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For my favourite Scorpio: P. T.




The stars are the apexes of what wonderful triangles! What distant and different beings in the various mansions of the universe are contemplating the same one at the same moment!

Henry David Thoreau

Astrology is like gravity. You don’t have to believe in it for it to be working in your life.

Zolar’s Starmates

No passion on Earth, neither love nor hate, is equal to the passion to alter someone else’s draft.

H. G. Wells




AQUARIUS
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Nicholas Jordan was born, not beneath a starry sky, but in Edenvale Hospital – a modest red-brick building on the outskirts of a town that had four pubs, no banks, one swimming pool, six veterans’ clubs and bitterly resented water restrictions each summer. The hospital was surrounded by beds of bright pink bougainvillea and rectangles of thirsting lawn, and at the moment of little Nick’s birth, the sky above its hot tin roof was the scorching blue of a southern hemisphere noon in February.

And yet the stars were there. Out beyond the cloudless heat of the troposphere, beyond the stratosphere’s blanket of ozone, beyond the mesosphere and the thermosphere, the ionosphere, the exosphere and the magnetosphere, were the stars. Millions of them, patterning the blackness and orbiting themselves into the precise configuration that would be forever mapped onto the soul of Nicholas Jordan.

Joanna Jordan – Aries, owner-operator of Edenvale’s Uppercut hair salon, the freakishly accurate goal attack for the Edenvale Stars netball team, and a two-time Miss Eden Valley title-holder – did not think of the stars in the hours that followed her son’s birth. Blissed out and dishevelled in the hospital’s sole delivery suite, she only stared into little Nick’s face, and charted influences of a more terrestrial nature.

‘He’s got your nose,’ she murmured to her husband.

And she was quite right. Her baby had a perfect, miniature replica of the nose that she knew and loved on the face of Mark Jordan – Taurus, square-shouldered Australian Rules defender turned polo-shirted financial planner, lover of baked cheesecake and helpless admirer of long-legged women.

‘But your ears,’ Mark said, feeling his hands to be suddenly and gigantically out of scale as he smoothed back a wisp of the dark hair that feathered Nick’s newborn head.

And so, Joanna and Mark looked over their son and traced back to various sources his cheeks, forehead, fingers and toes. The new parents found an echo of Mark’s brother in the wide setting of their baby’s eyes, and a hint of Joanna’s mother in his full and expressive lips.

Nowhere, however, did they find, or even think to look for, the fingerprints of Beta Aquarii, a yellow supergiant burning some 537 light years from Earth. Or the more diffuse touch of the Helix Nebula, or indeed any of the other heavenly bodies that comprised the sprawling constellation of Aquarius, within whose auspices the sun was housed at the time of their baby’s birth.

An astrologer, looking at the pinpricks of destiny as laid out in little Nick’s natal chart, might on the day of his birth have been able to tell you that this child would grow up to be original to the point of slightly eccentric, creative and caring, but with a competitive streak so wide that his siblings would prefer eating Brussels sprouts to playing Monopoly with him. He would love costume parties and have a habit of bringing home any starving dog or flea-ridden cat that crossed his path.

This same astrologer might have allowed themselves a fond smile as they foretold that Nick, from his mid-teens onwards, would be a true believer when it came to the stars. Nick would like the fact that he was an Aquarius – a sign he would associate with innovative and original thinking, as well as summertime, music festivals and hot young hippies who smelled of patchouli and sex.

On the day of Nick’s birth, however, there was no astrologer at hand, and the only person who did make an astrological prediction about baby Nick at that time was Joanna Jordan’s friend Mandy Carmichael. Mandy – Gemini, dimple-cheeked darling of the regional television network’s weather report, radiant newlywed, ABBA fanatic – appeared at the hospital like a good fairy, straight after work. Her face was still thickly plastered with foundation and she teetered on high heels as she balanced in her arms an enormous blue teddy bear and a bunch of supermarket chrysanthemums. Soon the teddy was reclining in a chair, the chrysanthemums were in a Fowlers preserving jar, and Mandy was barefoot beside the bed, cradling her friend’s firstborn with infinite care.

‘A little Aquarius, hm?’ she said, her eyes misting. ‘Don’t expect him to be like you and Mark, will you, JoJo? Aquarians are different. Aren’t you, little one?’

‘Well, he’d better like sport,’ Jo said lightly. ‘Mark’s already bought him a tennis racquet.’

‘Which is why he’ll probably be an artist. Or a dancer. Won’t you, my treasure?’

Mandy slipped her finger into the closing star of baby Nick’s hand, and for a moment she was uncharacteristically speechless. Then she said, ‘Jo, he’s beautiful. Just beautiful.’

By the time Mandy stepped out of the hospital, dusk had fallen, bringing with it a breeze as softly cool as the wistful mood that settled on her as she cut across the spiky grass – carrying her shoes – to the car park. The western sky was a smoky blue strung with drifts of low, pinkish cloud, but in the east a few eager stars had already burst through the deepening dark. Mandy slipped in behind the wheel of her car and watched those stars for a good long while. The smell of baby was in her nostrils.
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The following Friday, at Curlew Court – a cul-de-sac in a newly built part of Edenvale that was full of concrete kerbing and single-storey homes with steel roofs, mown lawns and eucalypt saplings in plastic plant guards – Drew Carmichael flopped onto his back and said, ‘Wow.’

Alongside him, on his next-door neighbour’s trampoline, was an empty bottle of Baileys Irish Cream, two smeary tumblers and his sweaty, smiling, semi-clad wife. Drew – Libra, agricultural consultant, amateur aviation enthusiast, Pink Floyd aficionado and fearsome bedroom-mirror air guitarist – had been home from a two-week business trip for less than an hour, and he had a sense of having been quite deliberately ravished. Drained of his essence, even. Fortunately, the neighbours were on holiday on the Gold Coast.

‘Mmmmmm,’ said Mandy, smiling up into a star-filled sky.

Drew propped himself up on one elbow and looked at his wife. He could see a shadow on her left cheek where it dimpled, and smell the mischief on her damp skin.

‘What was that all about?’ he asked, putting a hand on the soft paleness of her exposed belly. ‘Hm?’

‘Excuse me,’ she said, slapping his hand away but grinning widely, ‘but I’m a married woman. Don’t touch what you can’t afford.’

He tickled her, and she giggled.

‘What are you up to?’

‘Up to?’ she said. ‘Up to? I … am looking at the stars.’

Slightly drunk and entirely happy, Drew pillowed his head on folded arms and followed her gaze, up into space.

On that February night, the Carmichaels set in motion a baby girl, who would be born in the early hours of a November morning under the sign of Sagittarius. She would arrive, petite and perfectly formed, with her skull capped in a finer version of the light brown hair that would eventually curl around the sharp contours of her face. Her eyes would be hazel, her chin would be pointed, and her lips – like her mother’s – would form a pronounced Cupid’s bow. Her dark eyebrows would – like her father’s – be straight and almost severe.

An astrologer might have predicted that this baby would grow up to be a straight-shooter; playful, but also something of a perfectionist. She would love words, appear at age nine on a kids’ TV spelling contest (which she would win), and usually have a pen wedged behind her ear. Always her bedside table would groan under its payload of books (read, half read, to read), and there was a good chance that you would find, concealed within this pile of books, a catalogue from Howards Storage World or IKEA, since wardrobe-organisation porn would, for this girl, be a lifelong guilty pleasure. Her memory would be as flawless as a gleaming, stainless steel filing cabinet and even her text messages would be faultlessly formatted and punctuated.

It might also have been accurately foretold, with a sorrowful shake of the astrologer’s head, that this child would grow up to have scant regard for the stars. To be frank, she would consider horoscopes to be a crock of implausible hog-shit.

‘Justine,’ Mandy murmured, mostly to herself.

‘What?’ said Drew.

‘Jus-tine,’ Mandy said, more distinctly. ‘Do you like it?’

‘Who’s Justine?’ Drew asked, perplexed.

You’ll see, Mandy thought. You’ll see.




Time passed. Moons orbited planets. Planets did laps around the brightest stars. Galaxies swirled. And, as the years went by, more and more satellites joined in. Then one day, as if by magic, there she was: twenty-six-year-old Justine Carmichael, making her way with an unsteady load of takeaway coffee cups along a leafy suburban street on a Friday morning in March. She wore a cheerful swing dress of green and white polka-dot linen and nearly white sneakers that caught the sunshine and shadow of the light-dappled pavement as she walked.

The street – about two hours east of Edenvale – was Rennie Street, one of the main thoroughfares in the dress circle suburb of Alexandria Park. This was a district of Federation mansions and art deco apartment blocks, flower boutiques and cafes, the sort of place where it was easy to get a Vienna coffee in a tall glass with a long spoon, and where dog groomers specialised in cuts for Maltese and West Highland terriers. Justine’s destination was the headquarters of the Alexandria Park Star, where she worked. Officially, her job description was ‘copy-runner’, although the editor – who was prone to verbal flourishes that in no way resembled the incisive brevity of his journalism – liked to refer to her as ‘our dear, darling cadet-in-waiting’. If he had been writing about her, he’d have called her ‘dogsbody’.

The Star’s headquarters were in a gracious, converted weatherboard home that was set back slightly from the road. As Justine turned without pausing through an open front gate, she passed beneath one of Alexandria Park’s most controversial monuments – the star itself. As ugly as it was unmissable, it was a mosaic sculpture the size of a tractor wheel that swung, high and bright, on a post-mounted bracket above the pavement. It was fat and curvy for a star, and its five not-quite-symmetrical points were crudely covered in chips of acid-yellow tiles and the smashings of a tea set patterned with yellow roses.

Thirty years earlier, when the star had first been hoisted into place, the locals had dubbed it the ‘yellow peril’, and they had tried every trick in the municipal council rulebook to have it pulled down. In those days, most of Alexandria Park’s residents regarded the Star as a grubby little street rag, and its young editor, Jeremy Byrne, as a despicable long-haired degenerate. It was their strongly held opinion that Winifred Byrne’s dissolute eldest son had no business installing a muck-raking fish-wrap at his late mother’s elegant Rennie Street address.

But Alexandria Park learned to live with both the publication and its gaudy street-side emblem, and now the Star was a glossy and well-respected magazine of current affairs, sport and the arts. Each month’s new edition was read not only in Alexandria Park, but right through the city and out into the suburbs on the other side. Although Justine’s job was somewhere beneath the very lowest rung of the ladder, there would still have been any number of other bright young journalism graduates who might have seriously considered knee-capping her in order to take her place.

On her first day in the job, Justine had been given a tour of the premises by Jeremy Byrne himself, no longer long-haired but quite bald, and these days a good deal more patrician than peacenik. He had stood her beneath the crazy yellow bulk of the star.

‘I want you to think of it as a talisman of the fearless, fiercely non-partisan journalistic principles upon which our brave little publication was founded,’ he had told her, and Justine had tried not to find it weird and embarrassing when he had spoken about the star’s ‘inspirational rays’, and even mimed them raining down onto her head.

The Star was a great place to work, just as its editor had promised. The staff were hardworking, but not above having some fun. The Christmas parties were Bacchanalian feats of catering, and the quality of reporting in the magazine was high. The trouble for Justine was that the Star was such a great place to work that none of the journalists ever resigned. There were currently three staff writers in the office, and one in Canberra, and they’d all been in their jobs for a decade or more. The copy-runner before Justine had waited three years for a cadetship before giving up and taking a job in public relations.

On that day when Justine had stood pink-cheeked beneath the star with Jeremy Byrne, she had been convinced that her predecessor had done all the waiting for her. A real job, surely, had to be just around the corner. But two years had gone by with no sign of advancement in sight and Justine was beginning to think that her first by-line at the Star would not come until one of the current crew died of old age.

Justine hurried along the lavender-lined path, restacking her jumble of cardboard cups so she had a hand free to collect a bundle of mail lying on the flagstones. At the top of a low flight of steps, she pushed open the front door with her hip. Even before the door had swung closed behind her, a sugar-dusted voice drifted out into the hallway.

‘Justine? Is that you?’

The voice belonged to Barbel Weiss, the advertising manager, who had transformed one of the Star’s two beautiful, bay-windowed front parlours into a space as well groomed and feminine as she was. When Justine stepped into this office, Barbel – in a dusky pink pants suit, and with her blonde hair twisted into an arrangement that looked like it belonged in a German bakery – didn’t get up from her desk, only waved a brochure in the air.

‘Darling, take this down to the art department, will you? Tell them the font I want for the Brassington advertisement is this one. Here. I’ve circled it.’

‘No problem,’ Justine said, manoeuvring herself to the side of the desk so Barbel could add the brochure to her load.

‘Oh,’ said Barbel, registering Justine’s arsenal of coffee cups, and allowing her brow to furrow just a smidge, ‘you’re only just back from Rafaello’s. But you won’t mind popping down there again, will you? I have a client in twenty minutes, and I thought macarons would be nice. Let’s have … raspberry. Thanks, Justine. You’re a cherub.’

The parlour on the opposite side of the hallway belonged to the editor, but his office was utterly unlike Barbel’s. It resembled rather the living room of a hoarder, with knee-high piles of foreign newspapers and bookshelves crammed with legal textbooks, political biographies, Wisden Almanacks and books of true crime. Jeremy, wearing a shirt that was mostly business-like but somehow managed to retain the slightest hint of kaftan, was talking on the phone. When Justine ducked in to deliver his soy-milk chai, he held up an open hand to her in a way that meant come back in five minutes. Justine gave an eager smile and nodded.

The next room along the corridor was occupied by the staff writers. At the sound of Justine’s footfall, Roma Sharples turned from her computer screen and peered over the top of her electric blue-framed spectacles. Famous for being crabby and imperious, she had to be pushing seventy, yet she was showing no signs of retiring.

‘Thank you,’ said Roma, accepting her long black coffee. She peeled a sticky note off the pad on her desk and held it out to Justine. ‘Give this address to Radoslaw, and tell him we have to be there at eleven sharp. And Justine? Bring the car around to the front, will you?’

Justine set down a quarter-strength latte at the empty workstation beside Roma’s. This desk belonged to Jenna Rae, who had presumably been called out on an assignment, and who – being only in her late thirties – offered Justine virtually no hope at all.

The Star’s sports specialist was Martin Oliver, who was in his fifties and probably Justine’s best prospect, given his personal habits. Martin was on the phone and giving off his usual miasma of booze and nicotine as Justine handed him a heavily sugared double-strength cappuccino. He tapped her on the elbow. On the pad on his desk, he wrote, Paper jam in p/copier. And then, Computer won’t print PDFs again. Get Anwen.

‘Yeah, well, the selectors are morons. Wouldn’t know a spin bowler from a bowler hat,’ he said into the phone, while underlining the word again so hard that he made a deep gouge in the paper. Justine took up his pen and drew a smiley face beneath his message.

Next along the passageway was a narrow office space that might once have been a closet. Behind the desk sat Natsue Kobayashi, the contributions manager. Natsue was blessed with exquisite taste in clothes and an age-defying complexion that made people surprised to learn that she was old enough to have three grandchildren. Each day, she took precisely forty-five minutes for lunch, and spent the time knitting in luxury yarns – merino, alpaca, possum, camel – for these beloved grandchildren, who lived in Sweden. Natsue also had a preternatural ability to multi-task.

Without pausing from transcribing the letter that was clipped to the document holder beside her computer, she said, ‘Good morning, Justine. Oh, your dress! So cu-u-ute! Kawaii!’

The dress was genuine vintage – it had belonged to Justine’s grandmother.

‘One flat white,’ Justine announced.

Natsue, still typing, said, ‘Bless you. And I see you have the mail? I would be grateful if I could have mine just as soon as you have done the sorting.’

‘Of course,’ Justine said.

Justine found the art room mercifully empty of anyone who could add anything more to her to-do list, so she left the designers a hurried note along with Barbel’s brochure, then made good her escape. Across the corridor in the IT department, the Star’s resident tech angel, Anwen Corbett, appeared to be asleep.

Anwen was partly nocturnal, often coming into the office late at night to tinker with the computers when nobody needed to use them. Now her dreadlocked head, pillowed by a thick computer manual, rested on a desk that was mostly a cluttered disaster of cables, circuit boards and Star Wars action figures.

‘Anwen,’ Justine said. ‘An!’

Anwen jolted her head upright, though her eyes remained closed. ‘Yup, yup. All good. All here.’

‘Martin’s computer’s not printing PDFs again. He wants you to take a look,’ Justine said.

Anwen let her head fall back to her makeshift pillow and groaned. ‘Tell him it’s a PICNIC.’

PICNIC was Anwen’s favourite acronym. Problem In Chair Not In Computer.

‘I have coffee,’ Justine wheedled.

‘You do?’ Anwen said, blinking with puffy eyelids.

‘Long macchiato. Available from my desk just as soon as you’ve taken a look at Martin’s computer.’

‘That’s just cruel.’

Justine grinned. ‘But effective.’

The photography department was the next stop along the hallway. Justine leaned on the doorframe and said, ‘Morning, Radoslaw. Roma said to say that she needs you for an eleven o’clock job. Here’s the address.’

Like a prize-fighting bantam, the Star’s photographer leapt up from behind his vast computer monitor, a can of Red Bull in his hand, and a short-sleeve checked shirt buttoned high under his tidy black beard. Justine glanced at the wastepaper bin, where there were already two blue and white cans, spent.

It was because of Radoslaw’s driving, Justine knew, that Roma had asked her to bring the company car around to the front of the building. Thanks to him, both sides of the Camry were scratched, and white car paint could be found in several places along the side-alley fence. Nevertheless, Radoslaw always insisted that he drive to assignments. Not even Roma had been able to overpower him on this point.

‘Well, you can tell Roma to fuck off,’ he said, and he made no attempt to keep his voice down. ‘I’ve got a job at the racetrack with Martin this morning. Can’t they fucken talk to each other? Jesus fucken Christ. They work in the same fucken room. Fuck.’

And since this was a fairly normal way for Radoslaw to respond to a message, it was perhaps fortunate that he had never in his life taken a bad picture.

At last, Justine made it to her desk, which was located in a lean-to at the back of the old home. The room’s walls were unlined, though they had been roughly painted. Propped against one of these walls was a bicycle that Martin Oliver had probably last used about seven months ago, which was also the last time he’d felt moved to get some exercise at lunchtime, rather than head down to the Strumpet and Pickle. From between the wheels of the bike there emerged a stained white furry muzzle, then a pair of weepy, deep-brown eyes. These belonged to a small and shaggy Maltese terrier, who was dragging a leopard-print leash.

‘Falafel,’ she said. ‘What are you doing here?’

The dog only wagged his tail, but the answer to Justine’s question was on her desk in the form of a note from the Star’s art director. In his rather over-confident hand, Glynn had written: Don’t suppose you can take F. to the grooming parlour? Due there at 10 am. Groomers will have a fit if he’s late again. Thanks! G.

Falafel trotted up to Justine’s ankles and yapped at her impatiently.

‘Don’t you start,’ she told him.

For a few seconds, Justine stood and breathed, deliberately. There was no point feeling overwhelmed, she told herself. When everyone wanted everything immediately, you simply had to prioritise. She reasoned that even if Jeremy had asked for her in five minutes’ time, and even if he was the boss, he was also a hopeless time fantasist. Five minutes in Jeremy’s world could mean anything from ten minutes to six hours. Therefore, she would sort the mail and deliver Natsue’s at the very least, then duck back to Rafaello’s for Barbel’s biscuits, returning via the grooming parlour where she would drop off Falafel. Then she would fix the paper jam in the photocopier, back the Camry down the driveway and start a fight between Martin and Roma by passing on the general gist, though not the precise wording, of Radoslaw’s message to Roma. Then she –

‘Jus-tine!’

Oh, fuck.

It was Jeremy, his voice booming cheerfully down the hallway. 

‘Be good,’ she said to Falafel. ‘Good.’

Just outside Jeremy’s office, Justine slowed and smoothed her dress. Professional, capable, unflappable, she told herself, then stepped inside.

‘Darl!’ said Jeremy. He smiled, and broken capillaries jostled across his cheeks and nose. ‘Have a seat, have a seat.’

Jeremy was big on the paterfamilias thing, and Justine knew he felt it was his responsibility, as the editor and her self-appointed mentor, to schedule in some regular little chats. He liked to tell her war stories from his glorious and dangerous past, and to orate on subjects such as ethics, due process, jurisprudence and the delicate machinery of the Westminster system.

‘Darl,’ he said, leaning forward to launch into today’s randomly chosen topic, ‘what do you know about the separation of powers?’

‘Well …’ Justine began, and that was a mistake. When conversing with Jeremy, it was foolish to begin with a word of extraneous fill.

‘We thank the French Enlightenment,’ he interrupted, ‘for the concept of the separation of powers, which holds that the three branches of government – the executive, the legislative and the judicial …’

And so Justine sat across the desk from Jeremy as he monologued for quite some time. Hands in her polka-dot lap, she tried to look as if she were, in fact, listening intently, and learning. And not as if she were thinking of macarons, and the width of the side alley, and Martin’s printing problem, and whether or not Falafel had eaten the packed lunch that was in the bag she’d left, unprotected, near her workstation.

At length, Jeremy’s phone rang and he snatched it up. ‘Harvey!’ he exclaimed. ‘Hold on just a mo, me old chum.’ He put his hand over the receiver and gave Justine a rueful smile. ‘To be continued.’

Dismissed, Justine stepped into the hallway. Immediately, from the noise, she could tell that Radoslaw had not waited for Justine to pass his message on to Roma.

Martin was also yelling. ‘Jus-tine! I need to print something out! This year!’

Justine checked her watch. Falafel was already late for the groomer’s.

Barbel leaned around the door of her office, her beautifully made-up brow creased with anxiety. ‘Where are my macarons?’ she asked, but Justine could offer her nothing more than a weak smile.

It was going to be quite a day.
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By the time Justine finished work that evening, it was half past six. Her hair fell in lank waves around her face, her skin felt grey, and – thanks to the glitchy printer – there was a spray of ink down one side of her dress. She was hungry, too, for although Falafel had not precisely eaten her chicken curry wrap, he had toyed with it enough to make it inedible, and there’d been no time to seek out a replacement lunch.

As she passed beneath the mosaic star at the gatepost, she glanced up at it resentfully.

‘Inspirational rays,’ she muttered, then stepped out onto Rennie Street.

Justine walked three blocks and turned left into Dufrene Street, where the after-work drinkers were spilling out of the Strumpet and Pickle onto the pavement. She crossed to the other side of the road, and was just about to pass through the eastern gate of Alexandria Park when she stopped in her tracks, turned around, and looked back at the series of glamorised warehouses on the other side of the road that made up the markets.

It’s difficult to know what caused her to do this, precisely at that moment. Perhaps the sun was working an angle on her from its current position in Pisces, or the moon and Venus together were tugging on her consciousness from their loveseat in Aquarius. Or maybe Jupiter had sent down some kind of vibe from where it was stomping about in Virgo. Or perhaps it was only that Justine’s subconscious had subtly suggested that there was a way to delay the inevitable moment when she would walk in through the door of her empty apartment, queue up the next episode of the BBC’s latest Emma, think vaguely about calling best-pal Tara, but instead collapse on the couch with a helping of Vegemite toast for dinner.

Justine stood poised, at the very edge of the pavement, and considered. Was there time? The markets didn’t close until seven. She checked her watch. Oh, yes, there was time.

She glanced inside the basket-weave bag that she carried in the crook of her arm, and was happy to see that her black Sharpie pen was indeed there, lying in wait, in its own special pocket. She lowered her sunglasses from the top of her head and approached.

Alexandria Park Markets was a place Justine only rarely went to buy food. More often, she entered its cool, high-ceilinged space in the same spirit as she would an art gallery. She liked to check out the strange and exotic blooms that filled the enormous Mason jars at the florist’s, and to pass by the fishmonger’s to admire the gleaming sea-creatures on their beds of ice.

She made her way past the florist’s, past the butcher’s and the baker’s, towards the fruit and vegetable corner. She sidled up to a timber crate full of watermelons, lifted her sunglasses and looked over to the display of Hass avocados. And there it was, perched on a plastic stalk above the fruits. The offending sign.

ADVOCADOS.

Would the man never learn? Here was a fruit seller who was clearly competent. No, he was more than competent. He could stack pomegranates so that they looked like the crown jewels of some far-flung, exotic nation. He could select apples of invariable perfection and keep grapes misted with water so that they looked appetising all day long. It made no sense that he would stubbornly and consistently continue to misspell ‘avocados’. And yet he did. Week in and week out, Justine corrected his error, and the grocer responded by throwing away the amended signs and replacing them with yet another one for ADVO-bloody-CADOS. It was infuriating. But Justine was determined not to be beaten.

She waited until the assistant behind the counter was distracted, then whipped out her Sharpie. Swiftly, she struck out the extraneous ‘D’. AVOCADOS. Ah, yes. This was good.

Satisfied that the world was now restored to rightness, Justine spun around, intending to make a dash for the markets’ Dufrene Street exit. But she had only taken a few paces when she ran into a giant fish.

It was hard to tell what kind of fish it was, exactly. It was silver-grey with lips rimmed in pink satin ribbon. Its eyes were enormous, yellow and convex, like the painted halves of a ping-pong ball. A very upright dorsal fin began at the back of the creature’s head and ran in spiked waves down the length of its spine. The fish had large silver gloves for pectorals, and it said, ‘Should you be doing that?’

She was just about to get argumentative, when she recognised the human face that was framed by a cut-out oval of silvery fish-fabric.

‘Nick Jordan?’ Justine said, incredulous.

‘Bloody hell. Justine?’

‘Hello!’

‘Hello to you too.’

‘Oh my God. You haven’t even changed,’ Justine said, stunned and smiling.

Nick made a doubtful face and glanced down at his fish suit. ‘Thanks, I think.’

‘It must have been, what?’

‘Years,’ Nick agreed, and as he nodded the silver lamé expanse of the suit quivered all over.

‘Eleven? Twelve?’ Justine offered, as if she were guessing.

‘It couldn’t have been that long,’ he said.

But it was. It was twelve years, one month, and three weeks. And Justine knew this, precisely.
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Somewhere in a shoebox, or perhaps an album, there existed photographs of Justine Carmichael as a weeks-old baby, pink and tiny as a skinned rabbit, lying on a rug next to ten-month-old Nicholas Jordan, who looked in comparison like a sumo wrestler in a Winnie the Pooh playsuit.

As toddlers, in the sandpit at family day care, Justine and Nick had shared both their packets of Tiny Teddies and the traumatic experience of being dethroned by younger siblings. Justine had got off easier than Nick on that front. Her parents had produced a boy – Austin – on their second try, and called it quits. But after having Nick’s younger brother, Jimmy, Jo and Mark had gone back for a third throw of the dice, hoping for girl. And along came Piper.

By the time Justine and Nick graduated to kindergarten at Eden Valley Primary, Nick had been going through a monkey phase and had refused to go to school, even in summer, wearing anything other than a full-length onesie lemur costume. So Justine spent her mornings sitting loyally beside him on the mat while he sucked on his striped tail during story-time, and at the end of lunch she would help him to brush the bark chips from the playground out of his fur.

In the early years of primary school, Nick took up the habit of playing soccer during breaks, while Justine climbed trees, or drifted in and out of the imaginative games of the girls, which usually seemed to involve someone lying on the ground, wailing, pretending to be a baby. But outside school, Nick and Justine played together for all of the endless hours that their mothers chatted together over cups of tea or glasses of wine, and the two kids knew that Jo and Mandy’s occasional shouts of ‘five-minute warning!’ could almost always be safely ignored. Justine had known precisely where in the Jordans’ pantry to find the Tim Tams, and Nick had his own toothbrush at the Carmichaels’.

There had once been a VHS tape of the two of them as seven-year-olds: Nick wreaking havoc on the nylon strings of an old acoustic guitar, and Justine, in a pair of sunglasses with heart-shaped frames, crooning into the microphone of a Little Mermaid karaoke set. They’d sung ‘Big Yellow Taxi’, which hadn’t been too bad, and ‘Yellow Submarine’, which hadn’t been entirely dreadful, but then they’d launched into an innocently raunchy version of Racey’s ‘Some Girls’. At some point during that song, Justine and Nick had realised that their audience, made up exclusively of their parents, was laughing uncontrollably. At them. It would be quite a few years before Justine would realise precisely what it was, in that song, that some girls did, and some girls didn’t. But on the night of the living-room concert, she didn’t need to know the details in order to know that she was being laughed at.

For Nick, the experience had been exhilarating. Shortly after the night of the concert, he’d entered his first Eden Valley Drama Eisteddfod, only to discover the intoxicating fact that the arts could be a blood sport every bit as competitive as a game of footy. Trophies accumulated.

Nick didn’t speak to Justine for a full three days after she upstaged him by appearing on national television for that famous spelling contest of hers. On the fourth day, however, he’d been unable to help himself and had come out of his sulk to punch Jasper Bellamy, who’d been calling Justine a nerd. After that, things between the two old friends had returned, effortlessly, to normal.

But when Justine was ten, and Nick was just about to turn eleven, everything changed. Mark Jordan took a job on the far side of the country, so the Jordans sold up and left town. Despite everybody’s best intentions to stay in touch, the late-night phone calls between Mandy and Jo became less and less frequent, and correspondence dwindled to the obligatory Christmas letter tucked inside a card featuring Santa at the beach in his budgie-smugglers.

The families didn’t completely lose touch, though. Because there had been that Australia Day long weekend, in the January of the year that Nick and Justine would each turn fifteen. The Carmichaels had gone west, and the Jordans had come east, for a mid-point reunion in the baking heat of a beachside holiday park in South Australia. Despite the fact that Justine had spent the entire stuffy car trip to their destination playing out in her mind the film-worthy scene in which she was reunited with her childhood best friend, she had, upon seeing him, seized up like a terrified cat in the presence of a dog.

Nick, she saw immediately, had stopped being a slightly goofy boy and had morphed into a young man, almost absurdly good-looking – one of the kind that Justine knew from experience it was safest to avoid if one did not wish to suffer the excruciating embarrassment of rejection. So for all of the Saturday, and all of the Sunday, she had skulked about moodily, thrashing on her Sony Walkman the So Fresh compilation she’d got for Christmas, and pissing everyone off by locking the bathroom door so she could moon about in privacy, changing her earrings and trying different shades of eyeshadow. Nick had been equally aloof, setting off on long runs down the beach, or hanging out at the pool.

And then, on the Sunday night, their parents had pulled rank and dragged the two of them, sullen and resentful, up the beach to a pop-up amusement park. Maybe it was the nostalgic smells of corndogs and candy-floss that broke them back down into the kids they really were. Or perhaps it was the jarring collisions in the dodgem car arena that jerked them out of their self-consciousness. Whichever it was, they had ended up on the beach together late at night, alone, feeling the disco beat of the amusement park music as it throbbed through the sand.

The following morning, Justine was still in bed when the Jordans came over, en masse, to say their farewells. Through the cardboard-thin walls of the holiday cabin, Justine heard everything that was going on – her brother Aussie tearing around with Jimmy, Piper bawling about being left out, Mandy and Jo’s voices going up and down like scales on a violin, Drew and Mark’s voices providing the bass notes.

She heard her mother say, ‘I’m sure she’ll be up in a minute, Nick, love. I know she’ll want to say goodbye.’

But even when Mandy came into the bedroom and reached up to the top bunk to shake her daughter’s shoulder, Justine had only hunkered down further beneath the covers. She was too overcome with embarrassment even to show her face. Because she was sure that everyone in her family, and Nick’s, would be able to see how her lips were swollen from all that kissing, how her cheeks had been rubbed raw by the rasp of Nick’s faintly stubbled cheek. And, even worse, she felt sure that everybody else would be able to see on the outside of her what she could feel on the inside: something new and worrying, delicious and mortifying, intoxicating and weird. It was as if something had burst open, like multi-coloured popcorn. She didn’t think she would ever again be able to cram it back down to size.
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He probably doesn’t even remember, Justine’s brain said to her. Then it said the same thing over again, just in case she hadn’t heard the first time.

Brain: He probably doesn’t even remember.

Justine: Will you be quiet?

Brain: Why would he remember? All those pages of your diary that you filled, while he probably just went home and forgot all about it.

But even while Justine was holding a silent dialogue with her brain, she was also managing to keep up her end of a perfectly polite conversation.

‘And how’s your mum?’ she asked.

‘No different,’ Nick said. ‘She doesn’t ever seem to age.’

‘I can imagine.’ Justine pictured the lovely Jo, with her big white smile and her long brown hair that always smelled of caramel. Jo had been Justine’s first hairdresser. She would sit Justine on her kitchen bench and bribe her with Monte Carlo biscuits to sit still through the fringe-trimming part. ‘Wurls’ – that’s what Jo had called Justine’s unpredictable, weather-sensitive blend of waves and curls. Jo had also been the one to talk Mandy into letting Justine watch Star Wars when she was seven years old, even though it was rated PG. And it was Jo who had defended Justine when she had got in big trouble for calling her grade three teacher a bitch. Justine had overheard Jo telling Mandy, ‘Ease up on her, Mands. You have to give a girl points for accuracy.’

‘And Jimmy?’ Justine asked.

‘Professional tap-dancer, believe it or not. It’s Piper who followed in Dad’s footsteps.’

‘Oh?’

‘Fullback for Carlton in the Women’s Australian rules Football League. She’s a wall of muscle – I wouldn’t take her on any more. What about your pares?’ Nick asked.

‘In Edenvale, same as ever.’

‘Don’t tell me your mum’s still the weather girl?’

‘No, these days she’s the general manager at the local council. I cannot tell you how much she loves being the boss. Dad’s retired, though. He bought himself a Cessna Skycatcher but all he does is fly about and look at crops. Old habits die hard.’

‘And you? You live near here?’

‘On the other side of the park. Nan left her old city bolthole to my dad, bless her. You?’

‘I’m kind of between addresses, but yeah, this is a good city. I’d say it’s home.’

Justine peered critically at Nick’s silver lamé fish suit. ‘What’s the story here? You’re promoting, um … fish?’

‘Oysters, actually,’ he said, glancing over at the fishmonger’s ice-filled cabinets. ‘Just for a couple of days, for a special promotion thing. I walk around saying things like: World’s your proverbial, buddy. Hey mate, French kiss a mermaid, you know you want to.’

Justine winced. ‘I heard you went to drama school.’

Nick explained to her how hard it was to make a living as an actor, how he supplemented his erratic wages with stints as a barista, waiter, catalogue delivery boy, school holiday drama tutor, brickie’s labourer.

‘That’s a lot harder work than being a fish,’ he said, ‘but less humiliating. And you? You, what? Patrol the fruit and vegetable signs of the city for correctness? That’s a career path, is it? For kids who win television spelling contests?’

He remembers the spelling contest, Justine said, somewhat smugly, to her brain.

‘I work at the Alexandria Park Star.’

‘You write for the Star? I love the Star. Would I have read anything you’ve written?’

‘Well, I haven’t really –’ Justine began. ‘I’m only …’

Justine searched for the right words, but before she could find them, Nick said, ‘Hey, it’s actually kind of weird having this conversation from inside a fish suit. I’m finishing up in ten minutes, though. We could, you know, if you weren’t busy … we could grab some fish and chips, head over to the park? Catch up on the rest of the news? But, you know, no pressure – just if you’re not expected anywhere, or anything.’

She was hungry, and fish and chips would hit the spot. Even so, Justine managed to pause. She tilted her head and let him see her think.

‘If it’s not a good time, or …’

She smiled.

‘I’m not expected anywhere.’
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A crisp evening breeze made a Mexican wave through the upper leaves of Alexandria Park’s grand old trees as Justine and Nick passed between the wrought-iron pillars of the eastern gate. Nick pushed a beaten-up bicycle with one hand, and though he was out of the fish suit by now, a marine whiff clung to his shorts, his Where the Wild Things Are t-shirt, and his skin.

After-work joggers pounded the park’s thoroughfares and small dogs with expensive collars chased balls across the grass. Nick picked a spot on a gently sloping bank that gave a view down over the city, and where the grass was coppery in the falling sunlight. He set his bike against a planter box full of frilly ornamental cabbages, and stretched out on the grass. Propped on one elbow, he unceremoniously tore open the white paper parcel of their meal and took a huge handful of steaming chips.

‘Sorry, not very restrained, I know. But I haven’t had fish and chips for years,’ Nick said, his mouth half full.

Sitting across from him, Justine took a chip and tested the end of it with her teeth. She was famished and the chip was perfect – crisp and light brown on the outside, all white and fluffy in the middle.

Nick was onto his second handful of chips when he said, ‘So, the Star, hey? What’s it like working there? What was your last big story?’

Justine sighed. ‘No big stories. Yet. At this point in history, I’m just the copy-runner.’

‘Isn’t that like …?’

‘Yes, it’s exactly like. I am, officially, the shit-kicker. I’d hoped that a real job would have come along by now, but …’

‘Speaking of the Star, isn’t it about time the new edition was out?’

‘In stores tomorrow,’ Justine said, in her best advertising voice. ‘Although, it’s occasionally possible to get hold of an advance copy.’

She pointed to her bag, out of the top of which poked a brand-new, rolled-up magazine. Nick’s eyes widened in genuine, child-like delight.

‘Can I?’ he asked.

‘Be my guest.’

Absent-mindedly, he cleaned his greasy fingers on his t-shirt before reaching for the magazine. He opened it from the back and thumbed through the pages to land – quite expertly, Justine thought – at the horoscopes. With a smile, she remembered his teenage obsession with astrology: the one that she’d assumed he would outgrow, just as he had done his lemur suit.

It was strange, Justine reflected. On the one hand, she felt entirely comfortable with Nick, as if she’d known him forever. Which, in a way, she had. But on the other hand, he was virtually a stranger to her. He was perhaps only a little taller than she remembered him to be, and only a little less gangly. But his face. His face was different. How? she asked herself, as if she had a pen in her hand and it was her job to capture precisely the subtle differences in this new, older Nick Jordan.

At first, she thought of a set of nested Russian dolls. Perhaps looking at this Nick was like looking at the biggest doll in a set, when you were familiar with the slightly smaller, slightly different one that was hidden away inside. But no, Justine thought. It wasn’t quite like that. Rather, it was as if older-Nick had pushed out through the fabric of younger-Nick – jawbones, cheekbones and brow-bones becoming more obvious and defined. His eyes were still wide and blue, his features still mobile and expressive, his smile still slightly sideways on his face.

He read intently, his dark eyebrows shuffling together in concentration. At last, he closed the magazine and tapped his fingers on its back cover. He looked puzzled, then shook his head slightly, as if to clear his thoughts.

‘What’s he like?’ he asked Justine.

She was lost. ‘He, who?’

‘Leo Thornbury,’ Nick said, as if this was beyond obvious.

It took a few seconds for Justine to register. When reading the Star, she tended to skip over the regular features she found pointless, like the gardening column. And the horoscopes. Which were written by the supposedly eminent astrologer, Leo Thornbury.

Justine knew only three things about Leo Thornbury. One was the way he looked in the black-and-white thumbnail picture that topped his column, which hadn’t to the best of her knowledge ever been updated. It showed him with a sweep of silver hair and a prominent brow over deep-set eyes, looking – she had once decided – like a cross between George Clooney and Frankenstein’s monster. She also knew that he had a special fondness for including in his horoscopes quotations from famous writers, philosophers and wits. The third and final thing she knew about Leo Thornbury was that he was a notorious recluse.

‘I’ve never met him,’ she said. ‘I don’t think any of us has.’

‘What? Never? None of you?’

‘Well, maybe Jeremy. Back in the day. He’s the editor. But the rest of us, no. Leo Thornbury doesn’t even come to the Christmas party. And that is the most suspicious thing of all. The food at the Star Christmas party is so good that even the gardening writer gets over her social anxiety once a year. Apparently, Leo lives on an island, but I don’t think we’re supposed to know where exactly.’

‘But what about the phone? Someone must speak to him, at least.’

‘I don’t think so,’ Justine said. ‘I’ve never heard anyone say that they did. To tell you the absolute truth, I’m not certain he’s exactly … real. Perhaps Leo Thornbury isn’t so much a man as, maybe, a machine. A computer in a room somewhere, spitting out random phrases.’

‘Oh, you cynic.’

‘Cynic? I thought I was a Sagittarius.’

Nick thought for a minute. ‘So you are. Born on the twenty-fourth of November,’ he said.

He remembered her birthday. He remembered her birthday. Hey, did you hear that? Justine said, even more smugly this time, to her brain. He remembered my birthday. Feeling a prickle of warmth rising up her neck and into her cheeks, she gave silent thanks that the day’s light had dwindled into dusk, and Nick wouldn’t be able to tell that she was blushing.

He flipped back through the Star to the horoscopes. The low light made it more difficult for him to read. But then some invisible switch, somewhere, was flicked, and the lights of Alexandria Park – frosted spheres held high above the pathways on wrought-iron poles – began to glow.

‘Ah, thank you very much,’ Nick said. ‘Where are we, where are we? Libra, Scorpio … Sagittarius. Here we go. Brace yourself, archers. Throughout this year, Saturn in your sign continues to set off seismic activity deep in your belief systems; be prepared, this month, to experience minor tremors. Late March is auspicious for career advancement, but it is likely that workplace change will continue to be a theme throughout the coming months.’

Nick looked over at Justine and nodded, as if impressed with her achievements.

‘So?’ she asked.

‘Well, that’s good, isn’t it? I’d have thought it’s very good.’

Justine snorted. ‘Seismic activity in my belief systems … what’s that supposed to mean?’

‘No, I mean the career advancement. The workplace change.’

‘Nothing changes at the Star. Nothing. Except maybe that Jeremy surprises us by coming to work wearing a tie.’

‘Well, Leo says “workplace change”. And Leo knows everything,’ Nick said, and although there was a hint of self-mockery in the smile, Justine got the distinct impression that he was, at least in part, serious.

‘So, what profundities did Leo have for you this month?’

‘Yeah, I don’t really know what he’s trying to say,’ Nick admitted. ‘It says: Aquarius. “What a frightening thing is the human,” wrote Steinbeck, “a mass of gauges and dials and registers, and we can only read a few and those perhaps not accurately.” For water bearers, this is a month of readjustment in which you recognise that it is not only the inner workings of others that can be mysterious, but also the machinations of the self. In quiet moments of watchfulness, you may recalibrate your understanding of what it is that truly drives you. What do you think that means?’

Justine shrugged. ‘Um … that Leo Thornbury’s quote generator is up to S for Steinbeck.’

‘No, what do you think it means in my life?’ Nick asked, but Justine did not think this was a question that was genuinely directed at her.

Then, just before she could launch into a small monologue about the generic nature of astrological predictions, and how the art of them was in making up sentences that applied to just about any person, in any kind of situation, she saw a thought arrive in Nick’s mind: it showed up on his face like the notification of an incoming email.

‘Hang on,’ he said.

He fished his phone out of his pocket, and Justine watched as he thumbed a query into Google and scrolled down the results at speed.

‘Yes, yes, yes!’ he said. ‘I’ve got it. I know what Leo’s trying to tell me!’

‘Well?’

‘He’s telling me to play Romeo!’

Justine frowned. ‘Romeo?’

‘Yes, Romeo,’ said Nick. ‘Leo wants me to play Romeo.’

‘I’m sorry? You figure that how, exactly?’

‘The quote. The quote!’

‘The quote is from Steinbeck,’ Justine reminded him.

‘Yes, yes. But,’ Nick said, and here he tapped the screen of his phone with vigour. ‘Not just any Steinbeck. It’s from The Winter of Our Discontent.’

Justine thought, then shook her head. ‘Sorry.’

‘Winter of our discontent. Winter of our discontent. You know where that comes from, right?’

‘If memory serves … it comes from Richard III.’

‘And?’ Nick asked.

‘And what?’

‘Who wrote Richard III? Shakespeare wrote Richard III.’ Nick was getting excited, as well as actor-ish in his delivery. ‘Do you see? You must be able to see.’

‘Ah … struggling here.’

‘So, I have this choice. There’s a production of Romeo and Juliet coming up. They’ve let me know that if I want it, Romeo’s mine. But the show … it’s not with a big company or anything. It’s not even fully professional. But, then, I’ve never played Romeo. And the director has already lined up a few pretty impressive professional actors for some of the other major roles. There’s so little work around.’

‘So, you want to do it?’ Justine said.

‘Well, it’s a role I’ve always wanted. But the money will be shit. Or non-existent. The show’s being done on a profit-share basis, which usually means we can afford a cask of wine for the closing-night party.’

There was a small silence. Then Nick said, ‘Leo’s horoscopes are always spookily accurate. If he’s saying go the Shakespeare, then there will be a good reason. Leo just knows things. Whenever I follow his advice, things go well. Things lead on to … you know … things.’

Justine stared. ‘This is really how you make important life choices?’

Nick shrugged. ‘Oftentimes, yes.’

‘Wasn’t it also Steinbeck who said something about only wanting advice if it agrees with what you wanted to do anyway?’ Justine said.

Nick shook his head, disbelieving but impressed. ‘That’s right, I remember that freaky memory of yours. You are the only person I know who would be able to produce a fact like that out of thin air.’

Justine shrugged away the compliment. ‘I just think that if you want to play Romeo, you should play Romeo. You don’t have to twist the words of some star-gazing nut to give yourself permission.’

‘Leo Thornbury is not a star-gazing nut. He’s a god.’ Suddenly energised, Nick leapt up from the grass; the grassy bank became his stage. ‘Shakespeare was a Taurus. Earthy, lusty. But Romeo … now he, he was a Pisces.’

‘What? Did you just claim to know Romeo’s star sign?’

‘I did.’

‘And his birth date is mentioned where, precisely, in the text?’

‘You can just tell. He’s a dreamer, a beautiful dreamer. And nobody’s more into self-sacrifice than a Pisces.’

‘You spent too long in that fish suit today.’

‘But, soft! What light through yonder window breaks? It is the east, and Juliet the sun …’

‘Maybe you should play Romeo,’ Justine said, and laughed. ‘Decision-making isn’t exactly his strong suit, either.’

‘You may mock, but Leo says this is right. Leo says this is what I have to do. And Leo will have his reasons.’

Nick, without warning, sprang up onto the edge of the nearby planter box, placing his feet carefully on the sides so as not to squash any of the cabbages within. With the Star coiled into the silhouette of an unlit torch in his hand, he struck a heroic pose against the sky. Justine shook her head, smiling.

‘He, that hath the steerage of my course, direct my sail!’ Nick called out.




cusp
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Towards the end of March, the sun on its great Monopoly board in the cosmos advanced one square from Pisces to Aries, thus concluding a full pass of the zodiac and without pause beginning another. Just after the clock had struck twelve on the night that separated the fish from the rams, a young woman stepped out the back door of her rented two-bedroom pre-fab into a tiny courtyard garden.

Turning her face to the night sky, she allowed her soul to do a slow 180-degree flip inside her body, so that she felt herself to be hanging from the surface of the earth: a human chandelier anchored by her feet to a ceiling of ugly interlocking pavement bricks that there was, now, no longer any reason to look at. She let her gaze travel among the stars.

Most of the time she was Nicole Pitt – Aquarius, freelance gel nail technician, single mother of two and determined avoider of (any more) shiftless men, and the unimpressed provider for her drug-addicted neighbour’s skinny cat, whom she had to assume was actually named Shithead. Inside the unit, Nicole’s two boys slept on foam mattresses on the floor, their soft little limbs flung out from under their covers.

Her kitchen table – hell, her only table – was strewn with a constellation of crap that neatly mirrored the disparateness and disorganisation of her life: her older boy’s ADHD medication, several near-empty bottles of popular shades of nail varnish that had long needed replenishing, splayed astrological almanacs, a boxy old laptop with a cracked screen, and the March edition of the Alexandria Park Star, lying open at the horoscopes.

But out here, hanging with her head in the stars at this peaceful, stolen hour, she was not Nicole Pitt at all, but Davina Divine – boutique private astrologer, mother to nobody at all, luxury bed linen connoisseur, occupier of a lavish Balinese-inspired home, distant and desultory inamorata to a retinue of charming and occasional beaux. Remote, tranquil and beautifully groomed, she was a trusted tour guide to the many pathways that were dot-to-dotted across the starry sky, a Delphic oracle who knew by instinct as much as training how the swirling forces of the heavens could be expected to push or pull.

As if, she thought.

The truth was that since the day her Diploma of Astrology certificate had arrived in the mail – and this was a few years ago, now – she’d spent vastly more time dreaming about becoming a famous astrologer than she had making any serious attempt to build up a clientele.

In quiet moments of watchfulness, you may recalibrate your understanding of what it is that truly drives you. That’s what Leo Thornbury had written to Aquarians in the pages of this month’s Alexandria Park Star. He’d foretold that, for the water bearers of the zodiac, the coming month would be one of readjustment: a time to contemplate the machinations of the self. And, when it came to Leo, Davina was an unashamed fan-girl.

It was time, Leo was telling her, to get real. But how? Well, for one thing, she could enrol in the Advanced Diploma of Astrology, and start advertising for some clients. She could put some fliers on the pin board at her local supermarket. She could do some free natal charts for friends and family, then ask them to spread the word. Having formed this plan, Davina’s mind began to drift into a fantasy of what it might be like to meet Leo Thornbury in person. But then an alien yowling broke into her thoughts, and it was loud enough to jerk her head out of the stars and force her soul to swivel back to its workaday orientation.

To her disappointment, she found herself standing in a tiny, miserable courtyard whose brick paving sprouted nothing but a cheap rotary clothesline. To her even greater disappointment, she was – once again – nobody else but Nicole Pitt. The yowling was coming from the narrow length of vertebrae and gingery fur that was weaving around her ankles. With a hand whose nails were painted a greenish-purple shot-silk shade of varnish called ‘Mermaid Dreams’, Nicole scratched the cat between its tatty ears.

‘Hey, Shithead,’ she said. ‘I suppose you’re hungry.’
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As Nicole Pitt was spooning out a measure of the cut-price cat food that she’d taken to adding to her supermarket trolley each week, Nick Jordan was walking an inner-city street with a duffel bag full of clothes that smelled – like everything in his world seemed currently to smell – of fish.

Nick knew all about the power of the olfactory sense, and how some smells could return you, instantly and reliably, to certain moments of your life. There was a particular brand of shampoo whose scent took him back to the first, thrilling time he’d ever taken a morning-after shower with a girl. And there was an unavoidable link between the whiff of a kerosene lamp and the camping holidays he’d loved as a kid. So he knew that, henceforth, the smell of fish was likely to bring him back to this particular phase of his life: these heartsick but delicately hopeful months that lay in the aftermath of his break-up with Laura Mitchell.

Today had been Nick’s last in the employ of the Alexandria Park Markets’ fishmonger. Tomorrow would be his first day at a new job waiting tables for an upmarket Alexandria Park bistro, and it was this fact that had occasioned the late-night date with his laundry.

The laundromat’s tall, empty windows glowed brightly in the dark street, and when Nick stepped through the door he registered with vague disappointment that the place was empty. Although one of the tumble driers was humming industriously, there were no other customers sitting on the laundromat’s benches, or leafing through its dog-eared magazines: nobody with whom he might strike up a casual conversation that would make this a slightly less depressing place to be.

Nick upended the contents of his duffel bag onto a bench and went through all his pockets, the way his mother always insisted that he should. And a good thing, too, for here – lurking in the back pocket of his best black pants – was a paper napkin of the sort that could easily confetti itself across an entire load of washing.

There was something written on it.


Still round the corner there may wait

A new road or a secret gate



The quote was from Tolkien, and Nick had copied it out with a dodgy biro that had bled blobs of blue ink into the napkin’s soft surface. It had been part of Leo Thornbury’s January horoscope for Aquarius: With Venus in the spiritual sign of Pisces, you find yourself contemplating the thorny issue of self-worth. But go quietly, Aquarius. Mercury in retrograde brings with it a spirit of chaos that makes travelling unwise. Use these early weeks of the year to catch up on your sleep and practise your intuition, remembering that, as Tolkien tells us, ‘Still round the corner there may wait a new road or a secret gate’.

Of course, Leo had been right. He always was. It had been a bad time to travel, but the trip had been arranged long before January. And so, on New Year’s Day, Nick had gone with Laura to far north Queensland to play the role of handbag while she’d been busy with a shoot for some new perfume. Although the resort where they had stayed had been beautiful, and although the water in the resort pool was a temperature that made it the perfect counterpoint to the humid air, and although the piña coladas at the poolside bar were both exquisite and on the house, the trip – for Nick – had been miserable.

‘It might be time to face it,’ Laura had said, one frangipani-scented night in their hotel room. He didn’t think he would ever forget how beautiful she looked as she spoke, standing there at the foot of the bed with her cream silk robe untied and nothing underneath. ‘If you haven’t made it by now … well, what I mean to say is, it might be time for Plan B.’

She hadn’t said it unkindly. And she hadn’t said anything that he hadn’t thought for himself. In February, he would be twenty-seven years old, and Hollywood was as far away as it had ever been. Forget Hollywood. Even the local professional theatre companies were still in an unreachable stratosphere. Over the previous year, the only significant paying gigs he’d had were a walk-on part in a television soap, a gig at a healthy eating expo in which he’d played a pepper in a huge inflatable suit, and a role in a rural tour of a puppet show about germs and the importance of washing one’s hands. Nick had operated the
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