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  Chapter 1
Chapter 1


Sprinklers first. The hiss came through the shut window of the ute, water on couch grass, and under it rose the cold off the car park bitumen, the smell of a place before anyone has breathed in it.



The keypad at the staff gate beeped red. My thumb had punched in the old code without asking me, as it had for nine seasons, and the new one lived in a text from Janet that I had to scroll for with the engine ticking over. Green. The boom gate lifted. The dash clock said 5:45 on a Monday, and the hearing was at half past one.



Tegan had filed six weeks ago for primary residence of Ella. Paragraph nine of her affidavit counted the school pick-ups I had missed across a year: forty-one. I hadn't known it was a number until somebody typed it.



Forty minutes was the plan. Forty minutes of an empty building, the shoulder strapped, the hands taped, my face put on before the first car came through the gate. Nobody needed to meet the man who arrived. They needed the one who left.



Inside, the corridor held yesterday's floor polish and, under it, a ghost of liniment that no polish had ever shifted. My boots squeaked on the lino. I took the long way past the administration wing because I always had.



Nico's nameplate was gone from his door. Four screw holes and a paler rectangle where the brass had sat for eleven years, and nobody had filled the holes. Shame came up the back of my throat, for what exactly I couldn't have said, and I swallowed it and kept my boots moving. Next to it, where the team photo used to hang, a laminated poster with a blue border: SPEAK UP in letters as tall as my hand, a hotline number, the league shield in the corner. Safe. Confidential. Protected.



Whoever designed it had never stood in a changing room holding the truth and a mortgage.



Dean's door at the end was shut, a strip of white tape across the jamb with a date and someone else's initials. I didn't slow down for it. The treatment room light stuttered twice before it caught.



Six tables in two rows, vinyl cold through my shorts when I sat on the last one by the window. I thumbed the tab of the zinc oxide roll and tore it free with my teeth. Chalk and rubber on my tongue. I wrapped the left hand first, three strips across the knuckles, and pulled each one tight until the skin whitened under it.



Tape doesn't stop a tremor. It gives the shake a wall to lean on. By the time the right hand was done, the fingers had quietened to a hum I could ignore, and I flexed them once and listened to the tape creak.



The shoulder was harder. The knot sat under the right blade, a fist of muscle that had been there since last Tuesday's session and had grown a temper overnight. I reached over with the left arm and got four fingers to it. Not enough to press, not enough to strap. The strip I tried to lay curled back on itself and glued to the hair of my forearm.



I pulled it off in one go. It took skin and a short word with it.



Nobody to hear. That was the point of coming in at this hour, and it was also the problem. I sat there with a strip of tape hanging from my wrist and the room's refrigeration ticking over my head, and out in the car park a door thumped shut.



Someone else was in early. Unease went through me, low and quick, and I tugged my sleeve down over the wrist, balled the tape in my fist, and was off the table before I'd decided to be.



---



Tegan's porch light was still on when I pulled into the townhouse row at Mermaid Waters. Third in a line of five, the bin out front at a straight angle to the curb, the way she always set it.



Ten minutes was what the Monday arrangement gave me. Ella had asked for it, so Tegan had agreed to it, because she was not going to be the one who said no in front of Ella. Ten minutes in her kitchen, my daughter's hair, and no lawyer in the room. I'd have taken less.



She opened the door before I knocked. Work shirt, lanyard from the property office, a mug in one hand that said WORLD'S OKAYEST MUM, which Ella had bought with her own money and Tegan had never once put in the cupboard.



"She's still on cereal," Tegan said.



"Morning."



"You're early."



"Seven-forty."



"It's seven thirty-eight." She stepped back to let me in, but only as far as the hall allowed, so that I had to turn my shoulders to pass her. The right one caught on the frame. I kept my face where it was.



The kitchen smelled of toast and the wet-dog warmth of the kettle. Ella sat at the breakfast bar in her school sweater, a bowl of cereal gone soft in front of her and a hairbrush already beside it, bristles up, with two elastics lined on the bench like tiny black rings on a finger. Her chin was tipped up and her eyes were on the window.



"Hi, Dad."



"Hey, bug."



She didn't turn. She never turned for this part, because turning meant the braid came out wrong and she'd rather I got it wrong without her watching. I stood behind her stool and took the brush.



Her hair was fine and the color of weak tea, and it ran through the bristles in a sound like paper. I split it into three. My fingers were stiff from the tape and the glue had gone tacky on the knuckles, and the strands caught on it.



"You're sticky," Ella said.



"Sorry."



"Is that tape?"



"Habit."



Behind me the kettle clicked off. Tegan didn't move to pour it. She stood at the counter with her back to us and her mug against her chest, and the stillness of that back was the loudest thing in the room.



The right hand wouldn't hold the third strand. I brought it over, brought it under, and the fingers loosened a fraction just when the weave needed them closed, and the braid slid out of my grip and hung off to one side, a bulge halfway down where the tension had gone.



I undid it. Started again. The second time the bulge came lower, and I left it.



"There," I said.



Ella put a hand up and felt the braid. Two fingers at the bulge, pressing it flat, pressing it flat again. She slid off the stool and went to the mirror in the hall and looked at the back of her head over her shoulder with her whole body turned.



"It's fine," she said.



It wasn't. She'd said it the same way last week, to the same mirror, to a braid that had come apart on the school bus. My daughter lied to me with her fingers still busy at the knot, kindly and without practice, and I loved her for it so hard that my molars met. I hated that she had already learned the trick.



Tegan set her mug down. "Backpack, Ella. Shoes."



"Mum, are they going to the judge today?"



"Shoes."



"Is it the meeting?"



The kitchen went very quiet. Tegan looked at me and I looked at the sugar bowl. Eight years old, and she had worked out the day of the week from the way her mother had folded the washing. Guilt sat down in my chest, uninvited, and stayed.



"Yeah," I said. "It's today."



"Okay." Ella nodded as if I'd confirmed the time of a dentist appointment. "Is it Wednesday still? Pasta?"



"Wednesday. Pasta."



"The bow ones."



"The bow ones."



She shouldered her backpack, which was too heavy for her, and she did not say so. The strap pulled her sweater off one shoulder. I wanted to fix it and didn't, because Tegan was already there and fixing it, and neither of us said a word about whose job it had been.



At the front door she looked back at me once, pale and level. Then she was out on the path in the cold, the braid down her back with its bulge.



Tegan didn't follow her straight away. She kept a hand on the door, her thumbnail working at a fleck of paint on the edge of it.



"One-thirty," she said. "Wear the grey suit. The black one looks like a funeral."



"Yeah."



"I'm not doing this to win, Lachlan."



"Okay."



"You say okay like it's a plea." She said it without heat, in the voice she used for the bin roster. Tegan had a gift for the true thing delivered flat. "I'm not angry. I'm tired. I worry every time your name lights up my phone, and I'm tired of how much it costs me to notice."



I didn't have an answer that wasn't an exhibit. The other party was standing in her own hallway, telling me something I could not enter into evidence.



"Eat something," she said. "There's toast."



"I've eaten."



Her eyes dropped to my hands. To the white glue of the tape on the knuckles, the red patch on the wrist where the strip had taken skin.



"Sure," she said, and shut the door.



I sat in the ute with the engine running and watched her Mazda reverse out of the carport, Ella small in the back seat with her forehead on the glass. They turned left at the corner. The braid went with them.



The lights on the highway were red. I put both hands on the wheel at ten and two the way they teach you, and the fear, which had stayed away all morning in the kitchen, came now: late, polite, like a man arriving at the wrong house. The tremor started in the right wrist and ran down into the fingers and they drummed on the wheel without my say.



I was nervous, that was all. Anyone shakes before a hearing.



I tightened my grip until the tape glue pulled at the vinyl, and held it there until the lights went green.



---



By nine the building had a pulse again. Boots in the corridors, the pound of weights from the gym, somebody's phone playing a song a bar too loud before a hand shut it up. The training facility at Robina had always sounded like a team with its teeth together, and since the scandal it sounded like a team trying to remember why.



The pre-season squad meeting was in the viewing gallery above the weights room, forty-odd blokes on plastic chairs and the sun coming in sideways over the pitches. I stood at the back against the wall where I could take the weight off the right shoulder. Janet came in with a woman at her elbow.



"Right," Janet said. "Quiet. This is Dr Huang."



Janet Kilburn had survived three regimes by never once being the person who held the pen. She introduced people the way she signed for parcels: briefly, and without needing to know what was inside.



"She's come up from Melbourne and she's taking over medical. Jackson's on leave, so for now it's her."



Dr Huang did not smile. One black bag hung off her left shoulder and a tablet was held flat against her chest with the right forearm, and she wore the club's black polo with its sleeves ironed to a crease. Dark hair tied back hard at the nape. No rings. Her nails were short and square.



She wasn't looking at faces. She went along the front two rows and looked at shoulders, at how each man sat, at which foot was tucked under which chair, and at the guy in the second row who'd turned his whole torso to pass the water bottle. I watched her do it, because I did the same thing. I'd been doing it for years in rooms I didn't trust. Where does the weight sit, who's guarding what, how far is the door.



She found the door. It took her two seconds. Then she found me at the back wall, and she looked at the way my right shoulder rode lower than the left, and she moved on.



"Where are the medical records kept?" she asked Janet.



Not a greeting. Not a joke to warm the room. Several of the blokes shifted.



"Behind the white door," Janet said. "Jackson held the only card."



"And now?"



"Now Jackson's with his solicitor and the card's in the Acting CEO's office, and I'll put in a request."



"Please do. Today."



It wasn't rude. Her voice was pitched to carry exactly to Janet and no further, even and unhurried, and it still got through to the back wall. I thought of the poster outside Nico's door. She sounded like the person who had meant it.



---



The session ran light, a Monday session, bikes and bands and mobility, and I did every set with the same face I'd put on at the gate. The right arm went where it was told so long as I kept the hitch in my traps where nobody could see it. I knew where the cameras were, and I knew where Dr Huang stood. Gallery rail, tablet up, thumb steady. A woman who watched like a hawk and made notes like a clerk.



Janet's list put the assessments in squad number order. I went to the desk after the bike block and said I'd go first.



"You're twelve on the list," Janet said.



"I've got to be in Southport by one."



She took the pen off her clipboard, looked at me over her glasses for a count of two, and crossed something out. She didn't ask what was in Southport. She knew. In a club like this everyone knew everything, and the skill was in who said it aloud.



The treatment room was warmer now, the radiator ticking and the window fogged along the bottom edge. Dr Huang had set the room up in the time it took me to shower. A sheet on table two. A dynamometer on the bench, a goniometer beside it, the tablet propped on a stand with its stylus laid across it at a right angle. Everything square. The same table I had sat on at a quarter to six with a strip of tape on my arm.



It was half past nine. Four hours until Southport, give or take the drive.



"Dr Huang," I said.



"Lachlan Wray. Vice-captain. Right second row." She said it without looking up from the tablet. "Sit, please. Janet will stay for the paperwork."



I sat. The vinyl was still faintly warm from the last person to use it, and I tried not to think who.



She came and stood in front of me and took my right hand. No warning. She turned it palm up on her own palm and ran her thumbs across the pads of my fingers, then along the tape on my knuckles. "This comes off for assessment."



"It's habit."



"I'm sure." She took trauma shears off the bench and cut it in one pass, four strokes, and peeled it back with the glue crackling. My hand lay open in hers, and with the tape gone the tremor had nothing to lean on. It ran through my fingers in a fine unsteady line that I could have drawn on paper. Embarrassment burned in my ears, which was stupid; she had seen worse on a hundred tables.



She didn't comment. She held the hand until the tremor was her business and not mine, and then she looked at the other.



Her hands were warm and dry, which I hadn't expected. I'd expected cold. She had the steadiest fingers I had ever felt on me, and I have been handled by plenty. Jackson's hands used to be damp. Her thumb found the old break at the base of my second knuckle without being told where it was.



"Squeeze," she said, and put the dynamometer into my fist.



I squeezed. The needle moved and she tilted the dial away so I couldn't see it. Left hand, then right. She didn't write anything down. I had hoped for a number to argue with, and its absence was worse.



Janet's phone went. She looked at the screen, said "Integrity Unit, they want the roster again," and went out to the corridor with the clipboard under her arm and the door sighing shut on its closer.



It was only the two of us, then, and the radiator.



"Sleep," Dr Huang said. "Average hours per night over the last fortnight."



"Seven. Eight on a good night."



"Pain. Zero to ten, right now."



"Two."



"Where?"



"Nowhere. Just general."



"Mm." The stylus clicked once against the screen. Her face was turned down and I couldn't read it. "Stand and lift your arms for me. Out to the sides, then overhead. Slowly."



Up I went. The left arm went up clean. The right went to shoulder height and began to catch, a grating sensation behind the joint like a gate on a bent hinge, and I did what I'd done all morning. I hitched the trap, rolled the blade, and got the hand overhead.



"Again," she said. "Without the hitch."



"That's how I do it."



"Again."



I tried. The arm stopped at shoulder height, as if it had come to the end of a rope, and stayed there while the sweat came up cold along my spine. I lowered it, and she watched me lower it. Her eyes went to my hands. To my jaw. To the muscle at the side of my neck that was jumping.



"Last Tuesday," I said, because she hadn't asked and the silence was worse. "It's a knock. Training."



"A knock from what?"



"A tackle. I don't know. Training."



She said nothing. I stood there with my arm hanging and the lie lying in the air between us, and she looked at it, and then at me, and neither of us pretended it was something else. She put the tablet down on its stand, screen down.



"Sit on the edge for me," she said. "Back to me."



I sat. The vinyl was cold again, and I felt the room breathe in behind me, her step on the lino, the tick of the radiator.



She put her palm flat against my right shoulder blade.



Warm, and dry, and very still. No pressing, no kneading, no search for the knot. She just laid it there between the spine and the blade, where the muscle had been grinding against itself for six days, and left it. I knew how long an assessment touch lasted. I'd had hundreds. Jackson put a hand on you for one breath and moved on, like a man testing bread. Relief hit first, total and undeserved, that someone had finally put a hand on the place without asking me to say it hurt.



She stayed for two breaths. Then three. Two seconds longer than the job required, and I counted every one with my whole back.



"When did you stop sleeping?" she said.



Under her hand the muscle jumped once, and gave me away.


Chapter 2
Chapter 2


I should not have held my hand there for the third breath.



The thought stayed after he had gone. He had said "I sleep," then "mostly," then he had looked at the clock above the door and said "Southport" the way another man might say "amen." Janet had walked him out. I listened to his boots go down the corridor, left heel loud, right heel careful.



I turned the tablet over and wrote what I had seen.



Right shoulder, active elevation arrested at shoulder height. Upper trapezius hitch, habitual, learned. Fine tremor, both hands, at rest, suppressed under tape. Grip variable across repetitions. Reported pain, two. Reported sleep, seven.



Under Cause I left the box empty. An empty box is honest. It is also what a person writes when she already has the word and has not decided to use it.



I lined the stylus up with the edge of the stand. Then I lined it up again.



Don't get close. That was not a rule I had invented on the plane. It was older, it had a date on it, and the signature at the bottom was mine. Every decision I made in this building would be measured against the decision I made in the other one, and the measuring had already started, with an empty box and a palm that was still warm.



I flexed the hand open and shut. The skin there remembered the muscle under his shirt, a hard knot the size of a plum, and the way it had jumped. Not a symptom. A reply.



Janet came back a little after eleven with a plastic card in a clear bag, like evidence.



"Acting CEO's office signed it out," she said. "Countersigned, logged, and I've logged the logging. White door at the end past the pool plant. Jackson kept the only key for a long time, and a lot of opinions."



"Thank you."



"Settled in down at Burleigh?"



"Mostly."



It was the second time that morning I had heard the word, and the second time it had come out of a mouth that meant the opposite. Janet tipped her head, read me twice, and let it go.



The white door stuck in its frame and then gave, and the smell came out to meet me. Paper, toner, the cold sweetness of a dehumidifier left running over a long weekend. One window, painted shut. Three steel cabinets with their keys still in the locks. On the floor, a server box whose fan rattled at a pitch I could feel in my back teeth.



The password for the athlete system was on a yellow note under the keyboard. I took that as the first finding.



Imaging first. Scan date, report date, clearance date, in that order, three columns on a legal pad, ruled by hand. I pulled the radiologists' reports out of their paper sleeves and laid them beside the entries on the laptop, and the room settled into the only silence I trust, the one where the work is louder than the people.



In the first hour I opened nine files. Four were wrong, and all four were wrong in the same direction.



A hamstring graded one in the system, graded two on the radiologist's report, the player back on the training paddock a fortnight before the report asked for a repeat scan. A hand cleared for contact. A syndesmosis signed off on a Thursday for a scan that had not been taken until the following Monday.



I read that last one twice and then I stopped moving.



The signature had come first. The evidence had come after, to fit it.



Jackson was not a monster. I had met a few, and he was not built for it. Pity was not on the list of things I owed him, and it arrived anyway. He was a man who found yes cheaper than no, over and over, until yes was the only word the building knew. Nobody here had ever told him what it cost. They had told him what it saved.



I knew what a signature one day early felt like from the inside. It felt like nothing. It felt like a Thursday.



Guilt reached me, as it always does, as an observation first and a sensation second. I let it sit in the clinical column, where it could not do anything, and went back to the legal pad.



You do not delete a medical record. You append. You date the addendum, you sign it, and you leave the original standing where anyone can see how wrong it was. I wrote four of them. Each said the same flat sentence: reviewed against imaging, discrepancy noted, reassessment scheduled. None said who had made the error. Nobody would thank me for these, and that was the point of them, because a thank-you is a debt with a smile on it.



The four names were already on Janet's list for assessment. I would see those men this week regardless, and no one had to know which of the squad I was looking at harder.



Last, one page for the compliance review, facts and file references and not one adjective. I sealed it in an envelope, wrote the date across the flap, and kept a copy in my bag. The door stuck again on the way out.



---



Nico Salter's parking bay had been painted over. I saw it at three, through the glass of the walkway to the canteen: black paint on the bitumen where his name had been stenciled, the edges furred, a run at one corner where the brush had been in a hurry. ACTING CEO had been lettered on top. The white was still tacky enough to take a leaf.



Dean Roark's office stood with its blinds shut and cardboard boxes stacked against the glass, labeled in a stranger's hand. The old regime had been removed like a cast, from outside and carefully, leaving the limb underneath pale and thin.



Reheated rice and floor cleaner in the canteen. A microwave beeped twice and nobody went to it.



Six players held the far end of the long table with their backs to the window. They had arranged themselves so that none of them had to turn around, and the arrangement took practice. At the near end, alone, with his elbows tucked in and his plate drawn close, sat Kai Harding.



Alone is a position. Lonely is a symptom. Kai had told the truth on the record, and the building had sent him the bill.



I bought a coffee I did not want and stood at the counter reading the noticeboard. A roster. A lost-property notice for a single boot. A poster with a hotline number.



"You're the new physio," Kai said, without looking up.



"Dr Huang."



"Yeah, nah, I know. Janet did the speech." He forked rice. His headphones hung around his neck, silent; they were for the room, not the music. "You don't have to stand over there. You also don't have to sit here. I'd go with over there."



"I wasn't planning to sit."



"Good. Sitting with me adds a line to your file."



"I don't have a file yet."



"Give it a week." The corner of his mouth moved, and then did not. "No offence, Doc. It's nothing personal. It's just maths."



Relief loosened in my chest, small and absurd, that someone in this building was still making jokes. I drank some of the coffee. It tasted of the cup.



"Hamstring's fine, by the way," Kai said to his plate. "Before you ask. I've been told it's fine by three people."



"Who told you it's fine?"



"Jackson. Twice. Then a bloke from the league."



"Then I'll tell you on Thursday."



He did look up then, a flat quick look that went over my face and my hands and my shoes. He did not smile. He nodded once, slowly, the nod of a man filing something under later.



Through the window behind him a black ute turned in off the access road and rolled to the end of the staff row.



It sat there with the engine off.



I did not count how long. I watched a man who had not yet opened his door: gray suit jacket across the passenger seat, shirt-sleeves rolled to the elbow, a tie wound around his left fist. Both hands on the wheel at the top. The right one was moving, a small bright flicker against the black leather that the camera of a normal eye would never have caught.



Then he got out. He shut the door with his left hand. The right arm hung at his side a little away from his body, as if it belonged to the car.



"Court day," Kai said. He had not turned around. He did not need to. "Don't ask him how it went."



"I wasn't going to."



"Everyone says that." He pushed the rice around. "He'll say 'yeah.' It costs him something every time."



Kai's mouth went flat again, and he went back to his plate, and I put the cup down.



I took the long way to the weights wing. This was not a decision. It was a corridor that happened to run along a wall of glass, and shame warmed my neck at how quickly I had found him in it.



He was at the cable stack, in a gray T-shirt, with the tie gone. He worked the left side first, clean and unhurried. Then he changed hands, and the right arm went up to shoulder height and met the thing it had met in my room, and went no further, and he hitched the trap and finished the rep on the lie.



Nobody else in the gym was watching. I was watching, and I had the pen cap out of my pocket, and I was turning it between two fingers. The plastic made a small dry click against my thumbnail.



He looked up.



Through the glass, across the width of the weights floor, he found me in about one second. Whatever was on his face had already been taken off, put away. A hard tired face with sweat in the eyebrows. He gave me one short nod.



I nodded back. I had hoped, for a second, that he would not see me, and I had hoped, for another, that he would.



Neither of us moved for the length of a nod, and then for a little longer. Afterwards I stood with the pen cap between my fingers and the plastic had gone warm, and the corridor smelled of rubber matting and chalk and someone else's liniment, and I turned around and walked to the lift with my list.



---



Burleigh at night smelled of salt and pine resin. The apartment was on the third floor of a block that had gone up before anybody planned a second tower, and through the sliding door the surf kept up a long low argument with the rocks of the headland.



A week in, and the walls were still the landlord's. A couch the color of oatmeal, built for comfort and failing at it. A table with nothing on it. I stood the clinical equipment on the bench in the order I would reach for it. Tape by width, narrowest on the left. Goniometer. Reflex hammer. Resistance bands, coiled by color. Fidgeting is how I know I am calm; when fear takes me everything in my hands stops, and nothing had stopped for nearly an hour.



I put the phone on speaker and leaned it against the kettle.



"Tell me the coffee's terrible," Priya said.



"The coffee is a crime."



"Thank God. And the building?"



"Large. Black and silver. It has a pool plant."



"Does it have people?"



"Some. Most of them are looking at the ones who aren't there."



"Mm." The line carried a clink, a plate, a fork. Priya's voice came warm and quick through it, the voice that had talked a hundred strangers off a hundred tables. "I miss you at the clinic, you know. Nobody here tidies the tape."



"You never tidied the tape."



"That's what I mean." A pause, and the fork went quiet. "Soph. You know they're reopening the Phase 2 review."



The reflex hammer was in my hand. I set it down on the bench, parallel to the goniometer.



"I know."



"Someone from Holt's office rang me on Thursday. To 'confirm dates of employment.'"



"What did you say?"



"Dates of employment."



"Thank you."



"I'm not doing this for thanks." The line hummed. "Are you okay?"



"I'm fine."



"That's your 'I'm not fine' voice. The flat one. It's got a whole accent."



"It's the move," I said. "Everyone's off after a move."



"Is that what it is."



"It's what it is."



"Right." Worry sat under the word. She was not going to push, and I could hear what that cost her. "Did you unpack everything?"



"Almost."



"Soph."



"Goodnight, Priya."



"I'm sorry I rang," she said, in the voice of someone who was not.



I ended the call and put the phone face down on the bench. It had the sound of a small decision.



I changed into running things and went down the stairs two at a time.



The Esplanade was empty. Sodium lamps stood in a line along the foreshore with the Norfolk pines behind them, and every lamp pushed a yellow circle onto the path and then let go of me. I ran north toward the headland. The sand on the track was wet and hard and my runners made a soft slapping sound on it, and the tide came in on my left, breaking and pulling back, breaking and pulling back, in a rhythm I could not keep up with and did not try to.



The noise in my head was never images. People assume it is. It was a sentence. A subject line, in capitals, in a mailbox I did not own anymore, and I could not make it stop being a sentence by running faster. My breathing got loud. Pulse in my ears, pine resin at the back of my throat. Past the surf club the lamps thinned and the dark came up over the rocks, and for a hundred meters I ran in it without anything to look at except the white line of the next wave.



Five kilometers, by the app. Some other number by my lungs.



I turned at the end of the path, where the headland rose black against a sky with no moon in it, and ran back with a stitch in my side.



The key stuck in the lock. Dread tightened my grip on it. The lock was old, I told myself, and the lock was. I stood in the shower until the water ran out of hot, then dried off in the dark with the sliding door open and the sound of the sea coming in across the floor.



The second suitcase stood against the wall where the removalists had left it. Hard shell, gray, a luggage tag with nothing written on it. Of everything I owned, it was the only thing I had packed myself, and had packed with my eyes mostly shut.



I knelt in front of it.



The zip was cold. It made a long dry sound in the quiet, all the way round, and I lifted the lid.



It was nearly empty. A folded top with the Storm crest, faded. And a single framed photograph lying flat against the lining with its glass to the bottom, face down, the way you lay down a thing you cannot afford to see and cannot afford to throw out.



The backing was thin plywood, scuffed at the corners. I knew which photograph it was by the weight of the frame. I knew whose faces were under the glass.



I set my hand flat on the back of it. Nothing moved. The wood was cooler than my skin, and that was all.



Then I closed the lid on it, face down, and left it that way.


Chapter 3
Chapter 3


"You look like a car crash that's had a lie-down," Kai said.



"Morning to you too."



"It's ten to six. There's no morning in it." He walked round to the head of the bench and rolled his shoulders. Kai trained at this hour because at this hour nobody had to decide whether to stand next to him. "Go on. Bar's loaded. I'll spot."



Rubber floor, iron, the dry chalk smell that gets into the back of your nose and stays there all season. The fluorescents hummed one note flat. I lay down under the bar and reached up, and the knurling was cold enough to feel like a decision.



Left hand, fine. Right hand closed around the steel, and the fine tremor came up through the heel of it and into the bone of my forearm, a small live wire I'd been carrying since Sunday night. I tightened. Tape held the shoulder. It did nothing for the hand. Embarrassment burned the tops of my ears, an hour before anyone could have seen a thing.



"Out," Kai said.



I unracked it. Down, up. Down, up. The right side of the bar rode a half-inch behind the left, and Kai's fingers hovered under the sleeve without touching it. He said nothing about that. He had learned this year to say nothing about most things, and he was good at it, the way a man is good at a language he did not choose.



"She's there," he said, quiet, on the next rep.



I knew where she was. Through the glass wall of the treatment suite, thirty feet off, a woman in a navy polo stood with a tablet held against her ribs. She had not come out. She had not looked over. She was reading her screen.



The bar came down on my chest and I held it there a second longer than I meant to.



"Doc rewrote my hamstring grade yesterday," Kai said. "Put it in the system. Two, not one." He watched the bar, not me. "First person in a year to write down the true thing about me, and it's a physio. Funny, that."



"Funny."



"Up, Wray."



I pushed. The bar went up crooked, and the right hand opened on it, just opened, like a man letting go of a rail on a moving tram. Kai caught the sleeve with both hands and set it in the cradle, and for three seconds there was only the sound of my breath in my nose.



"Grip's gone," he said.



Panic came up cold behind my sternum, and I filed it under caffeine.



"It's the tape."



"Yeah, nah." He wiped his palms on his shorts. "I'll tell you what I tell myself. It's not a thing if nobody says it."



"That's working for you, is it?"



"Like a charm, mate."



I sat up. Through the glass, the polo had not moved, but the stylus had. I watched it go down the screen, three short strokes, a pause, one long one. There was no expression on her face at all. That was what got under the skin. A question I could have answered. A frown I could have argued with. This was a woman writing in a language I could not read, about the one subject I could not afford to have translated.



I hoped, for the length of one breath, that the glass was one-way. It was not. I got up and did the pull-ups with the left arm doing the work and the right arm pretending. The writing continued without comment. Afterwards the whole room smelled of my own sweat, and I stood under the shower with my forehead against the tile and the water hot enough to hurt, and I thought: Ella. Quarter to three. Don't be late.



That was the plan. Be through by half past two. Be a man with a car and a school bag in the back.



---



The Broadbeach apartment smelled of garlic and the sea, with the slider cracked open to let the steam out. On the Gold Coast winter is something you can stand in, a thin cool brush of air and a sky like a sheet of paper, and through the gap I could hear the tram bell down on the avenue ringing its way toward Surfers.



"Is it ready yet?"



"It's not ready yet."



"What does ready look like?"



"Soft but not sad."



"Pasta can't be sad."



"Watch me." I lifted a spiral out of the pot on the end of





























































































