’

Kate smiled weakly and put the book down so she could deal them both a hand of cards. ‘You know Grandad was the one who taught me how to play,’ she said, noting the flicker of interest in Jamie’s face at the mention of their grandfather. ‘We’d bet Smarties. He used to say the key to a good poker face was to pretend you were somewhere else. To go to your happy place and try to forget about the cards in your hands.’

‘Your happy place?’ Jamie repeated. ‘Did he teach you anything else?’

‘We used to play snakes and ladders a lot. Oh, and Cluedo. That was my favourite.’

‘What about chess?’

She considered. ‘No. No, we never played chess.’

‘Do you think Grandad ever played chess?’

‘I’m not sure.’ Jamie asked such peculiar questions, Kate thought. ‘I know Dad has a carved wooden set somewhere. We played a couple of times, but he’d get annoyed with me because I’d get bored and make the pieces dance.’ She laughed a little, trying to coax a smile out of Jamie. But his mind was elsewhere.

‘I was wondering …’ Jamie spoke without looking up from the cards fanned in his hand. He seemed to be wrestling with what he wanted to say.

‘Yes?’ Kate probed gently.

‘Well … Kate … do you believe in life after death?’

The question surprised her, and her eyes flicked to the book with the scythe on the cover. ‘Where’s this coming from?’ she asked warily.

‘Just something I’ve been thinking about lately.’

‘Well, honestly, I don’t know what I think.’

Jamie fell silent again for a moment. ‘Do you think he could be in heaven?’ he asked.

‘Who, Grandad?’

‘Yeah. Do you think he’s still … out there somewhere?’ Jamie squirmed, visibly uncomfortable with his own question. Kate was touched he had turned to her. After all her negligence she felt she didn’t deserve her little brother’s trust, and yet he gave it willingly. She bit her lip. At the start of her second year of university she had declared herself an atheist and made a sport out of picking theological arguments with her mother over the dining table. At the time, Lillian still wore a gold cross around her neck. One Sunday morning after one of her rants Kate came downstairs to find her mother reading the Sunday paper at the table, her neck bare. Kate had won, but the victory didn’t feel good.

She chose her words carefully. ‘I think there are many things we don’t understand and that people who say death is the end are narrow-minded and unimaginative.’

The tension left her brother’s face. ‘That’s what I’ve been thinking lately. Thanks Kate,’ he said, smiling as if he had decided something. ‘Could you help me with something?’ he asked after a moment.

‘Of course. Anything.’

‘I need you to get the whole family together. I’ve got something I want to tell them.’

‘O-kay.’ She must have looked concerned because he quickly added, ‘It’s nothing bad.’

‘Oh, no, of course.’

‘But it is serious,’ he said, laying down a pair of kings.

[image: Image]

That Friday, on Jamie’s instruction, Kate arranged for the whole family to have dinner at Le Comptoir, which served French food by candlelight and was only a fifteen-minute drive from the rehab centre. Kate had booked ahead but when they arrived at the old stone building, they discovered its charming red door sat at the top of three narrow sandstone steps.

‘What do we do?’ Lillian asked.

‘I’ll talk to them,’ John said, going inside. Jamie looked deflated, and Lillian fidgeted with the cuff of her cardigan until a man in a waistcoat appeared with John a moment later.

‘Your restaurant doesn’t seem to be accessible,’ Kate said, peevishly.

‘We have another entrance,’ the waiter said, ushering them to the end of the block and around a corner into the alleyway that ran along the backs of the main street shops and restaurants.

‘Through the kitchen?’ Kate said, barely keeping a lid on her anger. The waiter shrugged in the affirmative.

‘It’s okay,’ Jamie said.

They entered via the loading dock into a bright, clattering commercial kitchen that quietened when the family appeared. ‘Just some customers,’ the waiter said, leading them through to the dining room.

As Jamie rolled over the rubber nonslip webbing that covered the floor, some of the workers turned and gawped. Kate’s cheeks burned with anger and shame that her choice of restaurant had put her brother in this position.

They reached Le Comptoir’s dining room, with its intimate setting and closely spaced tables, which presented another problem for Jamie and his wheelchair. The waitstaff made a great fuss of rearranging the furniture. Crockery clinked, and soup sloshed onto linen tablecloths. Other diners were made to stand up in the middle of their meal, while their tables were shuffled over a few inches to make a path for Jamie’s chair. Kate could see he was embarrassed, and she berated herself for not telling the restaurant about his chair ahead of time. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she whispered to Jamie. ‘I didn’t think to say we’d have a wheelchair with us. I didn’t realise it would be an issue.’

‘It’s not your fault, Kate. Restaurants shouldn’t need to be forewarned that someone in a wheelchair is coming,’ Lillian said pointedly, making sure the waiter heard.

‘Mum,’ Jamie said, not wanting to draw any more attention.

‘Here we are,’ John said as Jamie was shunted into a spot at a table. The waiter poured some water and offered menus.

‘Look, Jamie, they’ve got crème brûleé,’ Kate said, trying to raise a smile. Her brother mumbled a reply.

‘What do you feel like, Jamie? The scallops look good to start,’ Lillian said, pushing past the unpleasantness.

‘Scallops? We don’t need starters, do we?’ John said.

‘This is Jamie’s first night out. We should celebrate,’ Lillian said with forced cheer. Kate could read the consternation on her father’s face and thought about his request to borrow money.

‘I’m not that hungry,’ Jamie said.

‘Good, just mains then,’ John said quickly.

As John pointed out the different cuts of meat loudly to his son, Lillian leaned over to Kate and asked in a lowered voice, ‘What’s this all about?’

‘I don’t know anything more than you do.’

‘I wish he’d tell us. I can’t stand the suspense.’

‘I don’t think you have anything to worry about,’ Kate said, wishing she sounded more confident.

‘How could I not worry?’ Lillian replied.

They each chose a main and John ordered a moderately priced bottle of shiraz from the Hunter Valley, which Kate overruled, so that when the waiter poured red liquid into each of their glasses it was a twenty-year-old bordeaux. They clinked their glasses and said cheers, except Jamie who stayed silent.

‘Perhaps we should have a toast,’ Lillian said.

‘Actually, Jamie has something he’d like to tell us all, don’t you?’ Kate nodded encouragingly at her little brother.

Jamie straightened his knife and fork, keeping his eyes on the table.

‘What is it darling?’ Lillian prompted.

Jamie cleared his throat. ‘I’ve been working really hard in the gym but I think I might need more than just hard work to get back to the way things were.’

Everyone remained motionless, awaiting further explanation.

‘I was reading all of those stories of miracles you gave me Mum, and how great all the people were who had miraculous recoveries, and I thought, would I be worthy? Miracles only happen to good people and so … I was thinking, if I want to be one of those lucky people, I have to be better.’

‘Darling, what do you mean? You are worthy,’ Lillian said.

‘But am I? In all those stories, they talk about how charitable the people were. How selfless.’

‘Son, I think that’s just what journalists do,’ John said. ‘They like to play things up. They have to create a narrative to sell newspapers. Isn’t that right, Kate?’

‘Well—‚’ Kate didn’t want to say anything that would discourage Jamie, though she did think her father had a point.

John continued, ‘It’s all about building drama, spinning a yarn.’

‘But those people really were good,’ Jamie insisted. ‘The family of the girl whose tumour vanished donated heaps to charity. The man who got lost bushwalking was raising money for war widows. The psychologist was saved because he’d worked at the Wayside Chapel. It stands to reason that if I want to beat the odds … I should be good too.’

‘Darling, you are good,’ Lillian said.

‘Not really. Not properly. I don’t really do anything that doesn’t benefit me in some way. I have to start giving back.’

‘Is this a born-again Christian thing?’ John asked, frowning.

‘No, it’s got nothing to do with religion.’

‘Then what—’

‘Your plan is to earn a miracle?’ Kate asked.

‘Not in such a transactional sense. It’s more about giving myself the best chance of getting luck to come my way. Like, in the gym I try to rebuild my muscles. This is about rebuilding my soul. You could call it spiritual rehabilitation. And I need your help. We all have to put goodness out into the world.’

Confusion hung in the air for a few seconds until Lillian said, ‘You know we’ll support anything you want to do, darling. What sort of thing do you have in mind? Charity work?’

‘To start with.’

Their father was looking at Jamie sceptically. ‘I don’t know son. Don’t you think you should concentrate on your recovery?’

‘This is for my recovery.’

‘But shouldn’t you be focusing on the exercises. Your specialists have developed a process—’ John was becoming flustered.

‘Dad,’ Kate said firmly.

‘This is part of the process,’ Jamie said.

‘Is this something you read about on the internet? In some dark web chatroom or something?’

‘No.’

‘It sounds like some hippy-dippy, conspiracy-theory-style—’

‘John!’ Lillian cut her husband off.

‘He’s not rejecting the medical science,’ Kate rushed to her brother’s defence. ‘He just wants to do something extra, isn’t that right, Jamie?’

‘Yes. I want to work on my body and my soul.’

Lillian patted Jamie’s hand. ‘I think it’s a wonderful idea, darling.’

‘It’s like you always say, sow goodness to reap goodness,’ Jamie said emphatically. John shot a look of annoyance at his wife. Jamie continued, undeterred: ‘And we all have to do it. Not just me.’

‘I think this sort of positive thinking can only be a good thing,’ Kate said authoritatively. She knew how to win her father over. ‘Optimism has been shown to reduce stress and a happy workplace is more productive. Didn’t you run a mindfulness training unit a few years back, Dad?’

‘Yes, but not with the expectation that it would heal a traumatic injury.’

‘John!’ Lillian’s voice was sharp.

‘I’ve got a plan,’ Jamie said. ‘Every time someone does a good deed they have to drop a dollar in a karma jar. Like a swear jar, only for good deeds. When we’ve done nine hundred and ninety-nine good things we’ll put in one final dollar and donate it to a fund for people with spinal cord injuries.’

‘Why a thousand?’ Kate asked.

‘It’s something to aim for. Once the jar’s empty I’ll begin again. For as long as it takes. I thought I could start by going to Nan’s nursing home in Blackwattle Bay with my keyboard on Saturday. I could play them some music.’

‘Don’t you have a gym session on Saturday afternoon?’ John asked. ‘You could be putting this energy into your physical rehab.’

‘That’s not part of my rehab program. That’s extra training I was choosing to do.’

‘He can’t spend every waking minute in the gym,’ Kate said.

John looked from Kate to Jamie then held up his palms in surrender. ‘I suppose it can’t hurt, can it?’

‘That’s right,’ Kate said. ‘I’ll help. If you need to be driven somewhere or anything at all you can count on me.’

‘Me too, of course,’ Lillian said.

‘We’ll all help,’ Kate said emphatically. Jamie’s plan to seize control of his recovery was appealing. It felt like a second chance for her, too. She would also be good. She would help her little brother achieve his goal and, in doing so, would slough off her own sins and redeem herself in the eyes of the family.




Chapter 30

Jez

Jez rode a bus over to the DART Centre in Cremorne with cans of beer and salt and vinegar Pringles nestled in his backpack, hoping to finally play Zombie Apocalypse with Jamie, like the old days. But when he arrived it was clear Jamie wasn’t interested in gaming. He was zipping around his room, in a manic state, opening and closing drawers, searching for something.

‘Everything okay, Hoges?’ Jez asked, easing his backpack onto the floor.

‘Huh? Oh, yeah,’ he said.

Jamie was talking at double speed about a scheme to change his luck and score points with the universe. Jez watched on, his concern growing by the second. Ever since Mark had thrown that punch, their world had tilted on its axis. Jamie threw open his wardrobe and started rifling through the drawers. As Jez watched on, alarmed, his phone buzzed with a text that made his stomach flip.

‘Did you talk to Jamie about dropping the charges yet?!’

Shit. Ryan. He turned away from Jamie and tapped out an answer: ‘He might be open to it, but we’ll have to wait and see.’

The reply was instantaneous.

‘I don’t have time to wait and see!!’

Every cell in Jez’s body thrummed with anxiety. ‘How long till you have to be in court again?’

‘2 wks.’

‘Who’s that?’ Jamie asked.

Jez typed, ‘I’m on it,’ and then he shoved his phone into his pocket and held down the off button so it wouldn’t disturb them again. ‘Ah, Ben. He wants … to borrow a ladder.’

‘A ladder. Doesn’t his dad have one?’

‘Um, I don’t know. I guess not.’ Jez hated lying to Jamie.

A recurring fantasy flashed through Jez’s mind. In it, he told Jamie the truth about what had happened, and the two of them popped open the Pringles to nut it out together. He’d been tempted to spill his guts so many times, but he couldn’t burden Jamie with his problem. He was dealing with enough. Jez only wished he knew what the right thing to do was. At night he lay awake and imagined calling Crime Stoppers with an anonymous tip that they’d arrested the wrong guy. He’d tell them the culprit had blue-dyed hair and a tattoo of a ladybird on his bicep. He wanted to chase away the cloud of suspicion that hung around Mark and Ryan, without causing another false arrest.

Jamie was making a neat pile of clothes at the end of his bed. ‘Can you pass me the Air Jordans in the bottom of the wardrobe?’ he asked. Jez bent and picked up the white runners that were so pristine their soles seemed to glow.

‘Thanks.’ Jamie stuffed them into a large plastic bag along with some T-shirts and his favourite jeans.

‘What’s all this for?’ Jez asked.

‘I’m sending them to St Vinnies.’ Jamie tossed another pair of jeans onto the pile.

‘You’re throwing these out?’

‘I’m donating them. I don’t need them. There are kids who might.’

‘But your Jordans? Can’t you give them some Dunlops?’

‘It has to be the Nikes. Imagine you’ve always been poor and your mum heads down to Vinnies to get you some new shoes. And you think, “Great. More cheap Target shoes that make my feet sweat.” Then she turns up with some new Jordans. That’d make you feel pretty good, huh? And not just the kid but think how happy that mother would be to be able to give her kid something he really wanted.’

Jez thought of Mark’s shoes that had been destroyed with blue and yellow school paint. Mark had not been wrong when he said Jamie could have done something to spare him. Jamie had always thought he was entitled to have his heart’s every desire fulfilled. But he also believed that to be true for others. Nothing motivated him like a situation he deemed unfair, and his confidence made him a leader among the students. The Japanese class that didn’t miss the school dance after Jamie led a revolt against the date change was the reason he was elected school vice-captain. Twenty-six grateful bilingual voters made sure of that. Jamie had become a whirling dervish of action when Ben hadn’t qualified for the senior track team after he’d stopped coming to training during his parents’ divorce.

‘You’re not going to let them kick you off the team?’ Jamie had said when he found Ben throwing a tennis ball against a wall. He’d even skipped training to frogmarch Ben into the Year 12 common room, where he fired off emails to the sports coordinator, the principal and the vice principal. It was true that Ben was a better runner than his replacement, and that as captain of the track team Jamie stood to benefit from Ben being in the crew. But still, Ben had been incredibly grateful when he was reinstated.

And muck-up day. While Jamie had been reluctant to go rogue with Mark, his had also been one of the loudest voices when Principal Hoover had tried to insist the end-of-year bacchanal was still banned. Jamie had lobbied every single teacher and parent he could find, talking about how the students deserved their day of celebration. He created an online petition and mobilised the student body.

All this was running through Jez’s mind as he watched Jamie bag up his clothes and shoes. He had been hoping to ask Jamie what he thought should happen to Ryan, to gauge whether Jamie could forgive the person who hit him. Instead he chickened out and said, ‘What have miracles got to do with your Jordans?’

‘I kept thinking about what Mum’s always saying about sowing goodness to reap goodness, and Mark agreed—’

‘Mark?!’ Jez was taken aback. ‘When did you talk to Mark?’

‘He came to visit me.’

‘By himself? When?’ The idea of Mark and Jamie talking without him being there didn’t sit well with Jez. Jez was betraying Jamie to protect Mark. What would they be saying to each other that they wouldn’t want him to hear?

‘The other day. He’s a smart guy,’ Jamie continued. ‘I feel bad I wasn’t friendlier to him, like you.’

Jez slid his hand through his hair. Perhaps the secret he was carrying around made him paranoid. There was a knock on the door, followed by Tessa’s voice. ‘Hi, it’s me. Are you decent?’

‘Hey,’ Jamie sang out, his face brightening. ‘Yeah, come in.’

‘Hi Jez,’ she smiled shyly as she entered, dressed like a punk woodland fairy in a long, washed-out green slip and Doc Martens.

‘Hey,’ Jez gave her a wave.

‘I brought you something,’ she said, reaching into her shoulder bag and pulling out a sky-coloured piece of rock. ‘It’s blue kyanite. C.J. Ross says it’s supposed to help heal broken bones.’

‘Thanks,’ Jamie said, taking the present and rolling it over in his hand. Jez prickled with irritation. Tessa was looking at Jamie in a way no girl had ever looked at Jez, and even though Jez realised her kooky influence had led Jamie down this strange path, he felt a begrudging affection towards her for the effortless way she made his best friend happy.

‘I’ve got to get going,’ he said, getting up.

‘You don’t have to leave just because I’m here,’ Tessa said innocently.

‘I’ve got something I gotta do,’ Jez said. He didn’t want to hang around if Tessa was going to be spouting claims about magical rocks. ‘I’ll catch you both later.’ He took the snacks out of his backpack and left them on the bed. ‘Gotcha favourite,’ he told Jamie, tapping the tube of Pringles.
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After leaving the rehab centre, Jez hopped on a ferry to the city to meet the guys. He stuck his earbuds in and released a deep sigh. Sometimes he would think about everything he had done, deliberately holding the thought in his mind so the awfulness seeped into him, as penance. He did that now as the ferry passed Kirribilli with its huge houses overlooking the harbour. He’d been to one of those houses once. That felt like a million years ago. He texted Ben to check the name of the pub where they were meeting.

The Duke of Clarence had a narrow entrance that opened into a room of dark wood, leather seating and green-flocked wallpaper, giving the impression of the inside of a cigar box. Michael was seated alone at a corner table. He saw Jez and waved him over.

‘Not too shabby huh?’ Michael said as he reached out his hand and slapped it against Jez’s. The tip of his nose was badly sunburned. A sign of a summer spent right.

‘Been visiting Jamie?’ Michael asked. Jez nodded.

‘Cool. I’m heading in tomorrow. Here he is.’ Jez turned to see Ben in a navy suit and light blue tie carrying a large jug of beer and four glasses in a tall, wobbly column.

‘How are we, children?’ he said, placing the jug and glasses on the table.

‘What are you wearing?’ Michael bellowed, laughing at Ben.

‘It’s called style. This is how the big dogs dress.’ He pulled his jacket sleeve back to reveal eight-ball cufflinks. His unruly hair had been cut short and slicked down and his haphazard, flyaway teen facial hair was shaved close. ‘Who’s the fourth for?’ Jez asked.

‘Hey.’

He turned and saw Mark standing behind him. Mark took a seat and Ben poured the drinks, talking about his new job, and its perks. Jez brooded into his pale ale, thinking, these guys don’t even care that Jamie’s not here. He could hear them laughing at something as he watched the bubbles in his beer, rising in perfect, uniform strings like pearls.

‘Jez!’ Ben barked.

‘What?’ Jez snapped out of his reverie.

‘We asked how Jamie was doing today?’

‘He was … pretty upbeat actually,’ Jez said truthfully.

The boys cheered at this news and smashed their glasses together. It was true that Jamie had been happier and more energetic than Jez had seen him in weeks. He didn’t tell them about the strange scheme that had animated their friend. When the guys had finished the jug, Jez said, ‘My round,’ and slid up from his chair.

‘I’ll give you a hand.’ Mark followed him to the bar.

‘I’m glad Jamie’s doing well,’ Mark said after Jez ordered another jug of beer. Jez kept his eyes forward.

‘He said you went to see him the other day.’

‘Yeah, I took him some snacks and stuff.’

The bartender lifted the beer onto the counter. ‘Twenty-eight bucks.’

‘I’ll get it.’ Mark whipped out his card before Jez had a chance to get his from his pocket. ‘You said he seemed good today?’

‘Yeah, but he was acting weird, talking about karma and giving away his Jordans and his best clothes.’

Mark pressed his lips together, considering this. ‘I mean, he’s just been through something very traumatic. It’s not surprising he’s trying to make sense of it.’

‘I s’pose,’ Jez conceded. The observation reminded him why he liked Mark so much. He saw people. And when you told him something he really listened.

‘Hurry up, dickhead!’ Ben called. Jez grabbed the jug and took it to the table, which was covered in puddles of beer.

‘What’s the latest on this Ryan West scumbag?’ Michael asked.

‘There won’t be an update until the next court date,’ said Mark.

‘Where is he again?’

‘Bailed to his folks’ place in Pymble. He’s got a curfew and has to report to the police station a few times a week.’

‘We should pay him a visit. Teach him a lesson,’ Ben said.

‘Yeah, great idea. Then we can all hang out in prison together,’ Jez said sarcastically.

‘We won’t be stupid enough to get caught. Jump him in the dark when he’s alone. Make sure he doesn’t get a look at us.’

Jez’s eyes darted to Mark and back again. ‘That’s literally the worst idea I’ve ever heard,’ he said.

‘He put Hoges in hospital,’ Michael said forcefully. The alcohol was doing its work and his voice was slurred and cruel. ‘He’s gotta pay.’

The ever-present anxiety in Jez’s chest began to press down on his heart and lungs like a vice. This was a new worry. The guys tracking down Ryan, innocent Ryan, and kicking the shit out of him. He watched silently as Ben and Michael talked about what they’d do to Ryan if they ever got their hands on him. ‘Smash that smug grin off his face.’

‘Kick his teeth in.’

‘Snap his neck. Make it even.’

‘Don’t be stupid,’ Jez blurted. The boys fell silent. ‘You might stuff up the case against him,’ Jez said.

‘Alright, sergeant piss-weak, it was just a joke.’

Mark was nursing his glass, keeping out of the discussion. He’d been drinking one for every two the others downed. Jez took another gulp of beer, welcoming the numbing effect. Michael finished his drink and slammed the glass down on the tabletop. ‘How about we head to The Bunker?’ he said, naming a basement nightclub.

‘Yes!’ Ben said. ‘Time for shots!’

‘Nah, I might head off,’ Jez muttered.

‘Me too,’ Mark said.

‘Suit yourself ladies,’ Ben responded.

‘Maybe we should see if there are any clubs in Pymble,’ Michael said darkly.

‘Don’t even think about it,’ Jez growled.

‘Alright! Jeez.’

After they’d gone Jez and Mark picked at the greasy spring rolls left over from the platter Ben had ordered.

‘Bloody hell, what are we going to do?’ Jez asked miserably.

‘Nothing we can do,’ Mark replied. ‘Stick to the plan. Wait it out.’

‘What if they go after Ryan?’ Jez said.

‘They’re not going to do that. They don’t even know where he is.’

Jez crunched a dim sim between his teeth. That was true at least. ‘He’s been messaging me again,’ he said.

‘Who?’

‘Ryan. He’s panicking. He told the cops it wasn’t him.’

Mark bit his lip guiltily. ‘Did he tell them it was me?’

‘I don’t know, but whatever he said it didn’t change anything. I guess he’s not the first person who’s ever told the police he didn’t do it.’ Jez paused. ‘He wants me to try to get Jamie to ask the police to drop the assault charge.’

Mark sat up straight. ‘Do you … do you think he might do that?’

‘I told Ryan maybe, but how could I even ask Jamie that?’

A heavy silence hung between them until Mark said, ‘I mean, if he’s trying to rehabilitate his soul—’

‘Don’t!’ Jez said. But he had thought about it. Amid the strangeness of his friend having a spiritual awakening, an idea had nudged into his brain. A new possibility had emerged, shiny and full of promise. Like a silver bullet presented on a red velvet cushion.

Mark leaned closer to Jez and lowered his voice. ‘This could be our chance.’

‘No!’ Jez snapped. ‘It’s too messed up.’

‘Ryan going to gaol is messed up,’ Mark said.

‘And who’s fault is that?’

Mark lifted his chin pridefully. As he did Jez saw the raised white stripe that bisected the skin just below his bottom lip—the scar from when his tooth had broken through when he was beaten by bullies at St Nick’s.

‘You’re right,’ Mark shook his head. ‘Maybe I should just hand myself in. Gaol couldn’t be worse than the torture of waiting to see what’s going to happen next.’

‘No, we’ll figure something out,’ Jez said. He thought of Jamie’s eager face, shining with the excitement of his plan for soul rehab. He thought of planting the idea that forgiving Ryan for punching him was the ultimate good deed and shivered, ashamed of himself. Jez couldn’t exploit Jamie’s desperate state. On the other hand, of all the unpalatable options before him, this was quickly becoming the best.




Chapter 31

Jamie

Kate drove Jamie to the Oak Ridge nursing home in Blackwattle Bay, where he’d arranged to perform for the afternoon. It was a sunny day with the scent of jasmine sweetening the breeze. As Jamie filled his lungs with fragrant air he felt ready to come out of hibernation. The nursing home was in an old mansion with wood shingles and a turret that presided grandly over the front garden’s deep, even lawn. Residents played wheelchair croquet around a bird bath. Once Kate and Jamie had signed in, the manager, Beverley, showed them to the recreation room, which had wallpaper with different types of birds all over it, and a careworn upright piano.

‘I wish more grandkids would do things like this,’ she said. ‘We have a church choir that comes in once a month but it’s nice to have some variety. Plus, they’re a bit happy-clappy. It annoys some of the residents.’

Jamie rolled over to the chestnut-coloured instrument. In his chair he was quite a bit lower than he would have been on the piano stool, but he wasn’t going to allow himself to feel discouraged. The ivory was cool to the touch and when he played a single note the resonant sound of the middle C vibrated through his whole body. Since the accident he’d endured bouts of feeling dehumanised. In those dark moments he was no longer a surfer and student and friend, but a pile of bones and tubes and slack muscle that needed to be massaged and cleaned because they didn’t work properly. Other times his mind would clear, and his sense of self would return. That’s how the sound of the piano made him feel. It had been a while since he had played. But the scales and the songs were indelibly imprinted on his memory like his first phone number or the way home. This was something he could control and it felt good to be taking back his autonomy and carrying out his plan.

‘I think I’ll play this instead of the electronic one,’ he told Kate, who had carried in the Casio his parents had given him for his birthday.

‘These folks will probably prefer the real instrument,’ she agreed.

The audience was starting to assemble on the armchairs that had been arranged in a semicircle around the piano. In moccasins, brown-buttoned shirts and floral dresses with elasticised waists they gathered. Jamie had chosen a selection of pop songs from the sixties and seventies. When everyone was seated, one of the staff members introduced him. He gave a little wave then cracked his knuckles. He felt nervous, but also eager to start. As he played the opening bars of The Beatles’ ‘I Want to Hold Your Hand’, murmurs of pleasure and enjoyment rippled through the room and the butterflies in Jamie’s chest stilled. He wasn’t much of a vocalist so he hadn’t planned on singing but, as he reached the part where the lyrics came in, he found himself gently speak-singing the first lines in a hushed voice. This set off more noises of approval among the crowd, which spurred Jamie on further. He put more energy behind the next line.

The murmurs grew louder and Jamie felt a surge of confidence. Kate was beaming at him and, when he hit the bridge, she started to clap along, bopping her head and setting a beat. Beverley and a nurse with parrot earrings gaily followed Kate’s lead. Then some of the residents started to join in. A man in a fedora whooped. Laughter rippled through the room and more clapping started, setting off a chain reaction of emotion in Jamie—surprise, delight and finally, jubilation. His fingers sprung across the keys with vigour. He was lighter and looser than he was when he performed stilted Mozart studies in stiff-backed school chairs. This was far more fun.

He was reaching the crescendo. When he finished the room broke into applause with Kate leading the way.

Jamie didn’t even pause. From The Beatles he segued into some Four Seasons followed by Otis Redding and then ‘Baby Love’ by the Supremes. He’d only planned to play for half an hour but, with each song being met with such rapture, he found himself playing one more. As he performed he thought, I’m doing it. I’m going to make a difference. The man in the fedora and the nurse with the parrot earrings were cheering him on, shouting, ‘Encore, Encore!’

‘Play “Crocodile Rock”!’ the man in the fedora called out.

This got a few cheers, so Jamie obliged. The fedora man stood up and started a slow soft-shoe shuffle around the chairs and wheelchairs. He took one lady’s hands and swung her arms in time with the beat. She tittered and blushed but had great rhythm. When Jamie finished ‘Crocodile Rock’ a nurse announced there would be scones for afternoon tea, marking the end of the performance.

Kate rushed over, pink-cheeked and smiling. Wisps of her hair had risen up out of their perfect, shiny formation. ‘Fantastic Jamie, that was amazing. Where did you learn all those old classics?’

‘My piano teacher’s sheet music wasn’t exactly the most cutting edge,’ he said.

‘You’re a natural showman!’

‘Yeah?’ Jamie had never thought of himself as a performer. The residents got up and pinched his cheeks and patted his arm as the nurses began serving tea. But Jamie’s glee was short-lived. He needed to find a toilet and the prospect of a trip to the bathroom induced a pang of anxiety. He approached the nurse with the parrot earrings, who showed him where he needed to go.

This was only the second time he’d had to take himself to the bathroom outside the rehab centre. His first had been at the French restaurant, and it was so demoralising it had made him question if going out was even worth the trouble. He had excused himself and his mother and father had both leapt to their feet, asking if he needed their help. Mortified, he’d told them no, his cheeks ablaze. He kept his head down as he tried to manoeuvre his wheelchair through the snugly arranged tables. He felt like everyone was looking at him, wondering what had happened to him, and judging him. Or worse, pitying him. It was awful.

Le Comptoir had an accessible bathroom, as required by law, but it had been filled with boxes, and was not very wide to begin with. The basin, towel rack and bin cubby were all made of ornately carved, dark wood, which further crowded the narrow space. Jamie had needed to return to the table and ask his father to move the boxes. A young, acne-scarred waiter in a black waistcoat noticed and followed them. John told him he could take care of it, but the waiter insisted on helping. They weren’t sure where to put the boxes until the maître d’ joined them and suggested they stack them in the pathway to the bathrooms temporarily and return them after Jamie had finished. The kerfuffle attracted glances from the other diners, and that searing hot frustration Jamie had felt when he couldn’t get across the restaurant’s dining room returned. His eyes stung with tears.

Jamie wasn’t confident with his bathroom routine, which required using the catheter. The whole time he was in Le Comptoir’s pot pourri–scented loo he was conscious of the waiter hovering outside the door so he could return the boxes when Jamie was done. He’d glumly wondered how many more times he would encounter obstacles like this. He was discovering the world was indifferent to the most basic needs of people who use wheelchairs.

But as he rolled down the nursing home hall to the blue door with the symbol of a wheelchair on it, he was relieved to see it was properly accessible, very large and easy to use. The ample railing and smooth blue floor meant the bathroom was no trouble at all. He thought how easy it would be for all bathrooms to be built like this, and how silly it was that they weren’t. He dried his hands and returned to the rec room to find Kate waiting with a plate of scones and cream and strawberry jam for him.

‘How about another encore?’ the man in the fedora said. Jamie looked to the nurse who had ended the concert with the afternoon tea, and she nodded.

‘Okay, but I’m out of song ideas. I’ll have to take requests!’
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Jamie arrived at the gym the next morning buzzing. The performance had convinced him he was on the right track. He gripped the bike pedals with his hands and cycled with his arms. Someone—he’d lost track of who—had given him Alex McKinnon’s book for his birthday. The autobiography, Unbroken, was the NRL player’s account of adjusting to life after a catastrophic spinal cord injury caused by a spear tackle. The bit that stayed with Jamie most was where Alex described how nerves can sometimes reconnect. ‘Like optic fibres,’ he wrote, saying some day his nerves might ‘provide the spark’, which would allow him to regain movement and feeling. Jamie read those passages over and over again, picturing ropes of electricity trying to connect across a chasm of separated nerve endings. This was the vision he held in his mind when he felt he couldn’t work any harder. He squeezed his eyes shut and tried to imagine the electric spark making the leap across the break to fuse with its opposite number. They’d learned about electrical circuits in Mr Dumphrey’s science class. Jamie needed to get the current going again. He pedalled faster, relishing the burn in his chest.

When he went to towel off, he picked up his phone just as it pinged with the arrival of a message. It was Louis. ‘Bruz!’ the text read. ‘I’m back from the ICU and I’m feeling fine! Vincent said you were asking about me. You’re an ace bloke, Jamie. They’re sending me over to rehab at the Royal Randwick. It sucks we won’t be able to sip sweet pina coladas by the pool together, bruz, but I’m sure glad to be getting out of this butthole of a hospital.’ Jamie laughed. It was a shame Louis wouldn’t be joining him, but he was so happy to hear from him that his disappointment barely registered.

He replied, ‘Louis, my man, I’m just glad you’re better. So good to hear!’

‘Bruz, I wish I was coming to join you where you are.’

‘If it’s all the same to you, I’d rather you were joining me waxing up my board in Tamarama.’

‘Hahaha. True that, bruz. Hey I’ve gotta go. It’s my last OT session with Sarah and you know it will break her heart if I’m even one second late. I’ll catch you soon, my man. Peace.’

Jamie couldn’t stop smiling. He thought of the last time he’d seen Louis on the frigid field on the side of a cliff. He still sometimes wondered if that had been real. He hoped that, if Louis really had gone to that forbidding place, he had run into Jamie’s grandfather and his great-uncle. They would like Louis, Jamie thought affectionately. And Louis would like them. Jamie imagined his friend applying himself as his older relatives attempted to teach him the finer points of chess. It still all felt so real. It was mysterious. Almost mystical, and because of that, hopeful. These unseen forces contained the powers he hoped to call on to create that restorative spark. Sparks didn’t just happen, they had to be ignited. That was what he believed. That was why he had to be good.
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‘So, explain the rules to me?’ Tessa was sitting cross-legged on a wooden bench with her thumbs and forefingers pinched together like a yogi.

‘One thousand good deeds and a gold coin in the jar for each one,’ Jamie said, going over the plan he’d told his family. ‘They say with a spinal cord injury, if you don’t see improvement in the first two years you’re unlikely to, so there’s no time to lose.’

The idea of being rewarded for sacrifice and goodness permeated everything Jamie knew about life and death and karmic judgement. In Year 7, he’d listened in awe as his history teacher described the Ancient Egyptians’ belief that after death the crocodile-headed god Ammit would meet you at the portal to the afterlife, where the god Anubis was waiting to weigh your heart. He’d place it on the scale and if it was as light as a feather you would pass safely through, but if it was heavy with the sins you had committed in life Ammit would eat you with a quick snap of his jaws. The story had given Jamie nightmares for weeks, but he had also accepted its logic without question. It wasn’t all that different from the promise of heaven and the threat of hell that had hung over his own Christian upbringing, where he’d spent an hour on Sundays sitting on the zigzag-printed carpet of the presbytery, learning about the forgiving God and using crayons to illustrate Jesus restoring sight to the blind. Every story, from every society Jamie had learned about, seemed to be telling him the same thing. Rehab gave him a lot of time to think, and these were the stories he pondered.

‘The whole family is pitching in,’ Jamie told Tessa.

‘You know, there are probably a lot of people you could help right here in rehab,’ Tessa said. As if to emphasise the wisdom of what she was saying she raised her pinched fingers and closed her eyes. The breeze was making her curls dance and Jamie was able to gaze upon her face, taking in the splendour of her mouth while she meditated. ‘There’s just one problem,’ she continued. ‘Will any of it count since you’re only putting the good karma out there in order to get it back?’

‘I think it’s more about putting positive energy into the universe,’ Jamie said. ‘If an apple falls from a tree and hits a man on the head, the fruit’s motivation doesn’t affect how big his bump is.’

Tessa laughed, opening her eyes and looking at Jamie in a way that made him warm all over. ‘That makes sense,’ she said. ‘Actually, the deli I work for is doing a fundraising drive tomorrow at Edge-cliff train station. We’re selling teal-iced finger buns to raise money for ovarian cancer research. I’ve got a dollar coin in my wallet right now, so as soon as I’ve finished, I’ll come and visit and we can drop it in together.’

‘Oh.’

‘What?’

‘I don’t really think you being good is going to help.’

Tessa looked wounded. ‘But I want to help.’

‘And that’s so cool of you. But I just don’t think it would … count.’

‘Oh, okay.’ Tessa’s shoulders dropped.

‘It’s just all those articles about miracles kept saying, “They were such a good family,” not, “A girl he was friends with was such a good person.”’

‘I guess.’

‘You’ve already been such a big help, really.’ He hated upsetting her but he had to make every good deed count.

‘I just thought—’

‘What?’

‘I guess I was hoping I could be more than just a girl you’re friends with.’ She slid across the bench so that she was close enough for him to smell the mintiness of the gum she had been chewing. She was looking at the ground when she reached her hand out towards his. ‘I thought that maybe I’d be, like, your girlfriend.’

When she looked up at him, her brown eyes were framed by the unruly kinks of her hair. Jamie’s heart whirred with excitement. He wanted to lean in and kiss her, but he couldn’t, so he summoned his courage and asked, ‘Could you come a little closer?’

Without speaking, or breaking eye contact, she shuffled nearer and he was able to lean in a little. His heart gave a skip when she leaned in too, and soon his eyes were closed, their lips were pressed together, and it was happening. She seemed shy, and he wasn’t as confident as he used to be. It had been so long since he’d kissed anyone. At night he’d had awful, frightening thoughts about whether she would still be interested in him. Her mouth was warm and minty-sweet. He lifted his right hand to touch her cheek. The feeling of calm returned to him. It would be okay. He hadn’t changed, not really.

When they broke apart, grinning, she covered her mouth with her hand in the way she always did, only this time Jamie gently moved her fingers aside so he could see her smile.

‘How about this,’ Tessa offered, ‘I’ll do good deeds too, and hopefully it will help nudge the universe in the right direction, but I won’t drop a coin into the karma jar so that you can be sure everything in there is an official good deed done by a Hogarth family member.’

‘Yeah. Great. Thanks.’ Jamie was pleased by this suggestion.

‘Great,’ she smiled.

‘Great,’ he said, and then they kissed again.




Chapter 32

John

John’s skull pulsated from a stress headache. Work was becoming impossible. The new logo and website had not convinced anyone the revamped software was up to the job. They’d invested so much in it and were yet to sign on a single new client. And ever since Beth had found the badly worded Post-it note about a rendezvous with Catherine she’d been curt with him, as if she thought she had discovered some wrongdoing and had taken it upon herself to mete out a punishment. The one bright spot in his workday had come from his coffee with Catherine, where he attempted to mentor her. She had shown up promptly in an ironed shirt that was a seventies shade of brown and listened to everything he said, occasionally scribbling something down on a notepad. The meeting had given John a sense of accomplishment that was restorative. He told himself he could get the company out of this trouble and he just had to work harder.

It was late when he got home, but the lights were still on. He was greeted by a scene that looked like a showbag assembly line. Lillian had covered the dining room table with bathroom products that she had divided into batches. Soaps, mini shampoos and deodorants were lined up like soldiers. She was sitting at the head of the table absorbed in what she was doing. John watched for a moment, hanging back in the shadow of the doorframe, as she stuffed toothpaste and a tube of hand cream into a black shoulder bag. Her hair was pinned up but wisps of silvery blonde had escaped. Her face was arranged in an expression of happy industry, and for a moment he yearned for things to be as they once were, so that he could go to her and comfort her and feel comforted by her.

Just then she looked up and caught his eye. She made a little noise of surprise. ‘John! You scared me,’ she said, putting a hand to her chest.

‘Sorry,’ he smiled. ‘What’s all this?’ He stepped into the dining room and set down his briefcase.

‘It’s for Jamie’s project. I’m making care packages for a charity called Share the Dignity. These will all go to homeless shelters, and support services for at-risk women.’

‘Huh.’ John surveyed the full spread of products. As well as basic toiletries there were pots of lip balm in various tropical flavours and expensive-looking tubes of lightweight sunscreen. A tally of costs began to tabulate in his brain. ‘You’ve certainly gone all out,’ he said.

‘Yes, well, I think we should be doing everything we can to make Jamie feel supported,’ Lillian said. ‘And it’s really a very good cause.’

John tried to suppress the ripple of annoyance that ran through him. ‘I wish you wouldn’t encourage this do-gooder scheme of his,’ he said, opening the cupboard door and pouring some red wine into a tumbler.

‘I thought you said it was a good idea.’

‘I’m glad he’s excited about something, but miracles? Point-scoring with the universe by collecting canned goods for the poor? It’s so illogical. It’s not like him and I don’t think it’s good for him.’

‘John, he’s scared, and probably feeling out of control.’

‘He’ll feel more out of control when this idea of his doesn’t work.’

John didn’t think of himself as someone devoid of spirituality, but he wasn’t one to gamble on faith.

‘I think it’s a good thing,’ Lillian said as she bound sets of toothbrushes and toothpaste together with rubber bands and put them into bags. ‘We always worried we were spoiling him, now he’s starting to understand what a privileged upbringing he’s had. The other day he gave me a bag of shoes and clothes and asked me to take them to Vinnies. I can’t see what could possibly be wrong with him doing things for others.’

John grunted, ‘I don’t want him to neglect his physical therapy because he thinks it will be more effective to charm the gods with charity. It sounds too much like something an online hack would say. Like those crystal healers or cancer warriors who shun conventional medicine. Frankly I’m surprised Kate’s so into it.’

‘This isn’t that. Besides, when did our son ever neglect any sort of physical training?’ Lillian replied.

John had to give her that one.

‘He needs more than just medical and physical rehab,’ Lillian continued. ‘He needs to get his head around it too. If this helps that it can only be a good thing.’

John gulped another mouthful of wine. His nerves were frayed from the long work hours and the lie he’d been carrying. It had started to manifest in him as a physical burden, like something jagged lodged sharply in his gut. He put down the wine, wondering, not for the first time, if he had developed an ulcer. He certainly felt as if something was eating away at his insides. Lillian was making sense, but his agitation would not be quelled. He noticed there was a pile of brand-new handbags on one of the chairs.

‘What are these?’

‘I told you. They’re for Share the Dignity. We pack the bags with essentials for women and they’re distributed to shelters.’

He picked up one of the bags and felt the weight of it. The leather was expensive, the stitches small. ‘How much did all of this cost?’

‘What does it matter?’ Lillian asked. He was counting the bags.

‘You bought twelve of them! These must have cost at least fifty dollars each.’

Lillian ignored his mounting anger, which was her way of signalling that she thought he was being unreasonable. ‘Why would you quibble over a few hundred dollars to make your son happy? It’s for a good cause. For God’s sake.’

She continued dividing up the products into batches, refusing to be drawn into a fight with her husband. He could see her reasoning but the wanton spending felt like provocation. His anger was obscuring the fact that it was his own fault for not being honest about their finances but the toxic burden he had been carrying around needed an outlet. He clenched his jaw, convinced he could feel his blood pressure rising. He briefly considered telling her now. Confessing all, so she would understand why he was hounding her about money. Instead, like a wounded bear, he went on the attack.

‘You already spent three thousand dollars,’ he said.

Lillian froze, blindsided by the allegation. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘After Jamie’s accident. Out of nowhere and without telling me, you charged that to the debit card.’

‘I don’t understand what’s gotten into you, John,’ she said, exasperated.

‘You’re angry that I’m always at the office but you’re happy enough to spend my salary. You can’t have it both ways! What would you do if the money suddenly dried up?’

His wife folded her arms, refusing to show an iota of contrition. He couldn’t believe the gall of her. He wanted to grab her shoulders and make her understand what she’d done. But instead, he turned away, trying to get a handle on his emotions.

Lillian angrily returned serve: ‘That money was a donation to a spinal cord injury organisation!’

‘Even so,’ John threw his hands up, ‘you’ve got to stop spending like Imelda Marcos.’

Lillian clasped her head in frustration. ‘What has gotten into you, John? You’ve never cared about how I spend money before and now seems like a bloody strange time to start. Our son is grappling with a life-changing injury, and you can’t stop going on about money.’

‘It doesn’t grow on trees!’ John blurted. ‘And you didn’t tell me. If you’re going to splash money around perhaps it’s about time you got a real job yourself.’

Lillian’s expression didn’t change, but her voice was icy when she said, ‘So then our son will have no parent around to support him?’

John stood and picked up his car keys. All he could do was mutter, ‘You’re being ridiculous.’ Lillian’s scorn stung all the more because of the truth at the heart of it. He charged up the hallway towards the front door, eager to escape.

‘Where are you going?’ Lillian demanded.

‘For a drive!’ he shouted back.

His wife followed him up the hall. ‘Walking away?’ she called out as he opened the door. ‘That’s how you deal with everything isn’t it? Pretend it’s not a problem. Fine! Leave!’

John slammed the front door. He was livid. Unappreciated. Misunderstood. And underneath all that, ashamed. It had begun to rain. He dashed to his car. He had lobbed a Molotov cocktail of recrimination and now had to get out of the house before he did or said anything worse. He got into his Mercedes and reversed out of the driveway. His heart was pumping so hard he could feel it. He should have told her. He had to tell her. He motored up the coastal road until he had calmed down, then turned around and headed towards the bridge.

He reached the DART Centre and punched in the security code for after-hours access, trying to avert his eyes from the shabby facade and shaggy hedges, reminders of his failure. He found Jamie lying on top of his bed, still dressed, watching a movie on his laptop. The adrenalin from the fight had completely left John, and he was feeling sheepish and wretched.

‘Hello, soldier,’ he said.

‘Hey, Dad.’

John had spent the drive over ordering his thoughts so he could have a frank conversation with his son about this goodness nonsense. But when he arrived, he couldn’t find the words. Jamie looked up at him, smiling and expectant. His arms and shoulders filled out his T-shirt. He’d been working hard. Bulking up. John was proud to see it.

‘Did Kate tell you about my performance at Oak Ridge?’ Jamie asked.

‘She did, she did,’ John said taking a seat by his son’s side. ‘She said you really put on a show.’

‘Yeah,’ Jamie grinned. His eyes sparkled with pleasure. ‘It was fun, playing real music instead of that orchestra stuff. Plus, it made everyone there really happy so, you know, that’s another coin for the miracle jar.’

John gave a tight smile. ‘Son,’ he began. He was distracted by the sight of his own father on Jamie’s bedside table. ‘Where did you get this?’ he asked, picking up the silver frame.

‘Mum brought it by accident. I asked her to leave it. It reminds me of home.’

John’s heart swelled with affection. ‘Dad would have loved to have met you,’ he said, gazing at the photo.

‘Do you still think about him?’

‘All the time.’

‘Do you ever … feel … like he’s still around?’

John thought about how much he wished he’d been able to ask for his father’s advice during the past six sleepless months. How he would have given anything for just ten minutes with him. ‘I do,’ he said sombrely.

Jamie considered this answer then asked a peculiar question: ‘Did he like to play chess?’

‘Chess?’

‘Yes, chess. Did Grandad like to play chess?’

John stroked his chin. ‘I guess he liked it. He had a carved wooden set that used to fold up like a suitcase that’s at the house somewhere. The pieces go inside and there’s a latch and a handle so you can take it with you. Why do you want to know if he played chess?’

‘Just curious. I have a picture of what he was like in my mind. But I’m not sure if it’s right.’

‘He had a very strong work ethic,’ John said. ‘He could never understand why some of the blokes he worked with were always trying to pull one over their boss by seeing how little they could do and still get paid. But it also drove him crazy to have to work for someone else. He was a man who liked to—’ John broke off.

‘What?’ asked Jamie.

John smiled, leaned forward and ruffled his son’s hair. ‘He was a man who liked to take charge of his own destiny.’




Chapter 33

Lillian

Lillian was so livid after John stormed off she couldn’t concentrate on the charity bags. She paced back and forth until she had exorcised her anger, then sat down and ate the leftover meat and vegetables she had prepared for dinner, stabbing each piece of carrot with her fork and sawing the roast beef to shreds. She was infuriated by her husband’s refusal to open his mind to their son’s search for sense in his injury. John had always been rigidly pragmatic to a fault and Kate had taken after him. That’s how the battlelines had always been drawn in their family. Jamie had Lillian’s sensibilities and perhaps, she mused, that’s why it was easier for her to understand his plan. When he’d been tiny, and he’d gotten sick, she had searched for reassurance in her extinct faith. Now he was in harm’s way again, he was doing the same thing—grasping for something beyond the limits the doctors and nurses had presented him with. It was an instinct she understood well.

She took her empty plate to the sink, turned on the hot tap and started scrubbing furiously, her anger still smouldering.

And then there was John’s comment about her getting a job. It had been a throwaway line but it rattled her. When Jamie first got sick they’d decided together that she would stop working. She started her illustration business when Jamie had settled into school but it never made much money. She’d never feared her contribution was less important than her husband’s. They were a partnership. When she needed to buy groceries or pay a tradesman or replace the premium badger-hair paintbrushes she liked to use, the money was always there. She rinsed the suds off the dishes and tried to find something else to occupy her hands and mind. An idea had gotten its hooks into her. It wasn’t the comment about her getting a job that bothered her per se, it was what it symbolised.

Her fingers were red from the scalding water. She put the pan and the dishes on the drying rack and returned to the dining table to continue packing handbags. The scent of artificial gardenias rose off the bars of soap. They were destined to be a little comfort for women fleeing abuse and they looked so paltry. It was madness for John to be angry over this small act of charity, when they had so much. Lillian bit her thumbnail. There had to be something going on.

She recalled the phone call from St Nick’s. Perhaps the unpaid school fees had something to do with his peculiar behaviour? The suspicion was a loose thread she was reluctant to pull for fear of what she might unravel. Recently, her social circle seemed to be entering a new season of change. For decades they’d travelled through the phases of life together: weddings, baby showers, births and first birthdays, standing on the sidelines of Easter bonnet parades and school plays and athletics carnivals, cheering like English football hooligans. Carpooling. Fretfully discussing dating and alcohol and vapes and the ever-changing world of social media. She had supposed the coming phase would be the next generation of weddings, but instead a new era had emerged, unexpected and unwelcome.

As children left home, parents were breaking out of their domestic moulds too. There had been divorces. Redundancies. Shock revelations of gambling debts. It was the season of midlife crises, only they looked less like the clichéd red convertibles that pop culture had taught her to expect, and far more menacing. One friend’s husband had gone on a business trip and never returned. When the hysterical wife called his former boss, the bank, and finally the police she—and by extension the neighbourhood—discovered there was nothing to stop an adult from simply vacating their life. And because he was out of the country and she had co-signed that life, the stunned woman was saddled with his abandoned debt.

They weren’t all bad, these unplanned recalibrations. Lillian’s old school friend Sandra, whose leg had been shredded in the greenhouse roof collapse, had recently resigned from her teaching job to open a small shop that sold luxury imported textiles. Linen and lace from Italy. Wool from the British Isles.

They weren’t all brought on by boredom, or existential panic, either. Hilary and Nora Jenkins-Brown had been planning to take their twin daughters on a tour of Canada’s lakes after graduation when Nora had a massive heart attack at the breakfast table and died, slumped over her Bircher muesli.

Lillian had watched the disruption move through households like chickenpox or lice. All anybody could do was deal with it as best as they could. She filled another handbag and wondered, was John’s decree that she should get a job a warning that something was about to capsize their family unit? Did he want her to be prepared? She stood and went into the kitchen, where she uncorked a bottle of riesling, poured a glass, then thought better of it and tossed the contents into the sink.

When Jamie had had his accident, part of her had thought that this was their fate—while others’ lives were being upended by faltering marriages or a parent with dementia, her test was to support a son with a life-altering injury. But perhaps she was wrong. She recalled how reluctant John was to leave the office. How strange and uncommunicative and, well, secretive he had been lately. Perhaps the accident was like an earthquake that had upended their life as she knew it, and now a tsunami was coming that would wash away the wreckage that remained. She shuddered and poured more riesling into her glass and brought it to her lips. The woodsy-grapefruit tang flooded her with warmth but gave her no relief from the disquiet that had burrowed into her consciousness. She couldn’t shake the sense of foreboding. It thrummed in her brain, constant as tinnitus. Something’s wrong. Something’s wrong. Something’s wrong.
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It was after midnight when John crept into the bedroom. Lillian feigned slumber while he undressed and eased himself onto the mattress. He was snoring within minutes. Irritated, Lillian stared at the ceiling until the morning light started to creep across it. At eight, with heavy eyes, she drove John’s car across to Cremorne to pick up Jamie for an encore piano performance at Oak Ridge. It was easier for Jamie to get in and out of John’s sedan than Lillian’s four-wheel drive, so it had become a habit for them to swap when she was taking Jamie on an outing.

As she crossed the Harbour Bridge, yawning, she realised she had left the bag of clothes Jamie had asked her to drop into a donation bin sitting behind the driver’s seat. She cursed under her breath. She’d driven to the Vinnies bin just the other day, only to realise the bag was in John’s car, not hers, and when she’d rushed home to fetch it, John’s car was gone.

When she pulled into the driveway at rehab, Jamie was waiting out the front, expectant. She quietly swore again. She didn’t have time to hide the bag. She helped him into the car and then folded up the wheelchair and slid it into the boot, hoping he wouldn’t notice it.

As soon as she clicked her seatbelt into place he asked, ‘Mum, is that my Vinnies bag behind you?’

‘Oh, yes, it is darling.’

‘Why didn’t you take it to the donation bin like I asked?’ Annoyance stretched his words into a whine.

‘I’m sorry, Jamie. The drop-off point is on a very busy road. Every time I pass it, I’m … I’m in a hurry.’ Her excuse sounded weak, and she berated herself for not finding time to make the delivery.

‘Mum! The good deed doesn’t count if you don’t actually deliver the donation.’

‘I know, darling. I’ll do it this week.’

‘We have to do everything we can to turn my fortune around,’ he said, his voice rising in frustration.

Lillian gripped the steering wheel. She wanted him to feel supported in his campaign of goodness, but John was right that he would be even more upset if he didn’t see an improvement.

‘The chance of recovery declines after six months and I’ve already lost weeks because I had the cast on,’ Jamie was getting worked up.

‘I know, darling, I know,’ Lillian said, trying to calm him. ‘I promise I’ll do it after your concert today. It’s not the end of the world,’ she said.

‘It might not be the end of the world to you but I’m the one it affects,’ Jamie said. ‘All I asked was that you do one small thing! It’s not that hard.’ His anger was building. ‘It’s just dropping off a bag. I’m the one in the gym every day. I’m the one putting in the hours volunteering.’

‘I know, darling.’

‘Then why didn’t you do it?!’ he howled.

‘Jamie!’ she snapped, surprising them both. She hadn’t scolded him since he’d been in hospital, but she hadn’t slept and she was still deeply troubled by her husband’s behaviour. She pushed back her shoulders. ‘I’m sorry I snapped at you but please don’t take that tone with me!’

‘It’s just—’ His voice was taut from holding back tears. ‘I’m doing everything I can to try and get better, and you’re not helping me.’

A chasm of remorse tore open in Lillian’s chest. ‘I’m sorry, darling. You’re right. I should have done it by now.’

‘I’m working hard every day to get better.’

Lillian was overcome by guilt that she hadn’t done this one small thing. ‘I know,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry. I’ll drop it off on my way home this afternoon. I promise.’
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Lillian watched Jamie play a set of hits from her childhood as the residents of Oak Ridge swayed along. She collected a cup of tea from the table, dropped in a cube of sugar and sank into one of the comfortable chairs. She watched her son’s bad mood fade away as his fingers danced across the keys and the audience clapped in appreciation. Jamie played two encores, and then it was time to pack up the chair and take him back to rehab. They were crossing the bridge when Jamie said, ‘Mum, I’m sorry I got mad at you about the clothes before. I didn’t mean it.’

‘I’m sorry I didn’t make it my number one priority. I know how important it is to you,’ she said.

‘I know you always put us first.’

She wordlessly reached across and patted her son’s hand, not trusting herself to speak. The effect of his apology was that she felt even worse for not simply having done the task in the first place.

[image: Image]

Lillian took Jamie to a cafe for a lunch of fish and chips, then stayed with him at rehab to watch and encourage as he did his afternoon exercises. When it was time for his carer to help him shower, she kissed him goodbye and drove towards the nearest St Vincent de Paul donation bin. It was located on a strip of footpath that ran alongside a four-lane thoroughfare of fast-moving traffic with a speed limit of eighty kilometres per hour and several signs that forbade stopping.

Nevertheless, Lillian put on her hazard lights and pulled over. A car that had been coming up fast behind her was startled by her sudden stop and honked angrily as it swerved to miss clipping her boot. Lillian sucked in a gulp of air as the SUV roared past. Her heart was pattering. It was getting dark, and the streetlights shone an unkind sulphurous yellow light on the desolate strip of road. She hauled the bag of expensive shoes and clothing off the back seat and lugged them over to the donation bin. Another car blared its horn as it raced past. She tugged on the bin’s steel hatch with her free hand but it wouldn’t budge, so she put down the bag of clothes and gripped it with both hands then pulled with all of her strength, slowly wrenching it open with a metallic squeal. It was full to bursting with bags of old jumpers, roller skates, flattened shoes and household detritus. A few bags had been left on the ground at the foot of the bin, along with a rusted electric frying pan and some actual rubbish. A dented Coke can. A chip packet. Lillian knew better than to leave Jamie’s bag on the street, but she didn’t know where the nearest alternative drop-off point was.

She scanned her memory until a rustle at her feet caught her attention. Lillian gasped at the sight of rats nosing among the bags on the footpath. She picked Jamie’s bag up and brushed its bottom. A quick Google search on her phone showed her she could drop off goods at a Vinnies store just over the other side of the bridge. But it wouldn’t open until morning. She would have to wait until then. She didn’t want to risk Jamie seeing the bag again so she went back to the car, opened the boot and dropped it in. She was just about to slam the boot shut when something caught her eye on the bottom of her husband’s immaculate Mercedes.

She leaned closer. It was a little bluey-purple piece of … something … on the carpet. A fleck of violet. Lillian picked it up and was surprised by the texture. She smoothed it out, rubbed it between her fingers and sniffed it. It was a crushed flower petal belonging to a blue iris. She was curious and confused for a moment, before it hit her that this was what was wrong: her husband had secretly bought somebody flowers. It explained his changed behaviour, and the late nights. Her heart lurched. Perhaps it explained why he wanted her to get a job. No, Lillian thought. She couldn’t be right. She was being foolish and paranoid. It was a ridiculous leap in logic. She was overtired and overwrought. There was no way that John would have an affair in the middle of their family’s biggest challenge. Or at all for that matter. He would never do that to her. She was certain.

And yet. Instead of opening her hand and letting the wind carry the small blue petal away, she found herself placing it in the inside pocket of her handbag, which she then zipped closed, before getting into the car and driving home.




Chapter 34

Jamie

When Caroline Morgan called Jamie to tell him about the weekend volunteer work she did for Meals on Wheels, he guessed his mother had told her about his campaign to be a better person.

‘They’re always looking for people to help if you’d like to come along some time,’ Caroline said.

‘Well, I’ve got the wheels,’ Jamie said. ‘What do I have to do?’

‘Leave it to me.’

Three days later she took Jamie out on her delivery run, chatting brightly like a budgerigar as the smell of gravy and overcooked green beans wafted through her car. The first few stops were small brick apartment blocks of two and three storeys that had no lifts and no ramp access, so Jamie waited in the car while Caroline walked up the concrete stairs in her yellow high heels. He watched as she made small talk with the souls she was delivering the meals to, and wondered how long his best friend’s mother had been quietly giving up her Sundays to do charity work. He was impatient to join in. He had a lot to do if he wanted to be able to count himself among the good and worthy people of Sydney.

‘I don’t feel like I’m being much help,’ Jamie said when Caroline returned from her second delivery.

‘It’s just these first few that don’t have lifts,’ she said.

When they pulled up at a high-rise, Jamie hurriedly transferred out of the car and into his chair while Caroline removed the meals in heatproof containers from the back seat. This building had ramp access, though it was old and cracked. The lobby didn’t admit much light. The lifts were ancient and narrow. ‘Bit of a tight squeeze,’ Caroline said as she pressed the cracked plastic button.

‘How do people who live here manage if they’re in wheelchairs? Especially those big motorised ones? I don’t think they’d fit.’

‘Well, I suppose the department has to find them somewhere else to live.’

‘Like those places with no lifts at all?’

Caroline leaned forward and pressed the button again. ‘You’re right. They could do better.’

The first delivery was to a ruddy-faced man in a neatly ironed shirt with a faded silk pocket square. ‘Hello, Mr Barzini,’ Caroline said when he answered the door.

‘Carolina! Hello. And who’s this? You’re new.’ He appraised Jamie. ‘Shouldn’t you be out playing Super Mario or whatever it is young people do these days?’ He had a dusting of white hair and thick curly Santa Claus eyebrows.

‘I’m trying to do more good things with my time,’ Jamie said.

‘Ah!’ The old man’s bramble brows flew up in delight. ‘An ascetic life!’

‘A what?’

‘A life of pursuing spiritual truths. Of putting aside material goals and physical fulfilment for a greater understanding.’

‘Kind of,’ Jamie said.

‘Very good. Very good.’ Mr Barzini was delighted. ‘I prefer a more hedonistic philosophy myself.’

‘Hedonistic?’ Jamie wasn’t familiar with the word.

‘The pursuit of pleasure and the finer things in life.’

Mr Barzini shuffled to his kitchen where Caroline was unpacking meals and returned with a white paper bag. He pulled it back to reveal a cardboard tray holding three golden cylinders of pastry that were filled with custard and sprinkled with icing sugar.

‘Cannoli,’ he said, offering the tray to Jamie. ‘My doctor says I’m not supposed to eat things like this, but I say what’s the point of avoiding the things you love just to stay alive, if you can’t have the things you love?’ He released a raspy laugh. ‘The lady from down the hall brings them to me once a week.’

Jamie’s mouth filled with saliva at the sight of the desserts. But when Mr Barzini insisted he try one, he demurred, gazing around the modest flat. There was a boxy TV set in front of a couch in one corner, and a galley kitchen running along the opposite wall. A short, stout water heater was visible in the corner cabinet that didn’t have a door.

‘Go on, it gives me pleasure to share,’ Mr Barzini said but Jamie couldn’t bring himself to accept.

‘Thanks. I just ate a really big lunch,’ he lied.

‘Ah yes, the ascetic. Never understood the link between denial and virtue myself,’ Mr Barzini said. He picked up a cannoli and bit into it with relish. The pastry shattered and the custard squelched. ‘The way I see it, these here pastries are a gift from heaven and if you tasted them, I think you’d agree.’ He was holding the box of remaining cannoli out towards Jamie once again.

This was a test, Jamie told himself. He had to resist, no matter how good the desserts looked. ‘Thanks so much, maybe next time.’

When they finished their deliveries, Caroline suggested stopping by her house. ‘Jez should be home. You could say hello.’

‘Yeah, that would be great,’ Jamie said.

The Morgans’ house smelled like Mr Sheen and freshly baked biscuits, the same as it had every Thursday after school for thirteen years. It had only been a few months since Jamie had last been here, but it felt like another life. Next to his own house, the Morgans’ place was where he felt most at home in the world. Caroline went to the kitchen and put out a plate of the chocolate chip biscuits he loved.

‘Help yourself and I’ll see if I can rouse that son of mine.’

He watched Caroline trot down the back steps and hurry across the lawn to Jez’s bungalow, wishing he could follow her and throw himself onto the battered old couch like he used to. But the steps were steep, dropping away sharply to the yard, and there was no handrail. He felt a twist of envy in his gut as he thought of Mark easily following Jez down the stairs and heading out to play video games.

‘Hoges!’ Jez slid open the back door with a huge grin on his face. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘Your mum and I were delivering Meals on Wheels.’

‘Oh. Is this for the …?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Right. That’s cool. It’s great that you’re finding … you know, ways to make it work.’

‘Hey.’ The back door slid open and Mark stepped inside. ‘Great to see you, my man.’

Mark and Jez were both red-eyed from being in the bungalow, probably gaming in the dark, maybe drinking beers, and Jamie had that awful, stomach-twisting feeling of being excluded.

Caroline poured three glasses of orange juice. ‘So, has there been any news of the boy who did this to you Jamie?’

‘Mum and Dad said they’ll know more after his next court date, but it doesn’t really make a difference to me,’ Jamie said. ‘Nothing’s going to change just because he’s found guilty.’

‘Do you really mean that?’ Mark asked, suddenly alert.

Jamie made a nonplussed noise and bit into a biscuit. Jez and Mark exchanged a look Jamie couldn’t interpret but didn’t like. He looked questioningly at Jez, who directed his attention to the pattern of chocolate chips in the biscuit he was holding.

‘Well, that sounds like the right attitude to me,’ Caroline said. ‘This boy isn’t someone you should waste your time worrying about. I’ll leave you boys to catch up. Jamie I can drive you back to the DART Centre when you’re ready.’ She clipped across the kitchen into the hallway on her high heels.

Mark, Jez and Jamie sat wordless for a minute, biting loudly into their chocolate chip biscuits, until Jez asked, ‘So, you really don’t care about the court case?’

Jamie sighed. ‘I mean, I’d hate to know that while I’m stuck in rehab, he’s out there enjoying his summer but I don’t really think about him.’

‘What do you think should happen to … the guy that did this?’ Mark asked.

Jamie chewed thoughtfully and tried to explain that with everything he had been through, what happened to Ryan seemed beside the point. Jamie knew he should be mad, but he had so many other things to think about. And since he didn’t remember the fight, he didn’t connect his injury with Ryan.

‘I guess I just want to know that he’s sorry,’ Jamie said.

‘He looked pretty miserable in the dock,’ Jez said.

‘Yeah,’ Mark added. ‘Not to defend him or anything, but I do think he’s sorry.’ He spoke haltingly. ‘I think he had no idea one punch would do so much damage. He seemed really shocked and really really sorry.’

When they’d polished off the biscuits Jamie said, ‘I should get back.’ He was tired from being out all day and he didn’t like dwelling on the fight, and how he got injured. Already his mind was turning to his next exercise session and seeing if the good he had performed had done anything to nudge his test results in the right direction.




Chapter 35

Jez

Jez squinted as he took aim at the dartboard. His hand was shaking from too much beer and not enough sleep. Ryan’s next court date was three days away and increasingly desperate text messages had been lobbing into his inbox at all hours and shredding his nerves.

‘Jez! Talk to me.’

‘You’ve got to help.’

‘I’m running out of time.’

With each message Jez felt like his insides were being wrung out, a sensation that was compounded by the knowledge that what Ryan was feeling was one hundred times worse. Mark returned from the bar with two icy glasses of Coke.

‘Ryan’s getting really panicky,’ Jez said, pulling his darts out of the board hanging on the back wall of the Riverland Tavern. He and Mark had been there all afternoon strategising. ‘He’s been texting more and more. I’m scared he’s going to do something stupid.’ Jez rubbed his neck and adjusted his tone. ‘People do dumb things when they’re scared.’

Mark pulled his darts from the board. ‘If you’re really worried maybe we should talk to Jamie. Float the idea of forgiving Ryan. Wiping his slate clean.’

‘I don’t want to do that,’ Jez said.

‘What other choice do we have—’

‘Jeremy!’ Mark was cut off by a shout from across the pub. Jez had just been lining up his shot and misfired. ‘Jeremy Morgan!’ The crack of the pool cues stopped as the players at the nearest table paused to see what all the shouting was about. Jez’s dart lodged in the wall about a foot left of the board.

‘Nice shot man.’ Cole Stubbins emerged from the crowd, rake thin and zipped into a hoody, despite the heat. He clapped his hand on Jez, who sighed with relief. ‘You scared the shit out of me,’ Jez said, giving Cole a shove.

‘Sorry, I didn’t realise you had a phobia of your own name,’ Cole grinned.

‘Onomatophobia,’ Mark said automatically.

‘What?’ Cole looked at him.

‘It’s an abnormal fear of names …’ he trailed off.

‘Okay,’ Cole said, turning back to Jez and mouthing the word loser. ‘Haven’t seen you in a while.’ Mark’s cheeks flushed red.

Jez shrugged and lined up another shot. ‘Been studying.’ This time the dart hit the board. ‘Visiting Jamie.’ The next dart landed close to the centre. ‘Had a lot going on.’

‘Oh, right, sorry man. How’s he doing?’

‘He’s doing okay, considering.’

Cole nodded and sunk his hands into his pockets. ‘I should go visit him, hey? I always liked Jamie. Is he up for visitors?’

‘Yeah, he’d love some more visitors. Everyone went to see him at first but with exams and stuff they sorta dropped off a bit.’

Cole nodded. ‘Sounds pretty tough. In fact, it sounds like you guys could use some herbal relaxant. I got my hands on some sweet hydroponic stuff. What do you say, Jezza, can I interest you?’

Jez glanced around the bar. There was a security guard with a round belly and a straggly goatee stationed by the door, but otherwise it was mostly teenagers playing pool and watching the rugby replay. ‘Nah, nah, not right now,’ he said.

‘What about you Rabid-Scabid?’ Cole asked Mark. Jez flinched but Cole’s tone was light. It was clear he didn’t get the significance of the nickname.

A cloud crossed Mark’s face, but he kept his anger in check. ‘Nah, I’m good.’

‘Tell you what, it’s been a shit start to the summer for you guys. I’ll give you a discount. Fifteen per cent off.’

‘Thanks, man, but it’s probably not a good idea right now,’ Jez said. ‘What with the court case and the investigation and stuff. I’ve had the cops banging on my door.’

‘Shit. Right, yeah. Say no more,’ Cole said, lingering. Jez wished he would leave. ‘Well, I’ve got some customers to attend to, but you know where I am if you need me.’ Cole waved and headed towards the pool tables.

‘That guy’s such a lowlife,’ Mark said when he was out of earshot.

‘Forget about him,’ said Jez, turning back to their game. ‘We’ve got other things to worry about.’ He raised his hand to throw another dart, but just as he was about to release it, he heard his name again.

‘Jeremy Morgan!’

‘WHAT?’ Exasperated, Jez turned, preparing to give Cole a serve when he saw it wasn’t Cole. ‘Shit.’

Ryan West was crossing the Riverland. Jez’s fingers tightened around the metal shaft in his hand. ‘It’s cool,’ Mark said, moving to his side. ‘Don’t freak out. There are heaps of people here. He can’t do anything in such a crowded place.’

‘Been in many pub fights have you?’ Jez said.

‘Jez,’ Ryan was in front of them, chest out, jaw locked.

‘Hey.’

‘I heard you were down here.’

‘You followed me?’

‘I had to do something,’ Ryan said forcefully. ‘I’m back in court on Thursday and you won’t give me a straight answer. What did Jamie say?’

Jez dragged his hand through his hair, his eyes on the floor. ‘Like I said, he might be open to it.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Ryan demanded.

Jez didn’t know what to say. ‘I—’

‘You haven’t even asked him, have you? You were bullshitting me!’ Anger radiated off Ryan.

‘No.’

‘I think yes.’ Ryan came closer and stabbed Jez in the chest with his finger. ‘You’re going to let me go down for this.’

Ryan was so close Jez could smell his chicken burger breath. His arms were rigid and veiny, his fists balled. He was beefier than Jez remembered, like he’d been using his time on bail to work out. Jez looked around. There were security cameras in the ceiling corners.

‘What do you want me to do? I can’t force him to drop the charges.’

‘You could tell the truth,’ Ryan urged, jabbing Jez in the chest again.

The pool players stopped their game to look over.

‘You want to hit me?’ Jez asked. ‘Go on, hit me.’ A part of him meant it too. A part of him wanted to be knocked out cold. To vacate the situation.

‘Do you think I’m stupid?’ Ryan said, throwing his arm in the direction of the bouncer, with his ropey biceps resting on the top of his barrel gut. ‘You’d like that, wouldn’t you? I thought you were going to help me,’ Ryan hissed. ‘What did I do to deserve this? They’re going to put me in prison.’

Mark stepped in. ‘They can’t gaol you if you didn’t do it.’

‘You.’ Ryan lunged at Mark, his finger in his face. ‘I know it was you.’

Mark put his hands up, open-palmed, to defuse the tension.

‘I saw you.’ Ryan spat the words at Mark.

Jez had to hold him back. ‘Mate,’ he said, ‘you’ll only make things worse.’

‘Worse?’ Ryan’s voice cracked. ‘How could it be worse? I told the cops over and over that it wasn’t me, but they won’t listen. I need help,’ he turned to Jez, pleading now. ‘What if … what if you changed your statement to say you saw me running off? You went to the cops and you said, “I didn’t see what happened but I swear to God it wasn’t Ryan?”’

The thought of going back into that room that smelled like steel and sweat made Jez’s stomach seize. ‘It’s too risky. The less we say the better,’ he said.

‘Better for who?’ Ryan demanded. He wasn’t a big guy, but his fear took up a lot of space and his desperation gave him a menacing air. ‘Don’t you know how messed up this is?’

Jez tried reasoning. ‘Westy, if you’re innocent they can’t—’

‘Don’t start that!’ Ryan threw his arms up.

‘I’m just saying—’

‘HEY!’ Cole’s shout shocked them into silence. He’d spied Ryan from across the room and was barging towards them looking mutinous. ‘You’ve got a lot of nerve showing up here,’ he said.

Mark stepped between Cole and Ryan, and Jez followed, holding his palms up peaceably, to block Cole. ‘Mate, it’s cool. It’s cool,’ Mark said.

‘It’s not cool. He put Jamie in hospital.’

‘It’s okay, Cole,’ Jez said. ‘Everything’s under control. Don’t do anything stupid.’

‘Why are you defending him?’ Cole snarled.

They had the security guard’s attention now. He was watching from his post. Cole was like a hungry dog. He wanted a fight.

‘Hey.’ Jez put his hands up again. He was running on pure adrenalin. He had to keep a lid on this situation. ‘Just leave it, Cole,’ he said.

‘You two are pathetic. He smashes your best mate and you defend him,’ Cole said.

Mark puffed up his chest. ‘You stupid meathead. You’ll make it worse.’

Cole twitched like he was going to take a swing at Mark, but Mark held strong. ‘Back off,’ he said. Cole’s arm flew up, fist balled. Mark stiffened, ready for the blow.

‘You wanna throw a punch? Good idea. The two of you could be cellmates,’ Mark said. Confusion flickered across Cole’s face. He lowered his fist.

By now the security guard had made his way across the room. ‘Come on, mate,’ he said, nodding at Cole. ‘Time to head home. Cool off.’

Cole gave a sniff, swiped his hand across his nose and said, ‘This place is a dump anyway.’

‘Good. You won’t be back then,’ the bouncer said, shepherding Cole towards the door.

As he left, Cole turned and threw a contemptuous glare at Mark and snarled at Ryan. ‘Watch your back,’ he said. ‘Watch your fucking back.’

Once he was gone there was a split second of relief before Ryan turned. ‘Don’t think that changes anything,’ he hissed at Mark. ‘You guys had better fix this. You’ve got three days.’




Chapter 36

Jamie

Jamie clicked the ‘donate now’ button to pledge thirty dollars to the charity that helped orphans in Ghana. When he wasn’t volunteering, he satisfied his all-consuming need to be good by giving his allowance away. This, he could admit, did feel like he was trying to buy a miracle. But there was something gratifying about donating money. His parents had always tried to tell him that not everybody was as well off as he was, but he’d never fully grasped what they were saying until now.

On Saturday he returned to Oak Ridge to play for the residents. At a resident’s request he had been practising ‘Great Balls of Fire’ and he just about nailed it. On Sunday he volunteered at a hospital fundraising bake sale at the Bondi markets. Tessa and Chloe came to say hi, and Chloe touched Jamie’s arm and told him how inspiring he was, which annoyed him, but she also spent twelve dollars on a box of lamingtons, so he forgave her. That afternoon he joined Caroline Morgan on her Meals on Wheels rounds again. He had felt strange about refusing Mr Barzini’s cannoli, so he had asked Caroline for the recipe for her famous chocolate chip biscuits and used the rehab kitchen to bake some. When they took Mr Barzini his meal, Jamie offered the biscuits as a trade. The old man was delighted and took three in exchange for a large, custard-filled cannoli, which Jamie bit into with impunity. He handed out the rest of his biscuits to the remaining Meals on Wheels recipients.

When he got into the rehab gym on Monday morning he was itching to get started, powered by the belief that he’d done more good to ignite the healing spark in the past week than in all the weeks before.

‘You’re in a good mood,’ Alisha said when he arrived.

‘I’m feeling strong,’ he said. ‘I’m pumped.’

‘Okay. Let’s channel that energy into some weights.’

He worked through his exercises, teeth clenched, ignoring the fatigue, and after he’d finished, instead of taking a break for lunch, he stayed in the gym and repeated the circuit on his own, drawing on every ounce of energy he had until his muscles felt like soup and he couldn’t possibly keep going.

Across the gym, Charlie was seated at the lats pull-down machine. Jamie caught his eye and they exchanged a nod of acknowledgement. Charlie had made visible improvements since Jamie had arrived, and it had mellowed him. He spent every spare minute walking slow, shaky laps of the facility with his head bent over his walking frame. Jamie was encouraged by Charlie’s gains and looked forward to the day he could do the same. He was wondering if he could return to the gym again in the evening for another session when his pocket buzzed with a text.

It was Jez. ‘Hoges! Up for a visitor later? Blast some zombies?’

Jamie didn’t reply. Jez had made no secret of the fact he thought Jamie’s goodness crusade was a waste of time, and Jamie didn’t need his negativity right now. Anything that distracted him from his recovery was bad. He felt like he was on a high wire, inching towards the other side. If he stopped for a moment, if he looked down, or thought about what he was doing, he could plummet into an abyss of despair. But if he kept his eyes forward and just thought about the next step he had to take, bit by bit, he would make it to the other side.
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The next day, Jamie pushed himself even harder. He’d been at the gym almost ninety minutes by the time Alisha arrived for their session. Since he was already warmed up, Alisha suggested they start with some weights again.

As they began the set Jamie asked, ‘Do they have any idea why some people recover their function and others don’t? Have there been studies?’

‘Everybody’s different,’ Alisha said. ‘Last year I had three T12 patients all at once. All incomplete. Two could walk, one was in a wheelchair. Why don’t we aim for ten reps today?’ Jamie nodded and thought twenty.

The next day he was feeling hot. He had developed a fever and had to sit the gym session out, so he went to the games room. Inertia was frustrating and he couldn’t stop fidgeting. He was sick to death of the arid deserts of Conqueror, and he couldn’t bring himself to play any of the FIFA sports games he used to love. The pixelated athletes left him dispirited, so he sent a text to Louis, asking how he was faring. The reply came back straight away.

‘Bruz! So good to hear from you. How’s it going over at Chez DART? Have you had a go at standing yet?’

Standing? Jamie’s team hadn’t even entertained the possibility of standing. He’d seen others try it. An exercise physiologist would wrap their arms around the patient’s waist and hoist them up into an upright position, where they’d wobble in place. Jamie had moments of jealousy, but mostly he told himself that they were probably further along, or had different injuries, and he had to focus on his own path. Not others.

‘Not yet bruz, but so good to hear you’ve tried it,’ Jamie typed back. He was glad for Louis, but it wasn’t a pure gladness. There was envy too, which begat guilt. He hated that he could have such an ugly thought. Meeting Louis had been the best thing that had happened to him since his accident, and he wished he could be happy for his friend with his whole heart.

‘It’ll be your turn soon, bruz. The world looks pretty good from up high. I’m telling you,’ Louis wrote.

Jamie reminded himself Louis’s injury had occurred before his, and so he was likely further along the healing process. But he couldn’t stop wondering why he wasn’t there yet. He repeated his father’s mantras about practice and processes and resolved to work harder. Jamie returned to his room where Charlie was on his bed watching a movie on his iPad, his hand absent-mindedly caressing a rose quartz sphere that sat on his bedside table in a wooden stand. Jamie rolled over to his roommate’s side of their space. ‘Hey, man, can I ask you something?’

Charlie appraised him with a raised brow, then sighed and put his iPad down. ‘Go on then.’ He plucked his ear buds from his ears.

‘Does this stuff work?’ Jamie gestured at the crystal and oils on Charlie’s bedside table. ‘Like, should I get some?’

Charlie gave Jamie something approaching a smile. ‘I doubt it. These are all gifts. Mum went a little nuts.’

‘Oh.’ Jamie was despondent.

‘People will cling to anything when they’re desperate,’ Charlie said. Then his face softened. ‘You sat out of gym today. You okay?’

‘Yeah. My physio said I should give myself a rest. Had a bit of a fever.’

‘She’s right, man. Things aren’t like before. You’ve got to respect your injury’.

‘I just want to work as hard as I can. Do as much as I can, while it still might make a difference.’ His voice was heavy with disappointment.

‘I know it’s tough, but things will get better. Sorry I’ve been a bit of a dick roommate. I was struggling myself. Didn’t have the energy to be empathetic to others. But, I’m getting out of here soon, and the centre set me up with this peer-to-peer service. It’s run by other people who’ve had injuries like ours. They’re talking to me about the transition back to the real world. It’s really helped. They’re cool, and they get it, you know. They’ve made me feel like there is light at the end of the tunnel.’ He paused. ‘I hear the guy who hit you is in court?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Mate, don’t waste your time worrying about him. Focus on yourself and stay positive.’

After the nurse helped Jamie into bed he texted Caroline to say he would like to join her again to deliver Meals on Wheels, if she didn’t mind. This small act was a balm, and it did make him feel better. He wondered if his grandfather and Great-Uncle Francis could see how hard he was trying to be good.

He lay awake in the dark. He didn’t feel great but he couldn’t tell if he was really ill, or if it was just frustration. He couldn’t stop thinking about the revelation that Louis had tried standing. Charlie was slowly, but steadily, walking. Jamie felt like he was falling behind, and he hated being left behind.

‘What should I be doing?’ he silently asked the room. ‘Send me another sign.’
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Jamie felt the field’s chill before he realised he was standing on dewy grass. It sparkled, crystalline, like the stars had shed their dust onto the ground. He wrapped his arms around himself, searching until he spotted his grandfather and Francis playing chess on the familiar end table. They saw him and waved.

‘You’ve been trying to reach us,’ John Senior said as Jamie approached.

‘I felt like I was going mad. How come I haven’t been able to talk to you since that first time?’

‘We’re not supposed to interfere,’ Francis said.

‘How can I know this is real?’ Jamie asked. ‘Tell me something only you would know. Something to prove I’m not imagining you.’

John considered. ‘Well now, let me think …’

‘Dad said you two had a big fight, and that you didn’t talk for years. What was it about?’

‘Ah, that. Damn foolish waste of time,’ John said. ‘What do all families fight over? Money. There was a dispute over our father’s will.’

‘Dad owned an old builder’s cottage in Glebe,’ Francis said. ‘Poky, dark little thing but he always thought it would be worth something so he held on to it. We spent our childhood there. He left it to us in his will. We get one offer and John sold it without even checking with me.’

‘I got the best price for it.’

‘You still should have consulted before agreeing—’

The two men began to argue but Jamie didn’t hear any more. He woke up feeling dizzy and weak. It was late morning. He’d overslept and Charlie was watching him with a concerned look on his face. ‘Dude, you don’t look so hot.’

Jamie licked his cracked lips. ‘Could you get me some water?’

Charlie obeyed. ‘I called the nurse. You’ve got some visitors too.’

‘Hey, Hoges,’ Jez came in, his lanky body more slumped than usual. ‘I wanted to talk to you about something.’ He scratched his arm, looking worried and nervous in equal parts. Jamie wondered, had Jez lost weight?

‘The hearing’s tomorrow and—’

He was cut off by one of the nurses coming over to check on Jamie. ‘I don’t like the look of that temperature.’ She turned to Jez. ‘I’m sorry young man, I’m going to have to ask you to cut your visit short.’

Jez’s face fell. ‘But it’s important,’ he protested. ‘I’ve got to—’

‘You’ll have to come back another time,’ the nurse was firm. ‘Whatever it is, it can wait. Jamie needs to rest.’




Chapter 37

Jez

Jez arrived at the court with a foul hangover. He’d been so on edge the night before that he’d taken a bottle of cooking rum from the pantry and mixed it with warm Coke from the esky in his bungalow until he’d run out of both. For weeks Jez had spent his nights trying to figure out how to save Ryan without incriminating Mark, but it was like trying to hold off a storm by raising his arms up to the thundering clouds. His attempts to talk to Jamie had failed. Now the court date had arrived and all Jez and Mark could do was go and watch and hope Ryan’s innocence would protect him.

‘Hey.’ Mark greeted Jez with a nod when they met at the bottom of the Downing Centre steps as planned.

‘Hey.’ Jez squinted in the morning sun. His head was pounding.

A group of police officers were milling outside the entrance as Jez and Mark made their way inside. Jez flipped up his jacket collar to obscure his face, but the cops didn’t look twice at them. ‘I just want this to be over,’ Jez said, fidgeting as if his skin didn’t fit. Mark, accustomed to camouflaging himself, was solemn as a priest.

‘There he is,’ Mark said, nodding past Jez’s shoulder.

Ryan was standing about twenty metres away. His hair was freshly cut and his light green tie was tied as neatly as if it was being shot for a catalogue. He and a woman in a blue cardigan were in a conversation with a man who looked like a lawyer. Fear was written across Ryan’s face.

‘Should we go say something to him? Let him know we’re not out to get him?’ Mark asked.

‘Aren’t we?’ Jez replied.

Mark rubbed his face. He also looked as if he hadn’t slept. ‘We didn’t want this to happen.’

‘We didn’t do anything to stop it either.’

‘The only thing we could do is ask Jamie to drop the charges,’ Mark said. His voice dropped to a whisper. ‘He said he just wants to know the guy who hit him is sorry—and I am sorry. I’m so sorry.’

‘He’s only saying that because of his weird “earn a miracle” plan. He thinks that if he acts all noble he’ll recover,’ Jez said.

‘Maybe he will! Maybe the belief that he’s doing something will have, like, a psychosomatic effect that spurs him on to recovery.’

‘Shh!’

‘What?’

‘Company.’

Kate was striding up the courthouse steps towards them, looking like a cross between a CEO and an assassin in a tight black suit with dark lipstick and her hair slicked back. She moved as if propelled by pistons. Kate still made Jez nervous. He could tell she didn’t quite buy the idea that Ryan was the culprit. Not that she’d said anything. She was keeping her doubt close to her chest, like a concealed weapon.

‘Kate! Hi.’ Jez’s mouth was suddenly dry. ‘I didn’t expect to see you here.’

‘Hello, Jez, Mark. Of course I’d come,’ she said, sounding a little defensive. ‘You boys used to be friends, didn’t you?’ She nodded in the direction of Ryan and the woman as they disappeared past the metal detectors and were waved on into the atrium. ‘Have you spoken to him since everything happened?’

Jez felt her eyes on him like X-rays. ‘No. I mean, um, yeah, a bit.’

‘We saw him at the pub the other day. He asked how Jamie was doing,’ Mark said. ‘I don’t think he meant to hurt him that bad.’

The comment drew a sideways look from Kate. ‘He should have thought of that before he threw the punch. These “boys will be boys” excuses can’t be tolerated any longer,’ she said, hitching her handbag up onto her shoulder. ‘Okay, let’s go in and present a united front. For Jamie.’

They found a seat not far from Sergeant Hawke, who gave them a subtle wave. After a few minutes John entered the court room and slid into the seat behind them. ‘Hello boys,’ he said, giving them each a quick handshake, then leaned forward and kissed Kate on the cheek.

‘Where’s Mum?’ she asked.

‘She wanted to spend the day with Jamie. I told her I’d relay what happens.’

Kate nodded. There was a knock, and everybody in the room stood to acknowledge the magistrate’s arrival. The clerk called the matter of Ryan West. He stood, looking seasick.

Ryan kept his head down as his lawyer and the police prosecutor batted points back and forth in front of the magistrate, who seemed irritable, as he leaned his head against his hand and flipped through the binder of evidence.

‘So, what we have here is a targeted punch that’s done some really serious damage as they are wont to do, and a plea of not guilty, is that right?’ the magistrate grunted.

‘Yes, Your Honour,’ the police prosecutor said.

Ryan’s eyes wandered around the room. When they settled on Jez and Mark they narrowed, furious. Kate noticed and turned to look at Jez who tried to keep his face from betraying his panic. His guts were churning from nerves and the hangover. He wished he’d stayed in bed. Coming to court was like stepping into the line of fire. The defence lawyer and prosecutor kept referring to materials they had, which nobody else could see. Jez tugged at his collar. Then all of a sudden, it was over. The magistrate said they’d return to the case the following week.

‘What happened?’ Jez whispered to Mark, who shrugged.

The next case was called. John, Jez, Mark and Kate stood and shuffled out into the lobby where Sergeant Hawke was waiting. ‘So that’s that then?’ John asked the officer.

‘That’s right. This time next week it will all be over.’

‘Excuse me, Sergeant Hawke, sir, what do you mean over?’ Mark asked.

‘Won’t there be a trial?’ Jez asked. ‘And a jury and all that?’

‘No, there’s no jury. It’s a single assault charge. The police will present their facts and Ryan’s lawyer will present a defence and then the magistrate will make a ruling.’

‘What? That grumpy old man gets to decide if he’s guilty? Just like that?’ Jez asked, incredulous.

‘We can’t hold a full trial every time someone hits someone else, no matter how serious the outcome. Don’t worry, boys, your friend will still get justice, and a big part of that is thanks to you and your statements. I’ll see you next week.’ He smiled, gave John and Kate a nod, and then turned and headed back towards the courtroom.

‘I’d best be getting back to the office,’ John said.

‘Why don’t I buy you boys some lunch,’ Kate said.

The offer felt like an invitation to a summary execution, but Jez couldn’t think of an excuse not to go, so he and Mark followed her to World Square where they found a Korean place decorated with kitsch souvenirs. They each ordered some bibimbap and Jez got a lemon Lift, which he gulped down like medicine. The cold drink soothed his hangover, but not his fear of what would happen at the next court hearing. His misery must have been plain from his expression, because Kate said, ‘Don’t worry, Jez, the facts are the facts whether it’s heard by a jury or a single man.’

‘But what if he gets it wrong?’ Jez asked, prodding his meal with his fork.

‘Once all the evidence is laid out it will be obvious what happened,’ Kate said confidently. She used a pineapple-shaped bottle opener to snap the lid off an imported soft drink and leaned back in her chair to enjoy it. She seemed strangely content. Happy, even.

‘But there is no evidence,’ Mark said, a note of worry creeping into his voice. ‘Not really. Just hearsay.’

‘No, there wasn’t much evidence at first.’ Kate’s face transformed with a proud smile. ‘But it turns out the pub across the road had CCTV cameras out the front. Mum and I went there to ask the owner if he would give it to us. At first he resisted. He said he didn’t turn the cameras on during the day, so there probably wasn’t any point. But I wouldn’t let it go. I called and called until he gave in. He sent me an email the other day. Wouldn’t you know? There is some footage after all. He said he would pass it on to the police.’

‘But he hasn’t yet?’ Mark asked.

Kate shrugged. ‘Sergeant Hawke said he gave them a hard drive with dozens of unlabelled video files on it. They’re going through them now. Once they find what they need, it will be added to the brief of evidence and, when the matter comes back before court, everybody will be able to see exactly what happened the day Jamie was hit.’

Jez felt like she’d just reached down his throat and yanked his stomach out through his mouth, but Kate was smiling. She popped a piece of chicken into her mouth looking very proud of what she’d managed to pull off.




Chapter 38

Jamie

The nurse had already had to order Jamie back to bed twice, but he felt like he had fire ants crawling around under his skin and he couldn’t stand staying still. He needed to exercise. He needed to build his strength, and reactivate his nerves and his muscles, so that when that spark came, he was ready for it.

It was seven o’clock and dawn was breaking outside his window. Nobody would be in the gym until eight, so even though he was feeling woozy, he forced himself out of bed. As he transferred to his chair nausea rolled through him. His head spun, and he told himself, this is the test. People always talked about fighting injury or illness, a phrase that conjured up images of hospital patients swinging punches wildly into thin air. They battled pain and bravely swam through bilious yellow lakes of nausea, the exertion being somehow curative. And now it was his turn.

He started on the speedball, batting the soft leather teardrop and gradually warming up his muscles. From there he shifted to the lats pulldown, relishing the smooth rise and fall of the iron plates. With each rep he thought of his grandfather. His great-uncle. How they’d told him he had to sow goodness to reap goodness. The miracles he’d read about. Evidence of the universe’s karmic force. It was real. It was true. He’d glimpsed the other side. He pushed harder.

He could feel himself growing warm, and the light-headedness returned, but he told himself to shake it off. He moved to the punching bag station, socking the hanging weight. He thought about Louis, standing. Charlie, walking. He kept swinging. He wondered if he should eat something.

His mother was coming by at nine to make sure he wasn’t worried or nervous about the hearing at the Downing Centre that was scheduled for ten that morning. Nobody seemed to believe him when he said he wasn’t interested. Jez wanted to discuss it. Kate kept asking him pointed questions for what seemed to be her own investigation. But Jamie just wanted to focus on his regime of exercise and goodness. Ryan had to atone for his misdeeds, just as Jamie was attempting to atone for his. One did not affect the other.

‘You’re here early,’ Alisha said, arriving to set up for her first session of the day.

‘Just warming up,’ he said.

‘I was told you’re on medical rest today.’

‘I’m fine,’ he said. ‘I’m just doing a few light reps. What exercises would you give me if we had a session?’

‘We’re not having a session. You’re supposed to be recuperating.’

‘I’m going to be here anyway. I may as well be doing the right things.’

‘There’s no point trying to resist,’ Lillian told Alisha as she arrived in the gym. ‘Once this one sets his mind on something, he does it regardless of what anybody else says.’

‘Okay,’ Alisha said. ‘If you’re going to be here anyway.’

She started him off on the hand bike, suggesting he begin with a gentle ten minutes. Jamie, as always, thought to himself, twenty. But he hadn’t even finished the ten when he was overcome by dizziness.

‘Are you alright, Jamie? You don’t look so great,’ Alisha said.

‘Maybe I should have had some breakfast,’ he said, feeling the nausea engulf him. Alisha rushed over to him, her hand out ready to press against his forehead. ‘You’re hot,’ she said. ‘I think we better get the nurse to take a look at you.’ She took his wrist in her hand and measured his pulse. The fire ants were back. Lillian hurried over.

‘What is it? What’s wrong? Darling, are you alright?’ She pressed her hand to his forehead.

‘I’m fine. I’m just a little dizzy,’ Jamie said.

‘Nuh-uh, mate, back to bed for you,’ Alisha said. ‘I want you resting.’

His instinct was to fight her, but it was a relief to surrender. A nurse appeared to escort him to his room. ‘I’ll do it,’ Lillian said, her protective instinct taking over.

‘Here,’ the nurse waved a thermometer at Jamie. ‘Open up.’ She slid it under his tongue. The glass was cool and smooth.

‘Just relax,’ Lillian said. She pushed his wheelchair to his room. He felt like he was going to tumble out of it. The walls were swaying. The sickness was sharpening into a more intense pain. The nurse took the thermometer from his mouth and frowned at it.

‘I need to do my reps later,’ Jamie said. ‘I need to get back in the gym.’

‘I don’t think so,’ the nurse said. ‘Your temperature is far too high and your blood pressure’s far too low. You won’t be going anywhere for quite some time, young man.’

They helped him into bed.

‘He’s burning up,’ Lillian said.

‘I’m fine,’ Jamie protested. ‘I just need to keep pushing.’ But as he spoke, a wave of queasiness swept through him. He was hot and dizzy. His head felt heavy. He could feel his eyes closing. And suddenly he found himself back in the field.




Chapter 39

Jez

After dropping her bombshell about the pub CCTV footage, Kate returned to her office, leaving Jez sitting on the steps to Hyde Park unable to speak, while Mark paced in front of him saying, ‘I’m sorry man. You were right. This will be so much worse now that we’ve lied. I’m so sorry.’ Jez was in a thinking pose, his right hand balled into a fist. He was biting into his knuckle so hard he could taste blood. There was nothing to say. It was only a matter of time before the truth came out. He reached into his pocket for his phone. ‘I better call Jamie and let him know how this morning went,’ he said, dialling. He waited for it to connect, then he cancelled the call. ‘Weird. His phone’s off.’

‘He’s probably in the gym. Or off on one of his charity missions.’

Jez nodded. This bizarre idea of Jamie’s that goodness would be his salvation had a cultish grip on him and he’d been behaving oddly—fanatical, almost, and for that Jez felt yet another variant of guilt. Kate’s triumphant coup de grâce had shaken him from his indecisiveness and he realised he urgently needed to get to his best friend and confess the truth before he heard it some other, awful way.

‘I’ll try the front desk,’ he told Mark, whose pacing became more frantic as Jez googled the DART Centre and dialled the switchboard number. When an older sounding lady answered, Jez asked if he could be connected to Jamie Hogarth’s room. He could hear the clacking of her computer keys. ‘Oh!’

‘What’s oh?’

‘I’m afraid he’s gone.’

‘What do you mean gone?!’

‘He’s been transferred to the hospital.’

‘The hospital? What happened?’

She told him she couldn’t say, and that Jez should call Jamie’s family.

‘What do you think happened?’ Mark asked after Jez hung up.

‘I don’t know.’

Mark buried his face in his hands and groaned. ‘This day just keeps getting worse.’

‘I’ve got to go see him.’ Jez leapt to his feet.

‘Yeah, let’s go. I’ll google which bus will take us there from here,’ Mark said.

‘No. I think it’s better if it’s just me.’

‘What?’ The word came out cracked with worry. ‘But—’ Jez put his hand on Mark’s shoulder. He could see he wanted to argue. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said.

Mark rubbed the back of his neck. ‘What are you going to say?’

‘I’m not sure yet. I’ll know when I see him.’

‘Okay,’ Mark said, resigned.

‘I’ll let you know how it goes,’ Jez said. Mark nodded.

They said goodbye, then Mark headed towards Town Hall train station and Jez booked an Uber. As he sped through the city he rested his head against the car window. It was an incongruously perfect summer day. White fluffy clouds floated in the bright blue sky, clashing with the bubbling black dread in Jez’s belly. He arrived at the hospital and got Jamie’s room number at reception. When he arrived, Lillian was in the corridor, peering through the little window in the hospital room door, like a guard to whom he would have to state his purpose. His heart sank. He couldn’t face her. He wanted to turn and come back later, but she had heard his footsteps on the linoleum.

‘Oh, Jez!’ She moved towards him with a look of wet-eyed gratitude on her face. ‘I’m so glad you’re here. Have you come straight from the court?’ She smothered him in an embrace.

‘Yeah. Pretty much.’

‘I’m so glad Jamie has someone like you in his life who he can rely on.’ Jez was glad of the hug in this moment because it meant he didn’t have to look Lillian in the eye. When she released him, he asked if he could see Jamie.

‘The nurse is with him now. You can go in when she’s done.’

A few minutes later, Jez entered the hospital room where his best mate was laid out on his back, looking almost as bad as he had when he’d first come out of surgery.

‘Hoges,’ Jez breathed. ‘What happened man?’

‘Jez.’ His friend sounded weak. ‘Overdid it a bit I think.’

There was a drip hooked up to Jamie’s arm and his chest was rising and falling in a laboured way.

‘Mate, don’t worry. You’ll be back at it in no time,’ Jez said, trying to sound upbeat.

‘Every minute I’m not training or doing good feels like a waste,’ Jamie said.

Jez’s guts were knotted tighter than steel cables. ‘Nah, you’ve got to take care of yourself,’ he said.

‘I know you think my plan is dumb,’ Jamie said.

‘I don’t—’

‘It’s okay. I know it sounds hippy-dippy.’ The words came out breathy, and slow, like in an anti-smoking public service advertisement. ‘It just made me feel like I was achieving something, you know. Doing good was the one thing that actually made me feel good again. Kate says it’s called the helper’s high.’

‘Really?’ Jez hadn’t expected that. ‘Doing good really made you feel good?’

‘Yeah,’ Jamie said.

That was unexpected and Jez questioned if his instinct to confess was wrong. He thought of his silver bullet solution—asking Jamie to halt the legal proceedings against Ryan by withdrawing the charges. Could he do this? Was it cowardice, or kindness? It all felt grave and complicated. It made his head hurt. He walked across the sanitised white room to look out the window, so he didn’t have to face his best friend as he said the sour-tasting words that were forming in his throat: ‘Maybe being good doesn’t have to be as literal as delivering meals or raising money for charity.’

‘Huh? What d’you mean?’

‘Well,’ Jez picked at a loose flake of paint on the windowsill. ‘Being good is about being kind to people around you. Polite to your carers. Good to your mum and dad. Being a good mate.’

‘It doesn’t feel big enough,’ Jamie says. ‘It doesn’t feel like being a nice guy means you deserve something miraculous.’

‘What about big ticket acts of kindness. Like, you know how things that are harder to get are worth more. Like, saving someone’s life, or, I don’t know, donating an organ.’ Jez hated himself for what he was doing, but he’d plunged in now and he was taking Jamie with him.

‘Yeah?’ Jamie’s voice rose up with genuine interest. ‘But I can’t even do the little things right now.’

Jez felt sick. But if he didn’t act Ryan might go to gaol, and then he’d sick Del Leckner’s lawyer on Jez, and Mark. And maybe even Jamie, if he thought Jamie knew the truth. Plus, there was Kate’s security tape. What would it show? Maybe something that would get Mark arrested, and him too if the camera’s beady all-seeing eye captured him shoving Ryan to the ground. But if the charges were dropped, no one would ever see it. And if Jamie forgave, it would make him feel good. It felt like the only solution.

‘What about forgiveness?’ he said, his voice toneless.

‘Forgiveness?’

‘Yeah, what do they say? To forgive is divine.’

Jamie processed this.

Jez pressed on. ‘Maybe, you could forgive the guy who hit you?’

‘Forgive Ryan?’

‘It’s the ultimate good deed,’ Jez said, his nail working the loose piece of paint. Pick. Pick. Pick.

‘But he’s the reason I need the miracle.’

Jez swallowed. ‘Exactly,’ he said. ‘That’s why forgiving him would be so powerful.’

The room was silent while Jamie contemplated what Jez was saying. The absence of noise felt as suffocating as the absence of oxygen. When Jamie still hadn’t spoken, Jez said, ‘It was just an idea,’ trying to alleviate some of the choking tension in his chest.

‘You never told me what really happened the day of the fight,’ Jamie finally said.

Jez let his forehead fall against the glass. He wished he could jump out the window. ‘I suppose I didn’t think you wanted to hear about it.’

‘You’re right. I didn’t.’

Jez turned and looked at his friend. Jamie was on his back but his eyes were on Jez, questioning, and Jez wondered if his best friend since kindergarten could see through his craven, self-serving lie.

‘It was a stupid mess that got out of control. Right before it happened you guys were wrestling.’

‘I guess I must have been hitting him too, huh?’ Jamie said.

‘You were hitting each other.’

‘But Ryan started it, right?’

Jez scratched his head. The roots of his hair were damp with sweat.

‘Ryan was shooting at us and when he ran out of pellets we chased him. You got close and then you tripped him with a stick. His chin split open. That’s when it all kicked off. Then he ran at you and you both fell. Then I grabbed him. Then …’ he trailed off.

‘It’s so weird how I don’t remember it at all. I haven’t seen Ryan since we played against him in August. I’m not mad at him. He seems so unrelated to this.’

Whatever Jez’s misgivings, Jamie’s words made him think that with one final push he could convince his friend to end this nightmare. If he could just get him over the line he could save Ryan and protect Mark.

‘Does that mean you could forgive him? Drop the charges?’

‘Drop the charges?’ Jamie was shocked. ‘I thought you just meant forgive him, not drop the charges.’

‘Well, yeah. It would be a high-stakes, big gesture. You can’t do your charity work in hospital. But you can do this. Make it count.’

‘I thought you didn’t buy this do-gooder scheme,’ Jamie said.

‘It’s not that,’ Jez said, rubbing his face. ‘I was just worried.’

‘But you’re not anymore?’

‘I guess the most important thing is if you believe in it.’

‘I guess,’ Jamie said, staring at the ceiling. ‘It’s actually a pretty smart idea.’

Jez’s pulse was racing. ‘So, you’ll do it?’

‘I don’t know. It’s pretty big.’

Jamie was more alert now, awoken by this proposition. Jez’s ethical acrobatics had gotten through to him and Jez could see him rolling the proposition over in his head. Testing it and seeing how it felt. This hadn’t been Jez’s intention. He had travelled solo to the hospital ready to come clean. But the CCTV footage had been a shock, and fear was a powerful motivator. Jamie was looking at him, waiting for a sign of encouragement. Jez turned his gaze back out the window so his friend couldn’t see his face as he spoke. He closed his eyes and made his final plea.

‘If you forgive him, you’ve got nothing to lose, and everything to gain.’




Chapter 40

Lillian

With Jez in Jamie’s room, Lillian felt able to leave her son for a moment. She went to the kitchenette to make herself a drink. The hospital coffee tasted like soil but she was desperate for the caffeine. She had not yet told Kate or John that she and Jamie were back in hospital. She needed a moment to catch her breath from this drama before facing her husband and launching into the next one, which had been whipped up by a telltale blue flower that was as shrivelled and flattened and half dead as she felt.

She stirred milk into her coffee, knowing she would have to call her husband soon, and that this latest stress may cause her facade to crack. She had been avoiding John in the house, which hadn’t been hard. He was always working, and she was busy with Jamie’s needs as she tried to make sense of this new potential threat to her family. She spent hours researching allied healthcare, NDIS packages and the cost of home renovations to prepare for when Jamie came home, and she was doing it alone. When she contemplated the flower, the notion that had leapt unbidden into her brain, that her husband had betrayed her, defied logic. It was so unlike him. John had always been loving and devoted. But on top of that, it was not in his nature. He was so proper—a slave to rules, order and procedure. The idea that he would cheat was impossible to accept.

Except. She’d felt the same way seventeen years earlier when she’d learned her perfect baby boy with the dimpled knees had cancer. That too had felt unfathomable. Her hands trembled a little as she tore off the end of a sugar sachet and tipped it into her cup. Through that dark period, John had always been by her side. At night, they’d clung together, trying to snatch some rest so they could withstand the next day. But where was he now? What was he doing in those long hours away?

She furiously stirred her drink. It wasn’t the flower, really. The flower was just the smoking gun. She had sensed he’d been hiding something from her for months. He had changed, and when she really thought about it, she realised the shift had started before Jamie’s accident, and intensified afterwards. Something was compelling him to spend long hours away from his family and the excuse that he had to work just didn’t stack up. The only clue she had was evidence he’d bought flowers and hidden them in his boot.

She told herself not to jump to conclusions. But she couldn’t put her suspicion aside. It was as real and uncomfortable and impossible to ignore as a sharp stone in her shoe. She finished her coffee, dialled Kate’s number and explained that Jamie had been admitted to hospital.

‘What?! Is it serious?’

‘He has an infection.’ Kate gasped. ‘One of the nurses here at the hospital assured me they’re common in people with injuries like Jamie’s. But the way the nurse at rehab was behaving … It didn’t sound run of the mill.’

‘I’m on my way,’ Kate said. ‘Do you need me to bring anything?’

‘No, but can you call your father? I … Jamie needs me.’

‘Of course,’ Kate said without question. Lillian was thankful she could pass on the task.

‘And Mum,’ Kate said.

‘Yes?’

‘Whatever it is, we’ll get through it.’

‘Yes,’ Lillian replied. ‘I know we will.’ She ended the call and clutched the phone to her chest. She was so touched by her daughter’s uncharacteristic tenderness that, for a few moments, it really did make her feel better.
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As Lillian waited for John and Kate, fear returned like a wave washing back onto the sand. In her mind she was back in her kitchen, watching the clock, wondering where Jamie was. Only now, she felt marooned. She couldn’t rely on her husband for support. He had all but abandoned her.

Kate and John arrived together, hurrying up the corridor dressed smartly for court. Shoes shined. Shirts starched.

‘What happened?’ John asked, a little breathless from racing up from the car.

‘He was in the gym when he became dizzy. I think he was pushing himself too hard. Focusing too much on progressing quickly.’ She emphasised the last sentence, but if her husband registered it was a veiled swipe at his obsession with discipline, he didn’t show it.

‘What did the doctor say?’ Kate asked.

‘They’re still homing in on exactly what’s wrong.’ She told them she suspected they had some guesses but didn’t want to venture one until they knew for sure. ‘How was the hearing?’

‘We should have a verdict next week,’ John said.

‘There won’t be a trial?’ Lillian asked, dismayed.

‘Apparently not,’ he said, visibly annoyed.

Kate explained what Sergeant Hawke had said about justice still being served. ‘And they’ll have the CCTV,’ she added, proudly.

‘Well, that’s something,’ Lillian said.

They went into Jamie’s room and arranged the vinyl chairs in a semicircle around his bed and together they waited. Jez had quietly stolen away earlier so it was just the family. Kate and John clicked on their phones. Lillian read old stories about Princess Mary from a pile of curled up magazines she’d found in the waiting room.

At four in the afternoon Kate went out and returned with a tray loaded up with burgers and fries. She’d asked them to put a fried egg on Jamie’s because he’d mentioned over cards in rehab that that was how he liked it before he went for a surf. When Jamie woke and saw the buns and fries he perked up a little.

‘Since my injury we’ve eaten together as a family more than we did all last year,’ he said.

‘Really? That’s horrible,’ Lillian said.

There was a knock at the door, and the authoritative figure of Sergeant Hawke appeared.

‘Sorry to interrupt. I’m here to speak with Jamie,’ the police officer said.

‘Hello, Sergeant Hawke. We filled him in on what happened this morning,’ Kate said, confused.

‘Has there been a development since the hearing?’ John asked.

The police officer looked past the family to Jamie, in his bed. ‘This is about another matter. If we could have some privacy, please?’

‘Yes, of course,’ Lillian said, confused.

Lillian, Kate and John sat in the waiting room for nearly forty minutes before they heard the policeman’s boots approach.

‘Has something happened?’ Lillian asked, standing.

Sergeant Hawke pressed his lips into a straight line. ‘I’ve had a conversation with Jamie about a change in plans.’

‘Is this about the CCTV footage?’ Kate asked. ‘Did you find something? You’ve uncovered new information, haven’t you? I knew something wasn’t right.’

‘We’ve decided not to proceed with the prosecution.’

‘What?’ Kate leapt out of her chair. ‘You’re dropping the charges?’

John got to his feet. ‘What about justice for my son?’

‘It was Jamie who asked us not to take things any further,’ Sergeant Hawke said calmly.

‘He can’t do that, he’s in hospital. He must be delirious. What about that CCTV footage? You said the pub owner had handed it over,’ Kate said.

The police officer frowned. ‘I explained to Jamie that we could prosecute, even if he didn’t want to press charges. This type of violence is serious. I’m sure nobody needs to tell you that. But, it has never been a strong case. There are no eyewitnesses who can unequivocally say they saw Ryan punching Jamie square in the face. The best we have are bystanders who saw Jamie and Ryan wrestling. Jeremy Morgan said Ryan accosted the three of them outside the school grounds with a paintball rifle, and even though that’s pretty serious conduct, and both he and Mark attest to that happening, it doesn’t prove the punch. As for the CCTV footage, there’s over a week’s worth and it isn’t time-stamped. Given Jamie’s desire that we not proceed, it was decided that we would drop the charges and give Mr West a formal caution over his conduct with the paintball rifle.’

Sergeant Hawke departed with a courteous nod, leaving Lillian, Kate and John shaking their heads at each other, utterly aghast. They sank into the waiting room chairs, trying to process it.

‘I don’t understand what just happened,’ Kate said.

‘This is unacceptable,’ Lillian said. ‘That boy can’t get off scot-free while Jamie’s stuck in hospital, again, possibly fighting for his life, again.’ There was a heat to her rage she’d never felt before.

‘Do the police get the final say on this?’ Kate asked. ‘Is there someone else we can appeal to? Some tribunal? A higher authority?’

‘I don’t think it works like that,’ John said.

‘We have to get that footage,’ Kate said. ‘We can go through the files ourselves. If we can find the culprit the police won’t be able to refuse to punish the boy who did this.’

‘Let’s just calm down,’ John said.

‘Calm down?!’ Lillian turned to face her husband. Suddenly she was seeing red. The exhaustion. The police apathy. The new infection. It was all too much, and she knew just who to take her anger out on. ‘Of course, you don’t care one way or the other. One less thing for you to have to concern yourself with,’ she hissed at her husband.

‘What is that supposed to mean?’

Lillian hadn’t meant to tear open this wound but she’d been blindsided and now it was too late.

‘Where have you been since Jamie was injured? You’re hardly ever at the hospital. You show up when it’s convenient for you. In your lunch break. After work. Heaven forbid our son’s emergency gets in the way of your morning meeting.’

‘Now hang on—’

‘Do you deny it?’

‘I’ve been here!’

‘Not enough.’ Lillian’s voice was shaking. ‘Not nearly enough! We all know there’s no reason in the world why you couldn’t have taken time off work. There’s no reason you couldn’t have been there for your son. For your family.’

Now that she’d started, recriminations were spilling out of her like lava, fuelled by months of anger and resentment that she’d been suppressing. It was all too much. Her sweet, wonderful boy was back in hospital and now the police were saying they weren’t going to pursue the kid who put him there. Jamie had been working so hard in rehab. He’d been so focused on his goal of self-improvement, only for it all to be derailed by an infection. Her husband was telling her to calm down when he should have been baying for blood. She had proof he’d been lying to her for months.

‘It’s like you don’t care!’ she said to John. ‘It’s like you don’t even care.’

‘Everything I do is for this family!’ John protested.

‘Were the flowers for this family?’

‘Flowers?!’

Lillian had started down the path and now she couldn’t turn back.

‘I saw the flowers that you bought for her, John. Blue irises, hidden in the boot of your car.’

Recognition flitted across John’s features just long enough for Lillian to confirm she had been right. Up until that second, she’d hoped there was an explanation. She’d never truly, in her heart of hearts, believed that John would do that to her, to the family. But she could read her husband’s face. The treachery was real.

‘It’s not what you think,’ he said quickly. Lillian scoffed.

‘Mum, I’m sure this is a misunderstanding.’ Kate turned to her father. ‘Dad? There could be a million reasons why you’d buy flowers. Right?’

John had gone pale. ‘I, err—’

‘Dad?’ Kate shook her head in disbelief. ‘Is that why you borrowed six thousand dollars from me? For some … mistress?’

‘Six thousand dollars?!’ Lillian stood up so quickly she spilled a cup of water, throwing a spray across the linoleum floor. Kate went to her mother’s aid, tearing tissues out of a box on the coffee table so she could dab up the spill.

‘That’s not … it’s not that,’ John said. ‘I’m not having an affair. My God, I can’t believe you would think that.’

‘Then what?’ Lillian stared at him, daring him to lie. ‘Why are you never home? Why haven’t you been helping prepare for our son’s care?’ Her words dissolved into a sob.

John was unnerved. ‘It’s—’ he stammered. ‘It’s … it’s the company,’ he spoke haltingly. ‘It’s in trouble. It’s been in a downward spiral since the middle of last year. I haven’t been earning a salary since June. We were losing clients, so we took out a loan … it didn’t pan out … the money’s gone. It’s all gone.’

‘What?!’

‘That’s why I’ve been working such long hours. It’s not some woman, it’s our family’s security. It’s our future, and Jamie’s. It’s the fees for any therapy he might need. It’s the cost of making the house more accessible.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ Lillian was in shock.

‘I thought I could fix it. Then when Jamie got injured, I thought, he’s going to need money. I had to do everything humanly possible to get it back. We gave the website a lick of paint. I’ve been pitching to clients day and night.’

‘But … you’ve been lying to me since June?’

‘I didn’t want to make things worse.’

‘John … how … why?’ Lillian couldn’t comprehend what she was hearing.

‘I came close to telling you so many times. But I was ashamed, and I wanted to fix it.’

‘But what about the flowers?’ Kate asked.

‘They were just for a temp who was trying to help. She saved us money by updating the website. I couldn’t pay her. I wanted to show I was grateful … It’s not even … my God, I can’t believe you thought I would have an affair.’

Lillian watched her husband struggle to explain himself. She could see it now, how he’d been scrambling to hide his failure. She understood his reasoning. You don’t live with someone for thirty years without learning the patterns of their mind. He was imploring her now.

‘I wanted to tell you. But with everything that happened, I didn’t want to pile anything more onto your worries. I wanted to handle it.’

Lillian stood and walked to the water cooler, where she took a fresh paper cup from the sleeve and filled it. Kate followed her and got some water too.

‘I’m sorry about your company, Dad,’ Kate said, handing him the cup. ‘I know how hard you worked to build it. I know how difficult it would have been to see it fail.’

Lillian turned. Kate’s comments had that old familiar sting of a daughter siding with her father. But as she watched Kate pass John the water, and him take it with a trembling hand, his face the colour of putty and slack with misery, she realised that wasn’t what was happening at all. She was seeing the vulnerability in the man who was so good at concealing his burden from his wife, he had convinced her it wasn’t there. Kate saw it though, Lillian realised, because she was the same. Lillian took a deep breath.

Kate came over and placed her hands on Lillian’s arms and said, ‘It will be alright, Mum. Dad forgot that it’s just money.’ Lillian walked to the other side of the room. She was full of anger and questions but her daughter’s compassion brought tears to her eyes. She was seeing her anew.

She turned to John, who looked wretched. ‘I don’t need you to protect me,’ she said.

‘I wasn’t.’ He sighed a deep, world-weary sigh. ‘I was protecting myself. I didn’t want you to know that I’d failed you all.’

‘Dad, you didn’t fail us,’ Kate said firmly.

John covered his face with his hands. ‘But, Jamie—’

‘—will not go without a single thing he needs,’ Kate said. ‘I’ll make sure of that.’

Lillian’s heart lurched, flooded with gratitude. For the first time in as long as she could remember, she hugged her daughter. John walked over to them and placed a hand on Kate’s shoulder.

‘I’m so sorry about everything,’ he said, blinking tears from his eyes.

Lillian shook her head. She couldn’t believe he had kept such an immense secret from her. As she silently pondered his revelation the institutional bleeps and the sound of an empty gurney being wheeled past reminded her she needed to defer her anger and her needs. For now, they needed to focus on their son. A part of her could see that that had been what John thought he was doing. Among the confusing feelings overwhelming her was a deep seam of sorrow that he felt he had to carry the burden alone. She was hurt. Their marital bond was badly bruised. But she was strong, and looking at his careworn face, she knew that in time the wound would heal. She lay her hand over his, where it sat on their daughter’s shoulder, to let him know he hadn’t lost her. They would have to repair the rift the deceit had caused, but it was a task she was willing to undertake. Acknowledging that felt like a start.

They had only a moment’s peace before a doctor they had never met before came striding down the hallway and into the waiting room with a look of concern on his face.

‘You must be the Hogarths,’ he said. ‘Come with me please.’




Chapter 41

Jez

When Jez left the hospital around two that afternoon, the harsh sun was beating down on the car park. Squinting, he shrugged out of the good jacket he’d worn to court, tied it around his waist and bolted to the bus stop on the main road, like he was fleeing a gaol break. The 502 would take him to Mark’s and it was rounding the corner as he sprinted towards it. He leapt aboard just as the bus was pulling away from the kerb, swiped his Opal card and dropped heavily into a seat.

His insides were sizzling as if he’d just sculled a litre of acid. An old woman with a blue rinse and a tartan shopping trolley was staring at him like she knew what he’d done. He’d tricked his best, oldest friend into telling the police not to prosecute the person he believed had put him in hospital. Jez had done the worst thing he could imagine, and he didn’t even know if it was going to work. The cops could decide they wanted to gaol Ryan anyway, and then Jez’s betrayal would have been for nothing. Worse, if the tape showed Mark hitting Jamie, Mark could be gaoled. The cops would see Jez lied. Jamie would never speak to him again. Jez clutched his chest. What had he done?

The bus ride across the city was interminable. He was halfway to Mark’s when he got a text message from Jamie. ‘I’m going to do it.’ Three bouncing dots showed there was more to come. ‘I’m going to ask the cops to drop the charges.’

Jez’s sweaty fingers smeared the screen when he typed back, ‘When?’

He sat holding his phone until he reached his stop. But Jamie didn’t answer. Soon Jez was at Mark’s stop. The house where he lived with his dad fronted the main road. Jez banged on the door.

‘It’s done,’ Jez said, when Mark answered.

‘What?’

‘Hoges is going to ask the police not to press on with the assault charge against Ryan.’

Mark’s eyes widened in surprise. ‘You asked him to drop the charges?’

‘Yeah.’ Jez stepped into the dark hallway eager to be out of the heat. All the curtains in the house were drawn to keep the sun out. ‘I had to, didn’t I?’

Mark paused, his lips pressed together, then he said, ‘C’mon. I’ll get you something to drink.’

He led Jez through to the kitchen–dining area and got him a cold glass of water. Mark’s dad’s house had tiles instead of carpet or floorboards. Jez had never been to Mark’s before and he wondered if it was always this gloomy, or if it was just that the blinds were closed. Mark was moving slowly, deep in thought, as he took a box of Barbecue Shapes from the cupboard and tore them open. ‘I can’t believe you did that for me.’

Jez shrugged and sank onto one of the chairs at the kitchen table. ‘I couldn’t rat you out. Those stories you told me—’

Mark nodded. ‘When I first asked you to lie, I thought he was going to get better. I just thought, there’s no way this Eastern Suburbs prince doesn’t recover from this. Then, when he didn’t, I started to panic. I encouraged him with the do-gooder stuff because I thought it would help keep him motivated and thinking positively.’

‘Yeah. Makes sense,’ Jez said, grabbing a handful of the salty biscuits.

Mark took a seat opposite Jez. ‘I was a coward. I should pay for what I did. I see that now.’

‘No, man, it’s over. Nobody else is going down because of what you did. You being punished won’t make a difference to Jamie. It’s time to move on.’

‘The thing is, when I was goading him into doing muck-up day with us, I did want him to get in trouble,’ Mark said. ‘I did want to leave a mark on the school, and I wanted Jamie to be part of it. I kinda hoped he’d get caught. I didn’t want to hurt him but I hoped he’d learn a lesson. Just once I wanted someone to face some consequences. Any consequences. When Ryan attacked us, I was so mad. He was interfering with my plan. I was telling the truth when I said I didn’t mean to hit Jamie. It wasn’t planned. But I had wanted to get back at him.’

Jez didn’t like this new twist. ‘Giesen—’

‘I’ve been thinking about it every day since it happened,’ Mark cut him off. ‘I was so scared I’d stuffed up, just like my dad. Just like all those kids at school said. I was a Rabid-Scabid son of a con. At night I’d lie awake, thinking, I’ve gotta own up. I tried, too. I called Sergeant Hawke. Tried to feel out how it might go. He said if Jamie doesn’t pull through it could be a manslaughter charge.’

‘They said that to me too.’

‘That scared me. Manslaughter. For one stupid mistake. You assault someone in a mad moment of rage, that’s one thing. You can come back from that, but killing someone? You kill someone your life’s over.’ Mark sniffed. ‘So fucking selfish,’ he said, refilling both their glasses. ‘I know. Don’t hit people, right? But I got hit. A lot. Who paid then?’ He shook his head. ‘I’m not trying to justify it.

‘After you left this morning, I walked around Hyde Park and I kept thinking about when he was first hurt. In hospital, lying there, fragile as a leaf, and all the bad feelings I’d had just vanished. I think part of the reason I didn’t want to accept responsibility for what happened was deep down I felt wronged. But I look at him, and I know I’m the reason he’s like that, and I have to face the consequences. So, I called the cops too.’

‘What do you mean?’ Jez was confused. ‘Today?’

‘After Kate said she had the footage I realised the answer was simple. I couldn’t let you get in trouble for protecting me. So, I called the police and told them it was me. They asked me to come down to the station. I signed a full confession. Well, a statement saying I threw the punch. I told them Kate’s CCTV tape would corroborate what I was saying, and they charged me on summons. One count of assault. That police officer, Sergeant Hawke, he wasn’t there, which made things easier. It was all very civil in the end.’ He sighed. ‘To be honest, it was a relief.’

‘So, it’s not over?’

‘It is over. I’m not going to fight it. I need to make up for what I did.’

‘But … You’re really okay with this?’

‘I should have done it straight away. I feel better than I have in months. I did a stupid thing and I’ve finally owned up to it. I just hope Jamie can forgive me one day.’ Mark looked at Jez. ‘I hope you can forgive me.’

The relief nearly knocked Jez off his feet. All the deception, all the lies, had been corrected. He did a mental tally of everything that had transpired. Jez would have to come clean with Jamie. That would be hard. He didn’t look forward to it, but it would also feel good to purge himself. Like Mark, there was a part of him that knew it would be cathartic, and he looked forward to atoning and moving past everything. He realised, with a lightness he hadn’t felt in months, that they were square. Whatever lay ahead for Mark, he was at peace with it.

‘I feel like such an idiot for not just telling the truth in the first place,’ Mark said. ‘But it all happened so quickly. It was scary, and I think once I started to lie, I didn’t know how to stop.’

‘I know what you mean,’ Jez said.

‘How’d Jamie look today when you went to see him? Is he doing okay?’

‘I don’t know. They’re monitoring him. But he looked pretty flat.’

‘I hope he’s okay,’ Mark said.

‘He will be. I’m sure of it. When this is all over we’ll do something really nice for him. A big “we’re sorry” surprise. Let him know it was all a mistake that got out of hand.’ Jez felt tears spring into his eyes. He cleared his throat and said, ‘Hey, I’m starving. I’ve barely eaten in days. Let’s get some food.’

‘Good idea, I’m famished.’

Jez covered his face with his hands, grateful and tired, and overwhelmed. He couldn’t believe it was over.

While Mark scrolled Uber eats for his favourite pizza place Jez’s phone rang. The name that came up on the screen was ‘Hoges Mum’.

‘Why’s she calling?’ he asked out loud, then pressed answer. ‘Hello?’

‘Jez,’ her voice was cold. ‘I think you should come to the hospital.’

‘O-kay,’ the feeling of relief drained away.

‘Jamie’s not doing so well. Please hurry,’ Lillian said. ‘You need to hurry.’




Chapter 42

Jamie

After he’d asked Sergeant Hawke to drop the charges, Jamie was overcome with light-headedness. He’d been trying to put on a brave face for his family but talking to Jez and then the cop had taken all of the fight out of him, and he felt weak and breathless. He pressed the buzzer for a nurse. A young woman with big hoop earrings and fuchsia-coloured lipstick came in and took his temperature. He was no longer in the acute spinal injury ward, and he was disappointed Mary wasn’t on hand, and that Louis wasn’t around to keep him entertained. Where was Louis? Jamie’s mind was foggy.

The nurse murmured as she read his temperature. ‘I’m just going to ask the doctor to come in and have a little look at you. No need to worry,’ she told him, but her tone said the opposite.

Jamie was glad a doctor was coming. He felt like he couldn’t get enough air into his lungs. Voices echoed around the room. He closed his eyes and the field flashed in his mind—this time only a memory. The sky rippled with colour. The ocean shimmered, boundless and black, except for one silver spot that reflected the orb hanging in the sky above. He had the sensation of sinking. Jamie felt as if his bed was tilting backwards. The temperature of the room dropped to a chill. Had the field been real? Was he going there now?

He recalled the warmth of his grandfather’s voice, and the softness of his flannel shirt. The intense feeling of safety he’d felt as his grandfather had pulled him into a bearhug had left an imprint on his soul. Since then, he often sensed the ghost of his grandfather around him, with Great-Uncle Francis hovering nearby too. Theirs was a genial, reassuring presence. He felt them now.

As he lay in the hospital bed, the world reached him through the filtered gauze of medication. In the distant dark he could hear someone talking about an infection. Complications. There was a pinpoint sting in his arm as blood was drawn.

Visitors funnelled past his bed. His parents hovered on the edge of his field of vision. Their presence was a comfort. He could smell Tessa’s lip gloss and shampoo, feel the soft inside of her palm on his arm. He recalled hearing Louis’s voice. He slept.

Jez and Mark came to visit. They had the queasy expressions of two people who had just been conscripted and Jamie concluded that his hospitalisation was the source of their misery. They looked at each other, and then the floor. Mark rubbed a tear from his eye.

‘We’ve got to tell you something,’ Jez said.

‘Uh-huh.’ It was as if Jamie was watching the world through thick glass. ‘What is it?’

‘It was me,’ Mark blurted.

‘What?’ Jamie croaked.

‘I’m the one who threw the punch. I’m the reason you’re here.’

‘Threw the punch?’ Jamie repeated. The words didn’t make sense.

‘We’re so sorry.’ Jez was crying.

‘I hit you. Not Ryan. It was me. Near the dry-cleaners. And then Ryan got arrested and—’

‘Hoges, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. We’ll make it up to you,’ Jez said. ‘You’re going to beat this. I know it.’

Suddenly the room sharpened. ‘Why are you telling me this?’ Jamie felt hot again. Jez and Mark looked at each other.

‘It all happened so quickly,’ Jez began. As he talked and tried to explain the sequence of events, Jamie grew agitated. Now the room was burning.

He was plunged back into blackness. The sensation he was falling rushed over him and he had a strong sense of déjà vu. He realised he was in the field. The wind was up and it was darker than usual. Although the grass was manicured, as if in preparation for a rugby match, everything else about the field was brutal. The ocean was choppy, loud and menacing. The distant trees appeared black as crows. Without the school buildings, the huddled black clumps of foliage were the only things interrupting the sweep of landscape. They reminded Jamie of an English lesson about collective nouns and how the term for crows had stuck in his head. A murder.

Time skipped and he found himself playing chess with his grandfather, while Great-Uncle Francis watched on. The wind was howling. He rubbed his arms and contemplated his pieces, lined up in two neat rows. He lightly touched his pawn. Its white marble head was polished smooth.

‘I did what you told me,’ he said to them. He moved his piece forward two squares. The stakes felt high. The wind was growing stronger, blowing over the chess pieces, and he could no longer see his grandfather’s face. Just a dark figure. ‘I’ve been nothing but good,’ he said.
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Jamie’s eyes cracked opened to the sound of his mother and father having a conversation with the nurse. Both of them had their arms crossed, and he could feel distress emanating off them as they tried to make sense of what they were hearing.

‘But how could he have contracted pneumonia?’ Lillian asked.

‘He’ll be okay, though, won’t he? He’s strong and he’s young,’ John was saying.

‘There’s greater risk because of his injury.’

‘But he was medically stable. He’s been out working, volunteering to help others. He’s been exercising too. Look at the size of him, he’s been lifting weights.’

‘There seems to be another infection. Something unexpected in his blood. We’re bringing in a haematologist.’

‘A haematologist? What for?’ His father’s voice was strained.

Fatigue cloaked Jamie. In his haze he wondered if the haywire readings on the monitors were simply the biochemistry of the miracle that he had set in motion. He had forgiven, after all, even though he hadn’t known the truth. That had to count for something. As soon as Jez had left the other day, Jamie had called the mobile number he had for Sergeant Hawke and asked him to call off the dogs. The officer had come into the hospital to talk it over. Jamie had assured him he knew what he was doing. Afterwards, Jamie had felt light, and like he’d wrestled back a little control over his destiny.

He wondered what a miracle might look like on a slide under a microscope: thousands of tiny microbial cells humming and sparkling and whirling around like Catherine wheels as the glial cells repaired themselves. A biochemical ballet, propelled by forces beyond the reach of doctors and their machines. What traces would it leave for their scientific instruments?

He really did feel like there was fire inside him. He was burning up. Maybe that’s what this was, he thought, borderline delirious. Maybe this was what a miracle felt like when it was happening inside of you.




Chapter 43

Lillian

Jamie’s new treating doctor, Dr Mears, had a mousy blonde flyaway bob and glasses that always seemed to be askew. To Lillian, this was a comforting sign she had her priorities right: why stop to comb your hair when there are lives to be saved? Unfortunately, the news was less reassuring as Dr Mears explained that in addition to his pneumonia, Jamie had an infection in his blood.

‘How serious is it?’ Kate asked.

The doctor touched her pen to her chin. ‘We have some options. I see he had a stem cell transplant when he was younger,’ she said.

‘Yes. He had leukaemia when he was a baby,’ Lillian said. The thought of that period caused her throat to tighten and her heart to speed up.

‘And the donor was a family member?’ Dr Mears asked.

‘Yes, my Uncle Francis. My dad’s brother,’ said John.

‘That’s good. Stem cells can be an effective treatment for blood infections like this. Is your uncle in a position to donate again?’

Lillian and John looked at each other. ‘We haven’t had contact in years,’ Lillian said.

‘I’m sure he’d do it again,’ John said. ‘We’ll get in touch and fly him over from WA immediately.’

‘Yes, please do that,’ the doctor said.

After Dr Mears left, Lillian grabbed John’s arm. ‘We’ve barely spoken to Francis since the first time we asked him to do this,’ she said.

‘He can’t hold that against us. We tried to build a relationship. He’s the one who resisted,’ John said. ‘He has always been a solitary person.’

‘Do you think he’d help? After all this time?’ Kate asked.

John shrugged, a little hopeless. ‘He’s family, isn’t he?’

‘I don’t even have his contact details in my phone,’ Lillian said. ‘I’ll have to go to the house and get the old address book out of the table that used to be next to the landline.’

John rubbed his chin. ‘He might not even be at his old house anymore.’

‘When did you last hear from him?’ Kate asked.

‘It’s been years.’

‘I’ll ring Aunt Mary and the cousins,’ Kate said. ‘Surely someone will know how to reach him.’

‘What if he doesn’t want to be reached?’ Lillian asked.

When Jamie was little Lillian had made sure he sent a Christmas card across the Nullarbor to the man who had saved his life every year. At first there had been spotty replies, usually appearing in January or February. A card in return, with a crisp ten dollar note slipped between the pages. Uncle Francis stopped replying altogether around the time Jamie started high school. The answer to his Christmas card that year had been the card itself, unopened, and stamped ‘Return to Sender’ in green post office ink. A terrifying thought was stirring in the back of Lillian’s mind. She tried to ignore it and stay positive.

‘If he’s no longer at his Esperance house, whoever is there may have a forwarding address,’ Lillian said.

‘We’ll find him,’ John said. ‘Francis and I never had a disagreement. It was my father he fell out with. He helped before. He’ll help again. He may be eccentric but he’s not heartless.’

‘Will he even be able to donate at his age? He must be, what eighty-five now?’ Kate asked.

John did the sums in his head. ‘Eighty-six.’

Fear flared in Lillian’s belly. She had to ask the question. ‘Are we … are we sure he’s still alive?’

‘We would have heard if anything had happened …’ John trailed off. All three of them looked at each other in an airless moment of shame. They were about to ask so much of an old man who they hadn’t bothered to check in on in years.

‘Someone would have called if something had happened to Uncle Francis,’ John insisted. ‘Some person close to him would have taken it upon themselves to reach out.’ His words were steeped in doubt. After a tortured pause he added, ‘We tried to keep in touch.’

‘I’ll race to the house and get the address book,’ Kate said.

After she was gone Lillian was finally alone with her husband for the first time since he’d revealed the secret he had been keeping. She still felt angry, and betrayed. But the important thing now was tracking down his uncle.

‘You did try to build a relationship with Francis,’ she offered. ‘This isn’t your fault.’

Kate rang Lillian twenty minutes later with good news. ‘I found it!’ She read the vital digits down the line. John then dialled the landline with the area code. It rang out. There was no way to leave a message. ‘Nothing,’ he said, tense.

‘We’ll keep trying,’ Lillian said.

Kate returned soon after. ‘I found these too,’ she said, emptying her handbag of some old address books she found at the house and other family documents she thought might have some leads.

‘Rich is on his way. He’s going to help. Dad, he asked if Uncle Francis has an ABN. He might be able to use a business number to track him down.’

‘That’s a good idea,’ Lillian said.

‘I’ll start searching through these for people who might have a link to Grandad or Uncle Francis.’ Kate held up a red crocodile-skin address book that Lillian had bought shortly after she got married. While Kate searched, Lillian and John took turns calling the Esperance number at twenty-minute intervals. Every time Lillian tapped in the number she chanted ‘please’ in time with each bleep the phone made. Zero-please. Seven-please. Eight-please. Three-please. Rich arrived and set himself up with his laptop, looking for little breadcrumbs that might lead them to the man with the life-saving cells. One of them always sat by Jamie, hawk-eyed and ready to raise the alarm at the slightest hint of change.

When it was Lillian’s turn to call again the phone in Esperance rang once and a harried-sounding woman answered. ‘Hello, this is Patricia Bourke.’

Lillian’s heart leapt. ‘Oh, hello, I’m a relative of Francis Hogarth’s.’ She quickly explained she was trying to reach Francis urgently. ‘Do you have any way of contacting him? Please. I can’t tell you how important it is.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Patricia said. ‘My husband and I bought this house three years ago.’

‘Three years?’ Lillian said, dismayed.

‘I do remember meeting him briefly. He seemed like a nice man. He left us a basket of vegetables from the garden. Once I moved in, the veggie patch went to rack and ruin of course,’ Patricia said.

‘Did he leave a forwarding address? Or a phone number? Perhaps there are contact details on the contract of sale? Anything would help,’ Lillian said.

Patricia said she would try and find it but since it had been so long it might take a while to locate.

‘But it’s urgent,’ Lillian said, her desperation getting the better of her. ‘Please. We really need your help.’

Patricia’s tone changed. ‘I’ll do what I can, but I’ve got a busy schedule. I’ve got my children to worry about and it’s Wednesday, which means they have hockey training.’ She didn’t like being ordered around.

‘It’s just my son is in the hospital. He’s very sick. We need to reach his great-uncle,’ Lillian explained.

‘The great-uncle you haven’t had contact with in three years?’ Patricia gave a little scoff that made Lillian want to reach down the phone line and throttle the woman. But she had dealt with people like this before.

‘Please,’ she said. ‘I understand it’s a big inconvenience. I’m sure your family is already demanding enough of you, without a stranger expecting your help as well.’

‘Well …’ Patricia said.

Lillian glanced at Kate, who nodded, egging her on. She continued: ‘I know what’s it’s like to be the person who ends up doing all the work because you’re the only one who does it properly.’

This approach seemed to mollify Patricia and she said she would look for the address in all the places she thought it might be before driving her kids to hockey training.

‘You’re a saint,’ Lillian said. ‘Thank you, Patricia.’

After she hung up, Lillian suggested they call Jez. ‘It will be good for Jamie to have him here. It will keep his spirits up,’ she said.

Jez and Mark appeared thirty minutes later, prompting Kate to stand up and say, ‘Right. I’m making an executive decision. Jez and Mark can sit with Jamie. Mum, Dad, you need some food.’ She ushered them into the kitchenette where Rich assembled a vending-machine feast of plain chips, salted nuts and orange-flavoured mineral water.

‘It won’t be much longer,’ Kate said. ‘We’ll hear something soon.’ They were sipping their drinks when John’s mobile rang. The Esperance number flashed up on the screen. ‘It’s her!’ Lillian said, snatching up the device from the table.

‘Hello?’

‘I found his details,’ she said.

‘Oh, thank God.’

Patricia passed on the forwarding address and phone number for a retirement home, but when John called them they said they’d never had a resident named Francis Hogarth. ‘Never?’

‘I’m sorry, sir. Perhaps you have the wrong information.’

‘That doesn’t make any sense,’ Lillian said when he hung up.

‘But it gives us something to go on,’ Kate said. ‘He’s moved into care. We’ll just have to call every nursing home in Esperance. And if that doesn’t work, we’ll start on nursing homes in neighbouring towns.’

‘Someone must know where he is,’ Rich agreed.

‘Who?’ Lillian asked. ‘He doesn’t have any kids or keep in touch with any of your extended family. What if he’s dead, John? What if Francis is dead, and nothing can be done for Jamie—’ she broke off, choking on her own words. She hiccupped. Unable to catch a breath. ‘And Jamie—’ The room blurred as her eyes filled with tears.

‘We won’t let that happen,’ John said.

‘Mum,’ Kate gripped her mother’s arms. ‘It’s going to be okay. We’ll find him.’

Lillian steeled herself. She would not succumb to tears until they’d found a solution.

Kate said, ‘We should be calling the other nursing homes in Esperance.’ But there was only one other nursing home in the town, and when John dialled he learned they had no record of a Francis Hogarth either.

Kate was searching the internet on her phone. ‘There are close to three hundred nursing homes in WA. I’m just going to start calling.’

‘That will take forever,’ Lillian said.

‘I’ve got to do something. Dad, you start calling in Fremantle. Mum, start on Perth. I’ll take the small towns.’

Kate pulled up a Perth directory on Lillian’s phone and told her to start dialling from the top.

‘Right, okay,’ Lillian said. The phone connected and she heard it ring. ‘Come on, come on.’ Every second away from her brilliant, determined son felt like an eternity. Her gut told her that if she wasn’t there to watch over him, something else bad might happen. But she needed to find Francis. She dialled the next nursing home. The phone rang. And rang.

Outside the daylight was waning. The darkening sky was a mirror of Lillian’s mood. She couldn’t help but feel that Francis’s disappearance was some sort of punishment. He’d given their son life and they’d let him fade into lonely obscurity. But no, she told herself. John had tried to keep in touch and he’d been hurt when Francis had been unresponsive. Missing his own father, John had been zealous in his desire to build bridges with Francis. But Francis had helped them once, gladly, then retreated back into his hermit crab way of life. He seemed to want to be left alone. The nursing home line rang out. Lillian angrily cancelled the call. As she did, Jamie’s hospital room door bashed open and Mark stumbled out into the corridor, looking stricken and wild.

‘What is it?’ Lillian asked, her heart in her throat. The boy was pale. Perspiration beaded his forehead and upper lip. ‘What?!’ she asked again, in a yelp that was almost canine. Wordless, Mark keeled forward and sprayed vomit all over the polished hospital floor.

‘I’m so sorry,’ he said, his face a greenish shade of pale.

‘Oh my God,’ Lillian ran into the hospital room, colliding with her husband who was coming out, his phone held up. The screen glowing with life. ‘It’s him,’ John said, nodding. ‘It’s Francis. I found him.’




Chapter 44

Jamie

Jamie found himself in a room lit by the afternoon sun. His tongue was as dry as a cotton ball but his vision was clear and for the first time in a long time, the world had a solidity that had been absent from his previous flashes of wakefulness. The hospital sheets beneath his palms were coarse, confirming this was not a dream, or an elusive liminal realm. As his surrounds came into focus, he saw his family and friends assembled around him, looking rumpled and shiny skinned from not having showered, but also light with relief.

‘Hello darling.’ His mother was the first to speak. ‘How are you feeling?’

His father’s arm was around her shoulder. ‘Good to have you back soldier,’ John said. ‘You gave us a scare.’

‘Don’t—’ Kate’s voice wavered on the edge of tears. ‘Don’t ever do that to us again.’

There were other faces to take in too. Tessa smiled. Jez and Mark hung back, behind her. And beside them was Louis, standing with the assistance of a cane.

‘Bruz, you can’t make it this far and wimp out now,’ he joked.

‘I’m trying, my man,’ Jamie said weakly.

He wondered what day it was, and how long he’d been unconscious. His hands closed around his sheets to reassure himself that this place was in fact real. Then his eyes fell on a face that made his heart skip a beat.

‘It’s you,’ he said.

Everyone turned to look at the subject of Jamie’s wonder.

‘Hello, young man, nice to meet you properly at long last.’ The old man’s eyes crinkled as he smiled.

It was Great-Uncle Francis. Only it wasn’t the Great-Uncle Francis Jamie knew.

Instead of his felt trilby, this man was wearing a grey leather bucket hat, which he now removed. His head, with the hat gone, was bald on top. He stepped closer and Jamie realised he was far older than the great-uncle he knew from the field. The skin around his eyes hung in deep pockets. His stubble wasn’t grey, it was white. His face was mottled with age, and his hands were swollen and twisted with arthritis. He had the same eyes and the same smile, but his mannerisms were altered. This man looked like an impersonator. An imposter.

‘What’s going on?’ Jamie asked.

‘Jamie, this is your Great-Uncle Francis.’ Lillian explained that he had needed another stem cell transplant, and that Uncle Francis had come to his rescue again. When Jamie failed to respond, she said, ‘You remember, from the picture with your grandfather and the pumpkins.’

‘But …’ Jamie stammered.

This Francis was a stranger. And when he spoke, his voice was different.

‘I’m glad we didn’t lose you, my boy,’ Francis said. Jamie was bewildered. If this was his great-uncle, who had he been talking to in the field?

He swallowed. ‘You’re here.’

The comment prompted confused looks from everyone in the room but Francis smiled.

‘Yes. When your parents told me you’d been feeling under the weather I thought I’d come and see if there was anything I could do.’ The old man was attempting to lighten the mood. But Jamie’s mind was racing.

‘The feud,’ he said.

‘What’s that?’

‘What was the feud between you and my granddad?’

‘Jamie, I don’t think—’ John began, but Francis intervened.

‘It’s okay. Your grandad and I were very different people. He was so gregarious. I’m more a keep-to-myself type. He’d get upset when I’d forget to return his calls or say no to an invitation. His frustration would make me retreat more, and his resentment grew deeper and deeper. It was a vicious cycle.’ He gave a mirthless chuckle. ‘Seems so silly now. I like my solitude but that doesn’t mean I don’t care about people.’

‘Oh,’ Jamie said. His sluggish brain was slow to put the pieces together. ‘It wasn’t a builder’s cottage?’

‘Builder’s cottage?’

‘The cottage you grew up in in Glebe.’

‘Jamie, Granddad and Uncle Francis grew up in Western Australia. Not Glebe,’ John said.

‘Oh.’

The reality Jamie had built in his mind was crumbling. The conversation he’d had with his grandfather and great-uncle seemed so recent. Only this man wasn’t that great-uncle. Instead of the worn chequered shirt Jamie was familiar with, he was dressed in a marine-blue polo shirt. His hat looked like it was made of elephant hide. Jamie realised the man he’d been speaking to in the field was identical in every particular to the image in the silver-framed photo. The field had been a dream. Or perhaps a hallucination he later dreamed about. Either way, it wasn’t real. Neither was the great-uncle who had helped stoke his faith in a divine plan, and the illusion that Jamie had any control over what happened next. Jamie’s grandfather had died before he was born, but his great-uncle had continued to live—and age—here on earth, which was how he was able to stand in this hospital room now, and how it was impossible that Jamie could have ever met him in a dark and windblown field. That man had been merely a spectre. A projection conjured by his hopeful subconscious. A vivid, drug-induced dream. The disappointment Jamie felt was crushing.

‘So, it wasn’t real?’ He breathed.

‘What wasn’t real?’ There were eight sets of eyes trained on him.

‘Nothing,’ Jamie said. ‘It’s nothing.’

Uncle Francis held his gaze and Jamie wondered if he was trying to communicate something. But then he put his unfamiliar grey bucket hat on again and said that he was hungry enough to eat a horse with the jockey still on it.

‘Oh, my darling boy. I’m so happy to see you awake and talking,’ Lillian leaned down and hugged Jamie.

‘Why don’t we see if the cafeteria is still serving lunch?’ Kate said to her mother, nodding subtly in the direction of Tessa, who was looking at Jamie, and dressed prettily in a sage-green dress.

‘Yes, good idea. What about you, Jez? Mark?’ Lillian said pointedly.

‘Uh. Yeah. Starving,’ the boys muttered.

Lillian leaned down and hugged Jamie a second time. ‘Welcome back darling boy.’ Kate did the same. Jamie noticed she wasn’t in her usual uniform of black and grey from the corporate shark collection but was dressed instead in a T-shirt and jeans. He liked seeing her looking relaxed, though the pleasure passed quickly.

‘How are you feeling?’ Tessa asked after the others were gone.

He said he felt like he’d been smashed by a sledgehammer, and not because of the infection.

‘What do you mean?’ she asked, sitting on the end of his bed.

‘None of it was real,’ he said. ‘The field. My grandad. His brother. It was all … I don’t know. A hallucination. A dream—’ He let out a choked sob. ‘And being good … it was all a stupid waste of time.’

‘I don’t think doing things for others is ever a waste of time,’ Tessa said.

‘But I stupidly thought I was working towards something,’ Jamie said.

Tessa bit her lip. He was swamped by his disappointment. He’d had moments of feeling down and despondent before, but nothing like this. Now he felt as if the ground had opened up beneath him. Everything he’d hoped for had been based on a lie. He had to accept he wasn’t going to be returning to his old life.
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Jamie told Tessa he’d like to be alone, but she had only just left when there was a knock on the door.

‘Yeah,’ Jamie answered, his voice flat.

Jez and Mark entered with sheepish expressions on their faces. Another memory clicked into Jamie’s mind’s eye, this one painful and jarring.

‘It was you, wasn’t it?’ he asked Mark. ‘The punch. That part was real?’

‘Yes,’ Mark said mournfully. ‘And I’m sorrier than I can ever say. Sorry that I did it. Sorry that I lied.’

‘I’m sorry I lied too,’ Jez said.

‘I’ve got no excuse for any of it,’ Mark continued. ‘I feel awful. I am awful. I’ll do everything I can to make it up to you.’

Jamie knew he should be angry, but all he felt was the exhausting low of defeat. ‘This is why you told me to forgive Ryan?’ he asked Jez, who nodded, tears beading in his eyes.

This betrayal hurt—Jez had sided against Jamie to protect Mark. But it was surface pain. Just a bruise. It didn’t reach his core, which was as inert as a lead slab. Jamie recalled how jealous he’d been of the two of them becoming friends, and it felt petty and distant. Though, nothing seemed to matter anymore.

‘I was stupid—scared,’ Jez said. ‘We both were.’

‘I’ve told the cops the truth,’ Mark added. ‘They charged me. I’m going to plead guilty. I’ll do what I can to make it right.’

Jamie was glad Mark was owning up to what he did. But it didn’t change the way he was feeling.

‘Is there anything we can do for you?’ Jez asked. ‘Do you need anything?’

‘I need to be alone,’ Jamie said.

A darkness had seeped into his heart, and he wasn’t sure he’d ever feel happy again.
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Jez returned early the next morning. Lillian was sitting by Jamie’s bed, sketching some ideas for card designs. If he’d been alone Jamie would have made up an excuse to avoid seeing his friend. He didn’t want his mother knowing what was going on. As it was, Lillian smiled and greeted Jez like he was a war hero, which grated on Jamie. But it would be worse if she knew the truth. Jez stood awkwardly by Jamie’s bed, as if awaiting an order.

‘We’ve had good news, Jez. The doctors are saying Jamie could be back in the DART Centre by next week.’ Lillian beamed.

‘That’s awesome, Hoges,’ Jez said. ‘Really good.’

‘S’pose,’ Jamie replied.

‘It’s wonderful,’ said Lillian, standing and leaving the boys.

Jez cleared his throat. ‘Mum asked me to bring you this.’ He held up a plastic bag and handed it to Jamie. There was a white cardboard box inside and a folded piece of paper sticky-taped to the outside. Jamie opened it.


To the Ascetic. I heard you were in hospital. That calls for a little decadence. Hope to see you back soon. Giorgio Barzini



Jamie tugged the knotted plastic handles and opened the box to discover three perfectly cylindrical, crisp, custard-filled cannoli. Mr Barzini’s kindness touched a tender spot deep in his chest. He looked up at Jez, who had tears in his eyes. ‘Hoges, I’m so, so sorry,’ he said.

‘Yeah,’ Jamie said. ‘I know.’ He offered up the paper tray and said, ‘Want one?’ realising he had already forgiven his old friend.
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Over the coming days, parcels continued to arrive for Jamie. Kate brought in a thick yellow envelope from Oak Ridge, saying ‘We were all disappointed you weren’t able to come and perform this week.’ Jamie ripped it open and slid out several books of sheet music. Second-hand, corners furred. There was a note that read, ‘We can’t wait to have you back.’ That buoyant, happy feeling he’d had as his fingers danced across the piano keys briefly surfaced, and he thought how nice it would be to perform again, before the sunniness quickly faded.

Louis had dropped off a kilogram bag of Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups with a scrawled message: ‘Bruz, I’ve been where you are. Hang in there and keep pushing!’

Charlie even came by with a tin of the expensive hair wax he used. ‘For when you’re ready to hit the town again,’ he said.

‘Thanks,’ Jamie replied. He even managed half a smile.

Charlie raised one of his perfect eyebrows. ‘Are you okay? You don’t seem your usual, annoyingly upbeat self,’ he teased.

‘I don’t know,’ Jamie said. ‘I’ve had a bit of a reality check. Last week I thought I was going to be back surfing by the end of summer. Now I feel like I’ve gone backwards.’

Charlie nodded sympathetically. ‘Yeah. I’ve been there. I know you’re probably sick of hearing it, but things will get easier. Look, I’ve got to go but I’ll come back and see you again later in the week.’

‘Okay, thanks,’ Jamie mumbled his reply. The long, over-lit days in hospital recovery stretched before him. If Louis could see Jamie pouting about it, he would have reminded him it was better than the alternative, leading Jamie to wish he could siphon off some of his friend’s positivity.

Kate and Rich came and went as dutifully as British guards. Lillian and John were ever-present—Lillian hovering, fluttering and trying to help, John bashing away at his laptop, and occasionally turning the screen around to ask Jamie’s opinion on the look of a webpage. After a few days Lillian brought in some of his schoolbooks.

‘You can’t exercise your body, but you might like to exercise your brain.’

The play they’d studied in Year 12 English had been Romeo and Juliet. Jamie had always pictured the young Capulet as Tessa in a velvet Elizabethan gown. He flipped through the pages and thought about how energised he’d been when he’d been writing his essays in class, preparing for his exams. Anticipating university, and a summer of surfing, and getting a share house with Jez, and inviting Tessa over. He let the thin book slip from his hand onto the floor.

‘What’s the point,’ he said, toneless. His mother bent and picked up the book then brushed it off, but didn’t press her son.
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At the end of the week, Charlie came back for another visit, and he wasn’t alone. His friend had short, cobalt grey curls and fashionable, black-framed glasses. He was also using a wheelchair but, unlike the other wheelchair users Jamie knew from rehab, who wore comfortable, stretchable clothing made of jersey and fleece, this man was dressed like a London gangster from a Guy Ritchie film, in a tailored shirt and waistcoat made of distressed material. His outfit was completed with a pair of red high-top runners. Jamie could see why Charlie liked him.

‘Jamie, this is Richard Booth. He volunteers at a peer-support program for people with injuries like ours. He really helped me. I told him you were feeling a little lost.’

‘Hello, Jamie,’ Richard said.

Jamie didn’t want to be rude, but he hadn’t asked for this, so there wasn’t much warmth or enthusiasm in his voice when he said, ‘Hi, nice to meet you.’

Richard smiled. ‘We’ve been working with Charlie for the past few weeks as he prepares to return home after rehab. He thought you might benefit from some support from someone who knows what you’re going through and can help you prepare for life ahead.’

‘I’m still recovering from my infection so …’ As much as Jamie was intrigued by this cool-looking guy, he didn’t need a cheer squad making him feel like all he needed was a change of attitude.

Richard was undeterred. ‘Given the right support and the right people around you, you can live a wonderful, fulfilling life. There are definitely challenges. But we have families, we have kids, we have good sex lives, we travel. We get on with things and we do the best we can. There’s nothing that someone with a spinal cord injury can’t do if they really want to.’

‘Sure,’ Jamie mumbled, unwilling to be convinced.

‘Well, you’ve been through a lot this past month, but we’re always keen to listen. I’ll leave my card. You can call me any time,’ Richard said.

‘Take your time, man,’ Charlie said. ‘There’s no hurry. Go at your own pace. I’ll come see you again in a week.’ Then handsome Charlie and fashionable Richard left. Jamie could barely even muster the energy to say goodbye.




Chapter 45

Jez

Because Mark had pleaded guilty, he was sentenced quickly. Jez had promised he’d be at the hearing to show his support, and after a little coaxing, Jamie agreed to go too. Jez picked him up from the DART Centre, his hands drumming the steering wheel, anxious for the day to go well. His friendship with Jamie hadn’t been completely repaired yet, but they were both making an effort, which was the most important thing.

‘Thanks for coming along today,’ Jez said, overly polite, as they crossed Sydney Harbour Bridge.

‘I still don’t know how I feel about him,’ Jamie replied.

‘I reckon this might help.’

The matter was listed in the same court Ryan’s had been. As Jez pushed open the creaking door and held it so that Jamie could wheel himself in, he remembered how awful he had felt the last time he had been at the Downing Centre, and wished he’d come clean earlier. His regret still covered him like a thick film, cloying and impossible to ignore. He wondered if he would ever be rid of it or if it was just part of who he was now.

He and Jamie took a seat near the front.

Mark had never been taken into custody because he’d given himself up, so instead of sitting in the dock, he spent the short hearing behind his lawyer, facing the magistrate. His mother, Lorna, sat beside him wringing her hands in dour court clothes. His father was on the other side, leaning over and whispering into Mark’s ear. He was pointing to the guards, and a mysterious door next to the dock, perhaps preparing Mark for what would happen if he was given prison time.

After the magistrate arrived, in his imposing black gown, the police prosecutor read a summary of the day of the fight. The magistrate looked at Mark, commenting, ‘Quite serious,’ when the story was complete. Jez found himself holding his breath.

Mark’s lawyer then rose to his feet and argued Mark should get a reduced sentence because of his guilty plea. He presented medical records relating to injuries he sustained during his years at St Nick’s. Jez’s stomach turned as he pictured each one: the broken arm. The broken nose. The split lip. The anxiety and mental anguish.

Mark’s mother shook her head and hugged her son as the court heard the grisly details of his years at the school that presented itself as a paragon of excellence. As disciplined. Elite.

‘I have a report from a Dr Whitmore who treated Mark four years ago when his mother brought him to hospital,’ the lawyer said, holding up a piece of paper and clearing his throat: ‘“Teenage boy treated for injury from blunt force trauma to face. Mouth cut open, requiring sutures, two teeth chipped, and severe swelling and bruising to the jaw.” It notes Mark claimed he had fallen off a fence, but the doctor indicates that he suspects the boy had been beaten up.’

Jamie looked at Jez in disbelief. Jez nodded wordlessly. Mark’s lawyer read a formal apology from Mark onto the record.


To the Honourable Magistrate, to Jamie, and his parents, Lillian and John, and anyone else hurt by my reckless actions, I would like to say a heartfelt sorry for my violent behaviour. If I could trade places with Jamie I would. I can’t explain what came over me when my fist flew through the air that day but I think about it constantly, wishing I could somehow take it back. I know this is too little too late, but I promise I am going to do everything I can to show how sorry I am, and to make amends for my actions.



When Mark stood to receive his sentence, Jez heard Jamie take a sharp breath next to him.

‘Mr Giesen, the maximum penalty for assault in the state of New South Wales is two years in prison. The period of incarceration reflects the seriousness with which the community views the crime.’ The magistrate’s voice was gravelly and free from compassion. Jez had a sinking feeling.

‘You were not acting in self-defence, and your act was wilful, reckless and very, very damaging.’ Mark stared straight ahead. Unblinking and stiff.

‘However,’ the magistrate continued, ‘your school record tells the tale of someone who has great potential. You were an exemplary student, the material you have provided from your school shows you won many awards. It is also a grocery list of cruelty, bullying and ostracisation.

‘I accept your remorse is sincere. Your admission of guilt counts in your favour and, while your crime was serious, I think you are at very low risk of reoffending. It is my belief that gaoling you would only risk perpetuating a cycle of violence that began when you felt the unyielding knuckles of a clenched fist strike your cheek at a school that seems to have done absolutely nothing to protect you. In my view, the best outcome for everyone would be for you to repay your debt to society through service, rather than wasting your potential in prison.’

The magistrate sentenced Mark to a community corrections order. ‘It’s an alternative to incarceration,’ he said. ‘But you will need to complete a hundred hours of community service.’

‘Thank you, Your Honour.’ Mark sat back down and was enveloped by a hug from his mother who kissed the top of his head over and over. Jez felt relief course through him. Then the magistrate stood, and it was finished.

‘You weren’t in Mr McGuigan’s woodworking class were you?’ Jamie asked Jez as they lingered on the mosaic tiles in front of the courthouse, waiting for Mark.

‘No,’ Jez said. ‘Never did woodworking. Why?’

‘I was just thinking of something that happened one day.’

After a beat Jez asked, ‘Did it involve cans of spray paint?’

Jamie’s cheeks blazed red with shame. ‘Yeah,’ he said, voice small. ‘Yeah it did.’

It wasn’t long before Mark appeared with his mother by his side, his head down and his body slack. Lorna stayed with the lawyer while Mark walked over to talk to Jez and Jamie.

‘Good result,’ Jez said.

Mark nodded. ‘I guess. I almost wanted him to be harsher. I deserve it.’

‘Nah, man—’ Jez began, but he didn’t finish the thought. They turned to look at Jamie. He was silent for a moment, thinking, until he said, ‘I’m sorry all that happened to you at St Nick’s.’

Mark’s eyebrows flew up in surprise. ‘Nah. You shouldn’t say sorry. You didn’t do anything.’

‘Exactly. I didn’t do anything,’ Jamie responded. ‘I want to say I didn’t know this was happening to you. But when I really think about it, I guess I realise that’s not exactly true.’




Chapter 46

Jamie

Jamie was quiet on the drive back to rehab, even as Jez chatted about what a good outcome it was, and how he’d really thought for a moment there that Mark was going to end up in the slammer. They crossed back over the Harbour Bridge, where Jamie could peer at people on the ferries coming in and out of Circular Quay. They were leaning over the rails of the giant boats, languid, trying to soak up the warmth of the sun. He couldn’t imagine a time anywhere in the foreseeable future when he would be able to be so carefree. It stirred in him the newly familiar feeling of being an outsider.

A few weeks back, when Jez had suggested Jamie forgive Ryan, he had found it had been easy to do and it had freed Jamie as much as he thought it was freeing Ryan. It had been an act of seizing back control of his life. But he could see now that it was not empathy or magnanimity that motivated him, or even the desire to make things better for Ryan. He had been bartering with the universe. In his mind, it hadn’t even been a matter of if his injury was healed, but when. He had expected that everything would work out just as he wanted it to because it always had. Because bad things didn’t happen to him.

That bubble had been pierced when he learned that Mark was the one who had thrown the punch and he’d woken up in hospital and seen Great-Uncle Francis in the flesh. At first, the sense of injustice had been like a boulder that pressed down on his chest so that, even if he had wanted to forgive Mark, he wasn’t able to ignore the hurt and anger he was feeling. He had felt wronged in a way he never had before. Happiness or even contentedness had felt out of reach.

Then, in court, listening to everything Mark had been through, his mind had changed again. He recalled that at St Nick’s Mark had seemed to be an unusually clumsy classmate. Jamie had noticed his arm was in a sling more than once. He was sometimes even sporting papery strips of facial tape, applied by the school nurse. The boulder wasn’t gone, but it had shifted, so it wasn’t as heavy anymore. He sighed and watched the Opera House sails swim past the car window. It had been a bizarre few months but he was glad Mark hadn’t gone to gaol.

Jez pulled up at the entrance to the DART Centre and jumped out to get Jamie’s chair. Jamie transferred into it then said, ‘Hey, thanks for making me go today.’

‘No worries,’ Jez said. ‘I’m glad you decided to come.’

‘Do you … do you think you’d be up for a Zombie Apocalypse session on Saturday?’

‘Yeah totally.’ Jez’s face broke into a broad, happy grin. ‘That would be awesome.’

‘Cool,’ said Jamie. ‘See you then.’

‘Yeah,’ said Jez. ‘I’ll bring the Pringles.’

Jamie wheeled himself towards the automatic doors and waved goodbye. He went to his room and opened the top drawer of his bedside cabinet. He pulled out two cards. The first was Cal Wallace’s business card. Partner. Probate and Family Law. It was creased now, its corners turned up and grey. But that didn’t matter. Jamie snapped a photo of it and texted it to Mark with a note: ‘On the last day of school Mr Hoover gave me this hook-up for a job. I can’t use it right now, but you might be able to. You were always better than me in legal studies. You should give Cal a call.’

As he pressed send, he felt a stirring of something behind his breastbone where he had always imagined his soul resided. The boulder was being lifted, and in its wake was lightness.

Then Jamie picked up the other card and called Richard Booth’s spinal injury support team.




Epilogue

It was one year later when Lillian eased her four-wheel drive into a prime spot on the beachfront car park and pulled on the handbrake. ‘Have you got enough room on your side?’ she turned and asked her son.

‘Yeah, plenty.’ Jamie threw open the back door. The sounds and smells of the seaside rushed into the car.

‘I’ll get your chair,’ John said, unbuckling. ‘There’s Kate.’

Lillian wound down her window and called out to her daughter, who was standing in shorts, a T-shirt, sunnies and a cap, a few spots away. Her glossy bob had been pulled into a ponytail that swung jauntily as she applied sunscreen to her skin. She’d traded in her Mercedes for a people mover and the boot was open so Rich could unload folding chairs and a giant fringed beach umbrella.

Kate waved and jogged over to Lillian’s car. ‘I’ve already put down a picnic blanket at a great spot.’ Her hands were covered in sunscreen, which she rubbed into her arms. ‘And I had a go at making a lemon meringue pie, only it turned out a little deconstructed. But I hear that’s how all the top chefs are doing them these days.’

‘It’s the taste that matters,’ Lillian promised. She was delighted that her daughter was spending her nights and weekends doing things other than report-writing, but also amused, as she listened to Kate cite advice she’d read in the Le Cordon Bleu Pastry School and The Pastry Chef’s Companion, that she was doing it in a typically Type A Kate style.

She seemed to have put some boundaries in place at work and was coming around once a week for a family dinner with Jamie. Rich often joined her. Not every time, but sometimes, and as glad as Lillian was to see her son-in-law, a small part of her enjoyed it when it was just the immediate family.

‘Do you need a hand here, Dad?’ Kate asked as John lifted Jamie’s wheelchair out of the boot.

‘No, I’m right, you go help Rich.’

Lillian watched Kate return to her husband, who leaned forward and gave her a peck. Behind her, Jamie had gotten himself into his chair and was tugging at his wetsuit, which had snagged on some part of the backseat.

It had been a tough year. Jamie was showing great resilience and Lillian was proud. It seemed he would always need the wheelchair, but he had graduated to a zippier, lighter model, and he had kept up some of the activities he’d started when he was in his early recovery phase, pre-infection, which was giving some structure to his days in between study as he prepared to finally take his Year 12 exams.

He still performed at the nursing home. Lillian liked to drive him there so she could watch him lose himself as his fingers twinkled across the keys. Each week he seemed to become more confident, not just as a player and performer, but in his place in the world. The music’s magical properties lifted him out of his own head and helped him imagine a brighter future. He sometimes talked about doing an advanced piano course at the Conservatorium to refine his skills, which Lillian encouraged, and he was trying his hand at songwriting. He had been working towards some goals with a nice man from the Spinal Cord Association and, when he had announced he wanted to go surfing for his nineteenth birthday, Lillian had taken it as a sign of real progress. Jamie freed his wetsuit and started unzipping it. John tried to help. He would have a party tonight with just his friends at the pub, but for today, the family was getting to tag along.

‘Mum, we’re over here,’ Kate said. ‘Not far from the ramp.’

Kate had suggested they come to Collaroy because they rolled out giant accessibility mats made of rubber so wheelchair users could access the water without getting bogged in the sand. It was like a red carpet, only blue and flexible. ‘Really? That’s brilliant,’ Jamie had said. And so they had come.

There were colourful beach umbrellas everywhere, and sunbathers stretched out on rainbow towels, their sun-screened limbs glistening. The air was filled with the squeals of little kids being chased and tossed by waves. Their cries of fear and delight gave the air a crackle of excitement.

‘I dropped a pin for Jez,’ Rich announced.

‘I think that’s his car there,’ Kate said, pointing. As the sunlight glanced off the windshield of an old Corolla, she saw Jez and Mark were in the front, boards strapped to the roof. They parked and found Jamie, who forgot his troublesome wetsuit and grinned, raising his hands for high fives, as they approached.

Kate harpooned the umbrella into the sand and set up two folding chairs on the blanket she’d already laid down to claim their plot. It was right next to the accessibility mat, but back from the sand, on the grass, where Jamie’s wheels could get purchase, and close to the electric barbecues, one of which Rich was already commandeering and wiping down with bunched up newspaper.

‘I’ve just got to get one more thing,’ Kate said. She jogged back to the car and returned carrying a plate with a collapsed pie on it. She placed it on a shady corner of the picnic blanket and gently tried to coax the crust into a more upright position with a spoon.

Lillian watched her corporate daughter fuss over this domestic task and longed to ask if she and Rich were planning on starting a family soon, but she had learned it was better not to needle Kate. Even though she seemed so much more relaxed these days, and Lillian was simply interested in her daughter’s life, she had come to understand that Kate interpreted her curiosity as expectation, and that misunderstanding had been the source of animosity over the years. Besides, Lillian was content. She was seeing Kate more often and that was enough.

‘How are you, Lil?’ Rich asked as he strode down to the picnic blanket and kissed her on the cheek. ‘I’m going to get started on these burgers. How many friends did Jamie invite?’
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As his mother and sister disappeared in the direction of the barbecues, Jamie slopped handfuls of SPF 50 onto his face and the back of his neck. Forty-degree heat was beating off the bitumen and he couldn’t wait to get into the sea.

‘Should get a decent swell today,’ Jez said, gazing out over the water.

Mark reached up and unstrapped Jamie’s board from the roof rack. ‘This is cool,’ he said, admiring it.

It was an adaptive model John had tracked down, with handles Jamie could grip, and a dug out surface that would make it easier for him to stay on top while riding a wave. He’d tested it out in a wave pool just to get the feel of it and was thrilled by the way its rough surface kept him adhered to the board.

‘This was a great idea,’ Mark said. ‘It’s cool how they’ve sourced these blue mats. I wonder if you can buy them so you can surf anywhere you like.’

‘They should have these accessibility mats at every beach,’ Charlie said, appearing with Louis in his wheelchair. Tess and Chloe were with them too, having hitched a ride in Charlie’s car. Everyone exchanged greetings, happy to be at the beach on such a stinking hot day.

‘I can’t believe I’ve lived in Sydney for nineteen years and never been surfing. It’s exciting,’ Tessa said brightly.

‘It’s easy. Just like riding a bike,’ Jez said.

‘Hoges, I’ve got a tip for you,’ Charlie said. He showed Jamie how putting a plastic bag over each foot would make it easier to slide his legs into his wetsuit. Soon Jamie was suited up, and the nerves were taking hold. He looked at the crashing waves and wondered how he’d fare against them.

‘Are you nervous?’ asked Tessa, as she zipped up her own wetsuit.

‘Nah,’ Jamie lied.

‘You’ll be sweet, bruz,’ Louis said, slapping Jamie’s shoulder. ‘I’ve done this a few times now. It’s weird at first, I won’t lie. But you’ll soon find your groove and I’ll be right there by your side.’

‘Yeah, we all will,’ Jez said, prompting a chorus of support from Mark and Charlie and Tessa.

‘Yeah, nah. I’m excited,’ Jamie said with as much conviction as he could.
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John carried two eskies and a basket packed with salads and bread over to the picnic blanket.

‘John, good to see you. When do you head off?’ Rich asked as he set the food down and began unpacking bowls of sides.

‘Two weeks,’ John said.

‘The Top End is amazing,’ Rich said. ‘Truly otherworldly. You’re going to love it.’

‘I think Jamie’s looking forward to having the house to himself for a bit.’

After he’d sold his business at a reduced price to Quicken, John had been offered a job at the company. It had been a relief after so much strain, and the salary had given him the confidence to say yes on the condition that he could take some time off to spend with his family.

He then told Lillian about his fantasy of taking her on a cruise. ‘During the whole wretched thing, I kept thinking of ways I was going to make it up to you. To be honest, I never really believed I’d get to a point where it would be possible.’

Lillian had pooh-poohed his suggestion of a cruise—‘A giant floating shopping centre you can’t escape’—so instead they’d booked a tour of the Northern Territory. Things had been better since the counselling, and that one Sunday morning where he’d made her eggs Benedict, reviving the old brunch tradition, and told her how wrong he had been to try and protect her from matters that were so crucial.

‘We’ve always been a partnership,’ he said. ‘I said some things I didn’t mean. It wasn’t me. It was the stress talking.’

Lillian, for her part, had conceded that she had left him to support the family, and that she could see why John thought he had to deal with it on his own. After that, John moved out of the spare bedroom and back into the master.

‘And how’s the new place going?’ Rich asked.

‘It gets a bit hot, but once we’ve replaced the flimsy curtains with some proper blinds, we’ll be able to shut out the worst of it during the day,’ John said.

‘It’s a great location.’

‘Yes, downsizing meant we were able to afford something closer to the water.’

They’d sold the family home around the same time John had finalised the deal with Quicken. They’d wanted something all on one level. Even though Jamie wouldn’t be living there much longer, wherever John and Lillian were would always be his home. Kate’s too.

‘There’s actually a stone pizza oven in the backyard. Maybe we should have our next family dinner al fresco,’ John said.
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The accessibility mat worked a treat and soon Jamie was on his board, bobbing in the ocean.

‘You ready, bruz?’ Louis asked after talking him through the best way to approach it.

Jamie knew the nervous knots would melt away if he just dove in. ‘Yeah, let’s go.’

They paddled out. Once he was in the swing of it, the arm movements felt as easy and automatic as they ever had. The sun was warm on Jamie’s face, and he shivered as the waves slapped against his chest, wonderfully bracing and cold. The sharp taste of the ocean was saltier than he remembered, but welcome too. He could feel the power of the tide swelling beneath him. The waves were trying to repel him and push him back towards the shore. He charged ahead. His arms were large and muscular thanks to hours in the gym, and more than up to the job of getting him over the waves. His confidence was returning. He could feel laughter bubbling up in him at the sheer joy of being back on a surfboard.

The peaks of waves were rolling in and, for a moment, he felt a lurching fear in the pit of his stomach. He gripped the handles of his board as ripples of lacy foam raced towards him.

‘You alright, bruz?’ Louis called as he paddled past, fearless, smears of white sunscreen still visible on his big shoulders.

‘Yeah, just getting my bearings,’ Jamie replied.

He locked his jaw and told himself that if he was wiped out, he had six people right by him to help.

‘This looks like a good one,’ Charlie called. A mid-sized wave was gaining momentum. ‘What do you say, Jamie?’

‘Let’s do it!’ Jamie shouted over the roar of the sea.

They ploughed ahead into the wall of water. Jamie gulped and turned, ready to catch the wave. Suddenly it was upon him. Its force rushed through his body, and he felt himself being lifted. He was rising up. The ocean had him. His heart soared. He was doing it. Flat on his stomach, he rode the wave to the shore, the water surging beneath him, propelling him through the air. He felt like a dolphin. Like a lithe and nimble sea creature. In the water he was weightless, and fearless. The wave dissipated and turned to foam, leaving him floating, with a grin on his face.

‘That was amazing,’ Tessa called, appearing beside him, her wet hair flattened against her skin. Jamie laughed and brushed the strands aside.

‘You liked it?’ he asked.

‘I loved it,’ she grinned.

‘That’s good. I was a bit nervous about coming out in the water, but I know now there’s nothing to be scared of.’

Tessa grinned and gave him a playful shove. ‘Let’s do it again!’ she called and began paddling back out towards the horizon.

‘Hey, wait!’ Jamie paddled after her. In the distance he could see his sister on the shore, calling him, and his friends bobbing on the water as another wave approached. He thrust himself towards it, hungry, ready, and eager for what would come next.
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Back on the sand the smell of cooked meat patties was starting to drift to where John and Lillian were reclining on their striped folding chairs. Kate walked towards them, her calves shiny wet from the sea.

‘I called them in for some food,’ she reported.

‘I almost forgot, I brought something special,’ Lillian said, pulling the lid off the esky and digging into the ice ‘Voila!’ She retrieved the bottle of Dom Pérignon that had been in the old antique sideboard for more than fourteen years. ‘I’ve been waiting to pop this cork for a long, long time.’

‘I completely forgot about that,’ John said.

Lillian removed the foil and the cage and the cork shot out of the bottle, making her jump and yelp, and then laugh.

‘Must be the heat,’ Rich said.

‘Now this feels like a real celebration,’ Kate said, holding out some glasses for Lillian to tip the frothing golden liquid into. Some of it spilled on the sand, where it fizzed and melted.

‘I hope they hurry,’ Lillian said, scanning the waves.

She could see her son, chest proud, as he rode his surfboard in towards the sand. She filled up John’s glass with twinkling French champagne, then her own, and put it to her lips, feeling utterly at peace. Jamie would join them soon, and then they could finally take a moment to look back on the year that had passed. She could see him getting out of the water now, his friends helping him as he learned how to get from the sea back to his chair, and up the blue rubber mat towards the waiting party. He was beaming and laughing, and rubbing the salty sea from his eyes. Lillian’s heart filled with love unencumbered by fear.

‘Save some for us!’ her son called, as he rolled up the sand.

Now, she knew, they had finally made it. The deferred celebration could begin. Jamie Hogarth had a lot to look forward to.
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