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      From inside the handbag trapped between her hip and the front door, Fairlie Winter’s phone begins to ring.

      She curses as she knees at the door, swollen in the heat and stuck to the jamb. For the third day in a row, she has forgotten to buy cat food. Fumbling her keys around an armload of groceries, she hopes Yodel won’t mind having Corn Flakes for dinner again.

      Her breath labours as she props the screen door open, the phone in her handbag maintaining its clamour against her side. The fabric straps of the grocery bags cut into her fingers; the flyscreen bounces on her arse. Wincing, she kicks at the inner door but the weight of the bags tugs her off-centre and the keys slip from her fingers and jangle on the doorstep. A box of cinnamon donuts that was supposed to be her dinner escapes a bag and tumbles onto the ground, spitting out a puff of sugar. A single fat donut lolls out onto the concrete. Exhausted, the phone goes silent.

      ‘Shit,’ Fairlie whines.

      Although it is after six in the evening, dull heat radiates from the front wall, the taupe bricks baked by a January sun. As she stoops to retrieve the keys, Fairlie catches a heady whiff of sweat from under her arms. There’s a rip in the hem of her navy crepe work pants. The sight of it makes her sigh; her mother will surely berate her for her untidiness, tsk-tsking as she nimbly sews up the hole with cotton thread and affectionate rebuke.

      ‘Twenty-six years old and still ripping clothes like a toddler,’ Fairlie mimics.

      Across the road, naked and scrawny sheep bleat plaintively, small hooves scuffing the dusty bare earth. A dog barks twice, sounding bored.

      ‘Well, Yodel,’ she says to the plump ginger cat oozing from the couch, roused by her untidy struggle through the doorway, ‘it looks like we’re both having Corn Flakes for dinner.’ A limp brown curl falls across her eyes and she backhands it away. ‘Why doesn’t Mrs Soblieski leave a casserole on my doorstep when we actually need one?’ Leaving the donuts she scrambles inside, ducking away from the screen door as it slams shut, the sound reverberating through the pokey front courtyard of the six-unit complex.

      The phone begins to ring again.

      ‘Where’s the bloody fire?’ she mutters. Brushing aside a rolled-up Penola Pennant to dump her grocery bags on the kitchen counter, Fairlie scrabbles through her handbag.

      The number displayed on the caller ID causes her a flicker of hesitation. Accepting the call she blurts, ‘Hunks of Spunk, you’ve reached Dominic.’

      Apart from a strange grating noise, there is silence.

      ‘Hello?’ Fairlie says. ‘Jen? It’s me. I was kidding.’ As she begins banging cupboard doors she feels a bit like Old Mother Hubbard, searching for something to feed the cat winding around her ankles. Eventually Fairlie says, ‘You drop the phone or something?’

      A throat clears down the line. ‘It’s me. Ark.’

      Surprise halts her by the open pantry door. To combat the brief awkward silence she forces a casual cheer into her tone. ‘Oh, hi.’ Her voice sounds squeaky. ‘Long time.’ She can’t help it.

      ‘It’s Jenna,’ Ark says. ‘She’s –’ His voice tears off.

      ‘What?’ Fairlie clutches an open box of breakfast cereal. ‘What about her?’

      Flakes of rolled corn scatter across the linoleum as the box falls from her hand when Ark says, ‘She’s dead.’
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      Fairlie’s mouth feels like sand. It’s over a year since she’s been here but from the outside little has changed.

      Late afternoon light fades across the front of the long, limestone home with its maroon corrugated iron roof; shadows from two ancient red gums fall across the cluster of sheds behind the house. Orange sunlight slinks through row after row of grapevines bordering the house and driveway, dripping with lucrative clusters of purple-black fruit, limbs like gnarled and groping old fingers searching for a way out. A roller-doored shed sits alongside the house, and Fairlie can see the lawn has long ago reclaimed the wheel ruts that once marked a permanent car park by the shed wall. Now, a blue-netted trampoline stands there instead, a Tonka truck stalled by the stairs.

      A stranger’s car is parked at the end of the sweeping crushed gravel drive. A late model Holden Commodore, its paint white and nondescript, sits with two wheels on the dry clipped grass under a wattle tree.

      Fairlie feels herself moving out of the car. She hears her footsteps echo across the timber decking of the vast, dim verandah as she catches a sickly breath of the young jasmine that winds up the verandah poles; she and Jenna had planted it in an old wine barrel an earlier spring, using a two-dollar bag of chook poo they’d hauled into Jenna’s hatchback from the side of the road. The saccharine scent of it makes her head spin. It feels so long ago.

      The front door is ajar, bordered by a shaft of weak light from inside. Fairlie knocks softly then pushes the door open and steps into the hall, purposefully stepping on the board that squeaks to announce her entry.

      ‘Ark?’

      Light spills from the lounge room with the low rumble of male voices. She finds Ark with his back to her, staring out the window into the darkening evening. Another man is seated on the couch, hands clasped loosely between his knees. The flow of this other man’s words halt mid-sentence as Fairlie steps into the room. The stranger’s head swivels to her.

      ‘Ark,’ Fairlie says.

      Muscles stiffen across the slab of Ark’s back. Arms like tree branches are clamped tightly behind his body, as though handcuffed, one hand clenched white around the opposite wrist. Coiled as tensely as he is, Ark’s presence still balloons in the room. He doesn’t turn or offer her acknowledgement.

      ‘You must be Fairlie.’ The other man stands. When he comes to her, he limps with an old wound – the favour of a limb with a calcified joint, not in pain. Generous streaks of silver brush the dark curls at his temples. Above a strong nose his eyes are widely set, kind, the surrounding skin webbed with lines. He regards her intently.

      ‘I’m Detective Dallas Morgan,’ he tells her. ‘I’m from the Mount Gambier Criminal Investigation Branch.’ He takes her hand in his palms; his skin is even darker than hers.

      Criminal investigation? Fairlie snatches her hand away.

      ‘I’m sorry for your loss.’

      ‘Wait. What?’ Fairlie frowns.

      Finally Ark turns to her. Lips clamped thinly, a betrayal of emotion in the swollen red rims of his eyes and the damp cling of hair at his neck. Obscenely, his T-shirt is inside-out and the exposed seams hit her with a pang of embarrassed sympathy, like a glimpsed nipple. It’s wrong. Everything is wrong.

      As they stand in an awkward triangle, paused somewhere between approach and escape, the detective speaks again but it sounds distant.

      Jenna can’t be dead, Fairlie decides as she steps towards Ark. She can’t be dead. She resolves it isn’t true as she searches his expression and finds it numb with pain.

      Jenna can’t be. Dead. 

      Her rib cage feels too small for her beating heart. Ark’s shoulder hitches. A stunned silence swells between them and in that moment, in that onion skin shaving of time, Fairlie comes to the sickening realisation that she isn’t dreaming.

      ‘No,’ she whispers. ‘Oh no.’

      There is quiet authority in the detective’s voice and something else she can’t quite place. Regret? Resignation? He speaks slowly and evenly as he explains that he has finished with his investigation of the scene, that Fairlie will need to make a statement before he can prepare a full brief for the state coroner.

      A statement? Coroner? Fairlie shakes her head. ‘I don’t believe it.’

      ‘Jenna killed herself,’ Ark says plainly, like pointing out the time.

      ‘But she couldn’t have,’ Fairlie argues. ‘I sent her a message today. Before work. She actually wrote back. We talked about casserole. My neighbour, Mrs Soblieski…’ She tosses an apologetic glance at the detective, excusing the stranger who won’t understand the inside joke. ‘She thinks I’m useless. Because I’m single and twenty-six and I live alone.’ Her voice breaks on that last word. ‘It… it must be a mistake.’ Twenty-six. We’re only twenty-six.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Detective Morgan says with sympathy. ‘You were very close with Jenna.’

      ‘Yes.’ Glancing down at her hands she adds, ‘We were. I mean, lately… But I’ve known her forever.’ Ark clenches his stubble-lined jaw. ‘She’s my best friend, that never changed.’ Looking from one man to the other, Fairlie implores, ‘What happened?’

      Ark picks a glass from the coffee table, a slosh of brown liquid in the base. ‘In the bath. She… she cut her wrists.’ He swallows the drink in one gulp.

      If she were to take a dozen steps down the hallway and turn left before entering the open-plan kitchen, she would walk into the bathroom.

      Fairlie moves down the hall: tentative, unconscious steps. What would she see if she went into the bathroom now? Where she’d once squatted on the floor, painting Jenna’s toenails bright purple when her belly had grown too large to be able to bend and do it herself. Back when they still saw each other.

      The bathroom looms closer. Does Jenna’s blood still line the white insides of the tub, like a bone sucked of its marrow?

      Where is Jenna? Where is she now? An image of the cold steel of the morgue at work flashes before her.

      A frigid elastic squeezing her snaps tight, jerking breath from her lungs. Her muscles slacken and her bones liquefy as the floor begins to rise and rush towards her face. But before it can hit her, everything goes strangely, silently, black.
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      ‘Ms Winter?’

      The voice comes to her from far away, like a dream. On the creaking deck of a ship she lies, gulls reeling on currents above. It looks so calm up there, the graceful sea-birds stretch-winged against fluffy clouds. The voice comes to her again, a man’s voice, and her body begins to rock, the warm slats beneath her sway and roll.

      ‘Ms Winter? Can you hear me?’

      Whose voice is that? 

      ‘Fairlie, come on, get up.’

      Why is Ark Rudolph on the boat? 

      A hand closes over her elbow and, as she struggles to sit upright, reality comes sweeping back. Ark’s breath is a wash of just-mouthed alcohol. Jenna is dead. A thin moan escapes her lips.

      ‘Here, let me help you.’

      The detective takes her other arm and together the older man and Ark haul Fairlie to her feet. Ark grunts and hisses, carrying on like a weightlifter, but the detective is polite and silent in his labour. Upright, saliva floods her mouth, then the contents of her stomach splat onto the hall runner. Ark swears, jumping backwards.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Fairlie says weakly.

      ‘Don’t worry about it.’ The detective’s tone is practised reassurance. Taking her arm, he drapes it over his shoulders and steers her into the living room. ‘Here, sit down,’ he says, lowering her to the couch. ‘Put your head between your knees and take some slow, deep breaths. I’ll be right back.’

      Fairlie complies. With her arse sinking deep into the leather and her body folded forwards, her heart thuds against her legs and the beat of it pulses through her whole body, rocking her head hanging pendulum-like between her knees. The detective places a towel next to her and presses a glass of water into her hands. A bucket surreptitiously nudges against her ankle.

      Lifting her head, she sees Ark staring out the window again, motionless as a tree stump. His hands are clasped behind his body, the hands that she imagines had lifted Jenna’s wet, bloodied and lifeless body from the water.

      Jenna is dead. Jenna has killed herself. 

      The words don’t make sense in Fairlie’s head. Nausea lingers and a morphine-like numbness washes through.

      Jenna has killed herself. Slit her wrists open in the bath.

      The body has been removed. Carted away in an ambulance, its lights extinguished and sirens muted, unhurried – no point in rushing, no point cutting corners and stopping traffic when life’s already spent, drained away down the plughole and dissolved like greasy soap foam.

      ‘What now?’ Fairlie hears herself croak. Does it matter? It’s too late.

      ‘Well,’ the detective begins, seated on the edge of an armchair adjacent to the couch, ‘as I said, I’ll need you to come to the station so you can make a statement about Mrs Rudolph –’

      ‘Jenna,’ Fairlie corrects automatically.

      ‘Jenna.’ Dallas Morgan leans forwards in his chair and fixes her with a steady look of concern, elbows on his knees, blue shirtsleeves over dark skin. ‘It won’t take long, I just need to ask you a few questions.’

      Cold fear threads down her limbs. ‘What kinds of questions?’

      ‘Very simple questions, I promise,’ he answers. ‘Just to get to know a little more about Jenna, and her mental state.’ He adds this last sentence with great care.

      Fairlie pushes her fingertips into her eyelids until painful stars explode.

      She should have seen this coming.

      Ark, like that ambulance, is voiceless – pathetic and resigned. Fairlie can’t look at him. Her gaze moves away, taking in the peach-coloured walls Jenna wanted to repaint a butter yellow, the neatly stocked bookshelf, the arrangement of dried banksias filling the unused open fireplace. To Fairlie’s right, an upright piano waits against the wall, timber panels gleaming, hinged lid closed over keys like a row of pearly teeth. Once, she’d watched Jenna play ‘Chopsticks’ on it. After three ciders, the tune had been less than flawless.

      Hastily, Fairlie looks away. Under the bay window that Ark stares through, a row of wicker baskets holds Henry’s toys. Some have escaped, coloured blocks and an overturned plastic truck scattered on the carpet. Fairlie’s spine snaps straight. ‘Where’s Henry?’ Had he followed his mother to the bathroom, where she’d locked the door on him? Had he cried for her, waiting outside the door?

      ‘He’s asleep, now,’ the detective answers.

      ‘But where was he when –’

      Ark turns on his heel. ‘It was hours ago, Fairlie. I was working. Henry was fine when I got home, playing with some blocks or some shit while she…’ He clenches his teeth and stares back out the window. ‘I know as much about this as you do.’

      Hours ago. Leaping from the couch, Fairlie stumbles across the room and along the hall. In the second bedroom, she holds her breath as she takes in the space where the cot used to be. In its place is a small single bed, low to the floor. Crossing the room in the dim light, Fairlie kneels alongside the bed. Pastel cotton sheets are crumpled around a stuffed giraffe, a colourful clump of Duplo.

      He’s grown so much.

      Henry sleeps peacefully. Little arms flung out, cherubic cheeks rosy, strawberry curls fanning around his head. He wears lime green pyjamas with blue elephants printed across the fabric. Beneath his pyjamas she can see the padded bulk of the nappy he still wears at night. As she stands, hovering over Henry’s bed, the detective asks her something: he wants to know how Jenna was with her son.

      In his sleep, blissfully unaware, the two-year-old grumbles and shifts his head.

      ‘She loves him,’ Fairlie whispers. Her throat feels as though it might fold in on itself. To convince herself, she repeats it: ‘She loves him.’

      Detective Morgan apologises again and Fairlie wonders when she will wake up from this bizarre and nonsensical nightmare. Recently Jenna mentioned that Henry had blossomed through the language explosion young children have, confident yet clumsy blurted sentences that unroll like a verbal carpet for the rest of his life. So Jenna couldn’t be dead, because Henry needed to talk to her.

      Sensing their presence, Henry’s fine limbs begin to move restlessly, and he blinks and cries. Subtle at first then growing more insistent. With trembling hands Fairlie reaches down and lifts him into her arms. Quietening, Henry studies her face. A kind of breathless silence falls as Henry stiffens, staring at her. Then he relaxes, even smiles a little.

      Ark stands in the doorway, so Fairlie holds the child towards him. Henry yawns and says, ‘Mummy?’

      ‘Ark?’

      Ark’s face is impassive as he stares at his son. Henry pats Fairlie’s face, as though re-familiarising himself with its fleshy contours. Fairlie exchanges a glance with the detective.

      ‘How did we get here?’ Ark says quietly, his hands limp at his sides. ‘She was my everything. My life started when she arrived. How do I get that back?’ He looks at the child for a long moment before finally he says, ‘I can’t right now. You take him.’ Then he turns and strides from the room.

      Henry stills in Fairlie’s arms as the front door slams.

      The sound jolts Dallas Morgan into action. ‘Mr Rudolph,’ he calls, tearing from the room, footsteps pounding across the verandah boards. ‘Mr Rudolph!’ His voice is drowned by the sound of Ark’s LandCruiser roaring to life: the frenzied, labouring whine of a diesel engine in reverse, then the noise disappears down the drive.

      The detective returns to the bedroom and looks at Fairlie, standing helplessly by the bed and holding the small child.

      ‘Mummy?’ Henry says inquisitively, then with more conviction: ‘Mummy.’ He gazes brightly about, waiting for her to appear.

      Trying to keep the desperation out of her voice, Fairlie says, ‘I’m so sorry. Mummy’s not here.’ Drawing back to look at Henry’s face, she forces a smile. ‘Want some food?’

      Henry shimmies from side to side, his hands playing with the buttons on her blouse; she’s still dressed for work.

      ‘You want a banana?’

      Vehement nod. ‘Nana.’

      In the kitchen, Fairlie slips Henry into the chair with the thick padded cushion at the table. The bananas in the fruit basket are perfectly ripened, a pile of fragrant bright yellow crescents alongside mandarins and green apples. Next to the fruit basket is a loaf of fresh bread in a wrapper, a bowl of grapes and a jar of strawberry jam. There’s something repulsive in the fecundity of this image, Fairlie thinks, because who will eat all this food?

      Once Henry is settled with his banana, attentively peeling away strips of skin, Fairlie asks the detective to watch him for a moment and then says to Henry, ‘This is Mr Morgan. He’s Mummy’s friend. I’ll be right back, okay? Just have to get something from my car.’

      Quietly, so as not to alarm the child, Fairlie slips from the room, then she turns and thunders down the hall. Her palms smack the screen door and it snaps back against the wall as she bounces from the verandah and skids in the gravel at her car. Stuffy air envelops her as she rummages on the passenger seat, locates her mobile, and swipes the lock screen.

      The sun has slunk to a violent slash of orange on the horizon. Grapes splashed dirty with shadow tremble in the breeze as Fairlie holds the phone to her ear. One ring, two rings; seven rings, then Ark’s recorded voicemail.

      ‘Fuck,’ she mutters, her thumb slicking across the screen. Redial. Ark’s voice again, asking her with enthusiasm to leave a message, promising to return her call as soon as he can.

      ‘Ark, it’s Fairlie. Where the fuck are you? Come back. Immediately.’

      Mobile clasped in her palm, she hurries back inside. Henry is pasting the remains of his fruit onto the tabletop with his fingertips. Detective Morgan leans against the island bench in the centre of the room. ‘Did you get hold of him?’

      Fairlie shakes her head. ‘Voicemail.’ She brings the phone to her ear again, but still no answer.

      While Henry devours another banana and a box of juice, Fairlie tries to reach Ark. The first seven calls go unanswered. But on the eighth call, the line diverts straight to voicemail. ‘Ark, please,’ she hisses beneath her cupped hand, her back to the child at the table, ‘when are you coming home? Let me know, so I can at least take care of Henry.’

      ‘He’s switched his phone off,’ she tells the detective. ‘Shit.’ Lowering her phone she stares at its blank screen yet again.

      Long moments of silence tick by, punctuated by the sticky sounds of Henry making his way through the fruit, and the zip of fabric between Fairlie’s thighs as she paces back and forth across the tiles.

      At length, the detective speaks up. ‘I’m sorry, but I really have to go.’ His tone is apologetic and he indicates with a tip of his head towards the toddler, who fusses and rubs at his eyes. ‘Do you have anyone you can call for help?’

      Fairlie feels abruptly exhausted. ‘My parents are just in Mount Gambier.’ But the thought of her mother and father invokes an image of Evelyn Francis, Jenna’s mother. Jenna and Evelyn will never recover – forever now, they will remain estranged. It strikes Fairlie like a punch in her gut.

      Keys jingle in the detective’s hand. ‘Can you stay the night?’

      A picture of Jenna’s spilled blood cooling in the drains beneath the floor. The bathroom – the bath – where Jenna had walked in and would never come out. This enormous house amongst the grapevines to where Jenna had flitted, arm-in-arm with the man who became the person Fairlie couldn’t be.

      ‘Mummy?’

      Fairlie smiles at Henry through her tears. ‘I’ll take him to my place.’
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      The next morning, with Henry balanced on her hip, Fairlie pushes her hand into the back of her letterbox. She ignores the busy drone of bees in the thicket of lavender she has to stretch over. Vaguely, she wonders if the bees will sting her. Would she feel it? Would her nerves register the prick of their tiny barbed stingers, the sharp ache of their venom?

      Beneath her feet the pavers are rough and already warm. As she bends awkwardly around the toddler’s weight, her phone falls from the pocket of her pyjama shorts and clatters onto the pavers. With a groan, she sets Henry down and retrieves the phone, swearing at the fresh cobweb of cracks trailing across the screen.

      Jamming a fist into the hem of her singlet, she scrubs at the screen. The phone appears to still work, so after sending Ark yet another undeniably concise and rather colourful text message, she jams the phone back into her pocket and looks over in time to see Henry lurch forwards and disappear amongst an undulating cloud of bees, his hands thrusting out to grab at the fragrant purple fronds. Mortified, Fairlie takes his hand and ushers him backwards. ‘Sorry, buddy. Better get out of there.’

      Last night, Henry had been hesitant to leave his house, and had asked frequently after his mother. Murmuring reassurances, Fairlie had brought him to her cramped flat and his bottom lip had quivered as she’d tucked him into her own sheets. But in the dark he’d threaded his small arm around her neck and he’d slept, and all night Fairlie had lain, slipping in and out of sleep, unsure of what images were real and what were not.

      As she trudges back along the short drive the sun beats down overhead, spreading indolent heat across her shoulders. In the weedy strip of paddock next door, two dirty-cream alpacas stretch giraffe-like necks above the fence to glare at her. The minuscule town of Penola is sleepy and quiet. Birds chirrup in the trees, a car door thuds, a cow gives a morose low. Overhead an aircraft tows a silent foam contrail across a sheet of ocean-blue glass. The world is oblivious to yesterday’s tragedy, time marches on. Birds chirp and planes fly and the earth and its ever-watchful moon circle the sun but Fairlie is stuck in a numb still-life of pain and bewilderment and, yes, denial.

      This isn’t happening. 

      Inside the flat, the curtains are drawn and it takes a moment for her to readjust to the dim light. Henry clings to her leg and takes some coaxing and promises of a treat before he toddles away to try to reach the cat staging a protest beneath the couch.

      The sound of her phone’s ringtone jumps through her like an electrocution. Ark, she thinks. But it’s not Jenna’s husband, it’s Fairlie’s mother.

      ‘Is Henry still with you?’

      ‘Yeah.’ Fairlie tosses the mail onto the kitchen counter and opens the fridge. ‘Poor baby.’

      Her mother sighs heavily down the line, her breath whooshing against the speaker. ‘I’m just putting a few more things in the car and then I’ll be right up. An hour at the most.’

      ‘Okay,’ Fairlie says. The remains of a three-day-old Betty Crocker box mix Devil’s Food Cake sit beneath cling wrap in the fridge. ‘Thanks.’

      ‘What is Ark doing?’

      A cheap ceramic parrot on a magnet slides to the floor as she slams the fridge door. ‘Fuck knows.’

      ‘Fairlie.’

      ‘Sorry.’

      ‘Sit tight. I’ll be there soon.’

      A search through the drawers heralds no clean forks. She locates one in the sink and wipes it on a towel, then peels the plastic wrap from the plate. It comes away with a chunk of icing. The cake is slightly stale, but cold and richly chocolate. She sets the plate next to the unopened mail. After breaking off a small lump of cake to hand to Henry, she is on her third mouthful when her phone rings again.

      ‘Ms Winter, Detective Dallas Morgan – Mount Gambier CIB.’

      It takes Fairlie a moment to recognise the name but when she does she grits her teeth against a painful flash of the previous afternoon: egg-yolk light spilling from the lounge room; the vision of the empty, blood-stained bath; Henry, rousing from innocent sleep and asking for his mother.

      ‘Have you heard from Mr Rudolph?’ There is the buzz of voices and rustling in the background; a telephone warbles.

      ‘No,’ Fairlie says, chewing slowly. ‘I don’t know where he is.’

      A muted sigh. ‘Keep trying.’ He hesitates, gives a small cough. ‘Have you called on your own support? Your parents?’

      ‘I’m fine with Henry,’ Fairlie says, ‘until Ark shows up. I’m sure he’s not far away. Probably went to the pub, slept in his car.’ As her hand smooths the fine curls on the crown of Henry’s head, the idea of handing Henry – Jenna’s flesh and blood – back to his father fills Fairlie with sadness.

      ‘Thank you, Ms Winter,’ Detective Morgan says. ‘I’ll be in touch.’ After a pause he adds, ‘Are you sure you’re okay?’

      ‘No,’ Fairlie says softly. ‘But I don’t have any other choice.’

      She hangs up. Atop the pile of mail is a Telstra notice. The blue envelope signifies her bill is overdue. When they lived together, Jenna used to take care of all that. They often joked that Jenna was the husband of the pair, financially responsible and ordered, while Fairlie was flippant and hopeless. You can’t tie me down, Fairlie would say. I’m rootless, baby.

      It’s a mocking kind of blue, that overdue notice. Pastel, the shade of a spring dawn sky, so the recipient can’t get angry. But what kind of an arsehole sends a notice about fifty-two dollars and eighty-nine cents that’s twenty-one days overdue when a woman has just killed herself? And not just any woman – a mother. A daughter, a wife. A best friend.

      With the side of her hand, Fairlie sweeps the mail from the bench and it scatters across the floor like autumn leaves. Henry watches as she kicks it all angrily beneath the couch, tears blurring her vision.

      It’s because of those tears that she misses the envelope – she doesn’t see her address penned in green ink, in handwriting as familiar as her own.
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      His skin was pale. Even in the murky light of the swarming pub, it shone cool white. Along with his plait-belted jeans and popped collar, he wore a lively, unbridled self-assuredness and he laughed fearlessly, with his head thrown back. Backlit by the bar, his hair glowed in rakish, burnt gold spikes. But later, as she drew closer to him, Jenna saw it was a deep shade of rusty auburn.

      At first, she hadn’t noticed the tall stranger’s gaze fall on her as she’d slumped after Fairlie into the crowd.

      ‘Just a few drinks,’ Fairlie had assured her, tugging her towards the bar. ‘It’ll help take your mind off things.’

      And then Jenna glanced to her right, and he was watching them. No, not them, Jenna realised – her. The man, standing half a head taller than the group of blokes packed around him, had his gaze fixed on Jenna alone. His look was steady and curious. As Jenna returned his stare he lifted his left shoulder and his head tilted, ever so slightly, and he smiled. Revellers in varying stages of drunkenness seethed between them like penguins gathering on ice – honking, waddling, jostling for space – but for a moment that all fell quiet.

      Fairlie, observing this brief unspoken dialogue, delivered a poignant, raised-eyebrow look at Jenna and her sashay disappeared. ‘That was fast,’ she said.

      Out of the side of her mouth Jenna reminded Fairlie, ‘We don’t come all the way to the Mount for just “a few drinks”.’

      ‘Fine then,’ Fairlie said. ‘Drinks for me, and you can admire the scenery.’

      Strangers, drinking and laughing in their dozens, were exactly what Fairlie had insisted Jenna needed right now. Although Jenna knew there was little point in arguing with Fairlie, she had still voiced her dissent during the forty-minute car trip to Mount Gambier as she stared unseeing out the window. Instead of watching the streaky white and grey gums flash by, her mother’s face had haunted Jenna’s vision. While Fairlie employed a multitude of conversational tactics to pry Jenna’s grief open, her mother’s words had knifed inside her.

      Now, the man’s smile broadened and he nodded at her over the swarm of heads, a wordless greeting.

      At the packed bar, Fairlie caught the attention of a hassled-looking young barman with tattooed forearms. She grinned at him, batting thick, blackened lashes and pulling her elbows together either side of her breasts to exaggerate the depth of her cleavage. But his expression was neutral as he slid over their drinks and asked bluntly for twelve dollars.

      ‘Darn, Jen, the puppies didn’t –’ Fairlie began.

      Then, there he was. Standing alongside Jenna, as though he’d always been there. At the moment he appeared, two women behind him yelped and hugged each other with a physical vigour that displaced everyone within a metre radius, like a blast zone, and the man was pitched bodily into Jenna’s space.

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said.

      The heat in Jenna’s cheeks flushed up a notch. He stood so close that she had to tip her head back to regard him, and the damp warmth of his breath blew on the exposed hollow of her throat. Goosebumps rippled across her skin.

      The man leaned towards Jenna, reaching past her shoulder. Jenna’s breath caught as he carefully pulled her shirt away from the back of her neck and peered at the tag.

      Muscles tensing, her hands curled into loose fists. ‘Can I help you?’

      He drew back with a wry smile. ‘Just checking,’ he said with a shrug.

      ‘For what?’ Jenna’s hand floated to the back of her neck.

      Moving towards her again, he said, ‘To see if it says made in heaven.’

      Fairlie chortled beside her. ‘Please!’ she scoffed, drained her vodka and signalled the barman again.

      Jenna’s immediate reaction was to turn away. To roll her eyes and laugh with Fairlie, likely utilising the sentiments dick and head. But she hesitated, as though her entrenched, lifelong reactions to any given situation had been flung off-kilter, like a needle jumped from a record’s tracks.

      So, in spite of herself, Jenna snorted, then smiled. ‘That was terrible,’ she said. ‘Really, really bad.’

      He laughed, and the sound was so self-deprecating that Jenna smiled again.

      ‘I apologise,’ he said, genuinely, then made to move away. ‘Have a good evening.’

      It happened before she knew what she was doing. Jenna put her hand on his arm.

      He stilled, not quite turned away from her. Leaning closer she said, ‘Try again.’

      He dropped his head, his shoulder shaking as he laughed again. When he looked up at her he was biting the side of his lip, sizing her up.

      ‘All right,’ he said and extended his hand. ‘Hi there. I’m Ark Rudolph. I’m a dickhead when a pretty woman smiles at me.’

      Jenna shook his hand. ‘I’m Jenna,’ she said. ‘I’m a nurse with a hair-trigger crankiness for hangovers in progress.’

      Ark Rudolph held her gaze, an inquisitive half-smile drawing up one corner of his lips. He held his beer towards her and, after a hesitation, she raised her glass and he clinked it, softly. He watched her as he took a long drink.

      Letting the crowd blur and melt around her, Jenna held the man’s enigmatic attention and felt the lump of shock inside her become bearable. She knew that Fairlie wanted to keep her close, balm her unspoken wounds with drink, carry her home and keep trying to lever the truth from her but it occurred to Jenna at that moment in a flash of furious inspiration: what is true anymore? Does anyone know?

      Christina Aguilera’s ‘Dirrty’ belted out over the sound system, bodies bumped and whirled and grinded around them as the room thickened with heat and alcohol-fuelled hormones. Fairlie settled herself on a bar stool and buried her face in her glass, throwing pickup lines at the tattooed barman that became increasingly tawdry as the evening wore on. Occasionally she tossed curious glances in Jenna’s direction, her face arranged as if to say, Well, this is new. And it was precisely because it was new, and thrilling, and narcotic, that Jenna continued. She let it carry her along like rapids, just to see where it went.

      Ark’s head tilted towards her as he spoke in her ear. She was acutely aware of the heat of his flesh, the alcohol-sweet scent of his breath, the bass throbbing through the floor and up the soles of her feet. When she made him laugh, she felt the shudder of it through his chest. Later, when she let him slide his hand into the back pocket of her jeans, pulling her closer still, she felt the heady curl of desire spool between her thighs. When she stepped back, reopening the briefest of spaces between them, he smiled at her so hungrily she felt her throat constrict.

      After a while Jenna turned from Ark to see Fairlie teetering on her stool, giggling as she stuffed handfuls of straws into her empty glass. Black tubes littered the bar and Fairlie leaned awkwardly to grab the last of the straws from the holder, bosom flattening out over the timber. From the other end of the bar, the barman suddenly noticed her and swore, his hands busy with the beer tap. Jenna raised a hand, signalling an apology. ‘Come to the bathroom,’ Jenna yelled at Fairlie over the din, carefully extracting straws from her hands.

      ‘Hey matey.’ Fairlie whistled at the barman, who looked at her and shook his head. ‘Watch my sculpture, would ya buddy?’ She gestured to the straw-filled glass. ‘It’s art. Will be worth a fortune when I’m dead. Like a van Gogh.’ Rolling from her bar stool, her neckline slipped aside to reveal a wide beige bra strap digging into soft brown flesh. She gave Ark an enormous grin. ‘It’s spelt kind of like cough, but it’s pronounced like go. What’s that about? Anyway, back in a sec, homie.’ She grazed her outstretched knuckles across Ark’s shoulder.

      Jenna wove their way through the bodies, obscenely patterned carpet sticky under foot, air fusty with cigarette smoke, beer and perfume. Inside the bathroom, light glared artificially white and the din from the bar was muffled, bass beating dully through the walls. Jenna hurried to a stall and shimmied down her jeans, not bothering to close the cubicle door.

      ‘Is that dude’s name seriously “Ark”?’ Fairlie asked, leaning against the door frame.

      Jenna shrugged, ripping off sheets of toilet paper. ‘I suppose so, why?’ She grinned. ‘Does it even matter?’

      Fairlie looked sceptical. ‘You’re going to pick him up? You?’

      Jenna shrugged again, said nothing. But a brief smile played over her face.

      ‘It’s about bloody time,’ Fairlie said. ‘I’m working on Tatts behind the bar, but he’s playing hard to catch. But you – really? You never…’

      ‘You’re making me sound like a nun.’ Jenna stood and wriggled her jeans up, the pale blue denim tugging smoothly over her narrow hips like a second skin.

      ‘Close enough,’ Fairlie said, turning to the mirror. Her black T-shirt stretched tight over her breasts; her shirt had ridden up on one side and a thick roll of skin slunk over the top of her jeans. She smacked it with a palm then yanked her top down. ‘You’ve had two steady boyfriends, both of whom you met at work, neither of whom rocked your socks.’

      ‘My socks are fine, thank you.’

      ‘And remember that guy at The Tavern last year? You kneed him in the nuts.’

      ‘I didn’t knee him in the nuts, I slipped.’

      ‘Upwards? Against gravity?’

      ‘He grabbed my boob.’

      ‘It was the most sex you’d had in a year.’

      ‘It was unwanted.’

      ‘You’ve given this guy more than three seconds of your time. So do it. Better yet, go do it in the alley, al fresco, then bid him adieu and come back and help me out with Tatts.’ Fairlie was inspecting her face in the cloudy mirror, avoiding a suspicious greasy substance smeared across one corner of the glass. ‘Ark Rudolph,’ she said, enunciating its syllables. ‘Sounds made up.’ She squinted at the reflection of her short brown curls sticking out at strange angles. ‘My skin looks weird,’ she declared. ‘It’s the colour of cold coffee, don’t you think?’

      Jenna rinsed her hands without replying.

      ‘All those night shifts this week – I look tired,’ Fairlie went on, peering into the mirror. She pushed her eyelids up with her fingertips. ‘Better.’ Turning back to Jenna, her fingers still prying her eyes open, Fairlie repeated, ‘Ark Rudolph. What – is he in the nativity scene?’

      Jenna wiped her hands on her jeans. ‘Actually, he lives up the road from us. He owns a winery.’

      ‘What’s it called – Glowing Noah’s?’

      Jenna laughed. ‘ArkAcres. Remember that place?’ She extracted a lip balm from her purse and slid it across her lips. ‘It used to be Stone Block Estate. They sold it a couple of years ago.’

      Recognition dawned on Fairlie’s features and she gave a low whistle. ‘Yeah, ArkAcres. Shit, really? Remember the rumours of how much that place sold for?’ Gazing into the mirror again, Fairlie pinched at her cheeks. ‘Hope that enormous limestone gateway he installed isn’t compensating for a lack in the pants area.’

      Jenna caught a glimpse of her own reflection in the mirror: blondish skin over jutting cheekbones, pointed nose and narrow nostrils, straight black fringe brushing into round blue eyes. Bony shoulders, more nipple than breast, shadows pooling in the dip of her collarbones. Against the red of her sleeveless shirt her complexion was stark. She looked away, quickly.

      Fairlie clasped Jenna’s shoulders tightly with wet hands and fixed her with a stern expression.

      ‘I’ve gotta say it. You wouldn’t normally be interested in him if… you know.’

      Jenna stiffened under her grasp, but said nothing.

      Carefully, Fairlie released her grip. ‘You’re probably feeling a bit vulnerable since this morning with your mum –’

      ‘Don’t, Fro.’ Jenna silenced her with the palm of her hand, turning her face away.

      ‘But Jen, she’s your mum. She’s all you’ve got.’

      Jenna felt a flare of irritation. ‘Just because my dad moved out when I was a toddler doesn’t mean I need her for anything.’ She straightened, tossed long hair behind her shoulders. ‘Besides, you should know better than anyone.’

      ‘Know what?’

      ‘That blood doesn’t matter. It can still fuck you over.’

      Fairlie’s jaw clenched. ‘At least you know where yours comes from.’

      In the dirty light they stared at each other, the bass pumping through the walls and a sweaty disinfectant stink rising from the floor.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Jenna said eventually. She pinched the top of her nose and shook her head, hard. ‘I don’t know where that came from.’

      ‘I’m sorry, too,’ Fairlie said. ‘You’re right. You can be as mad as you want at your mum. Who am I to judge?’ With a sigh, Fairlie turned to open the door but instead she clutched uselessly at the air. ‘Bloody thing,’ she cursed. ‘Why’d they put a fake handle on the door?’

      The bleat of Jenna’s laugh echoed around the bathroom as she wrapped her arm around Fairlie’s shoulders and took hold of the door handle. With Fairlie slumped against her, they made their way back to the bar. Jenna’s heart juddered as she spotted Ark seeking her out in the crowd.

      Raising her voice above the din, Jenna told him, ‘We need to go.’ Fairlie seemed to be falling asleep against her. She smiled and pressed her cheek to Fairlie’s curls. ‘I have to work with this one tomorrow.’

      ‘Darn,’ he said, slowly. ‘Too soon. Hey, are you going to be right with her?’

      Fairlie murmured something, and leaned more of her weight into Jenna’s chest. Jenna struggled to stay upright.

      ‘Can I help?’ Ark held out his hand and after a hesitation, where Jenna’s muscles quivered, Fairlie groggily lifted her elbow into it. Between them, they navigated Fairlie through the crowd and out into the street.

      Outside, the air was dampening and cool. Halos of mist rimmed the streetlights and the abandoned street thrummed with the bass from the pub. A filmy midnight breeze coaxed a shiver from Jenna’s skin as they shuffled around the building to the darkened car park behind the pub. Only a few cars were still parked in the spaces; scruffy callistemons growing between the rows cast long fingers of shadow across the grubby asphalt. At Fairlie’s car, the night air finally seemed to rouse Fairlie and she lifted her head to drag her gaze from Ark’s feet to his head.

      ‘I’ll be damned,’ she said, slumping against the car. ‘You coming home with us?’ As Jenna slipped Fairlie’s bag from her shoulders to search for her keys, Fairlie closed her eyes, her head falling again, and mumbled, ‘Nun.’

      Something in the throwaway comment rankled Jenna. She watched Ark carefully tuck Fairlie into the passenger seat. Lean, strong arms, long legs, shirt stretching across his back as he apologised to Fairlie and reached around her body to clip in the seatbelt. Once Fairlie was safely dozing on the seat, her head drooping, Ark shut the door and turned to Jenna. He opened his mouth to say something and that was when Jenna kissed him. Firmly.

      Stretched up on her toes, she pressed him back against the car with her body, hips on hips, chest to chest. Her fingertips sought his warm throat. There was a pause as he was caught off guard, before he kissed her back with equal strength.

      Lust rose in her, a swift and fierce thing. She ran her hands down his stomach and hooked a finger into the buckle of his belt. She pulled the strap free.

      Ark broke away, surprised, laughing softly. ‘Easy,’ he said. But his hand slid beneath her shirt to cup her breast, and his tongue pressed against hers, so she lowered his zipper. Her fingers found him hard, his pubic hair brushing her knuckles. The night air carried the sounds of laughter, the staccato thuds of car doors, and Jenna thought of her and Ark cloaked in shadows nearby, furtive and breathless. She drew away from his mouth as his breath quickened. Her teeth grazed the soft pulse beneath his jaw until he finally shuddered and coated her fingers with hot wetness.

      Jenna leaned sideways against the car as the strength left Ark’s body. He pressed his face into her neck, laughing breathlessly. Flicking her fingers at the ground, she wiped her hand on his jeans, and he reached down to circle her wrist with his thumb and forefinger. With his other hand, he dug his phone from his pocket.

      ‘Please. I’ve gotta have your number,’ he said.

      Jenna looked at his face. Pupils so dilated his eyes were a soulful black, lips flushed and parted. She took his phone and her thumb hovered over the screen. Then she quickly keyed in her number.

      The car door flung open. Fairlie leaned out and said, ‘Jen, I think I’m gonna –’

      Then she vomited on Ark’s shiny black RM Williams.
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      Jenna struggled awake, roused by the buzz of her phone on the bedside. Fumbling in the dark, she flipped the screen up and squinted at the painful stab of the bright display. An unfamiliar mobile number. She considered letting it go to voicemail, but it was possibly someone from work, so she answered reluctantly.

      ‘Hey.’ The man’s voice was soft. ‘Did I wake you?’

      Something duck-dived beneath her ribs. ‘Um… yes.’

      ‘Sorry.’ He
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