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    [In China] there are still some 600 million people earning a medium or low income, or even less. Their monthly income is barely 1,000 RMB [$150].

  


  Chinese Premier Li Keqiang, May 2020.


  ––––––––


  
    People talk about a ‘wealth pyramid’, as if the assets and income of the world’s population are distributed in such a shape: broad at the bottom and narrowing slowly to the richest few at the top. 

  


  
    This is not the case.

  


  
    A shape which truly represented the global distribution of wealth would be as wide and flat at the bottom as several football fields – to represent the billions who own and earn next to nothing. In the middle of these fields would be a slim tower. The tower would indeed narrow rapidly as it ascends but, at its top, there would be a long sharp spire. On the top of this spire would be an even narrower steeple and, on top of that, a long lightning rod.

  


  
    If you are reading this, you are most probably at the bottom of the lightning rod, looking up jealously at those above you.

  


  Prof. Arthur J. Halfstein, How Rich You Are, November 2020


    
   1.

  


  Anna Moore is alone on a dark street. It is the weekend, and not long after midnight, but the windows of the few houses in sight are as black as the driveways that stretch between them and the road. It is a sign of this suburb’s respectability that everyone who lives here is tucked up in bed already. There are no revellers wobbling their way home; no neighbours putting their bottles out; no one, thank goodness, to witness Anna’s ultimate walk of shame. The only sign of life is from the plane trees standing guard along the pavements; their parallel canopies are thick with the cackling and squabbling of bats.


  As a child of genteel English suburbia, Anna has never grown used to the flying foxes of the Sydney night. Just to hear them is to remember their grotesque size. Still, she would rather be out here with the rustling trees than return to the house she has just left. Not that she did anything wrong in there. She is a modern, independent woman and how she chooses to let Saturday slip into Sunday is entirely up to her. And yet she has crept away from the scene, not wanting to wake the foul man she left sweating in his sleep, nor even to see her reflection in the glass of his front door.


  Anna scrabbles in her handbag, finds her phone, and, with impatient thumbs, orders an Uber. She needs a shower, or maybe a bath: anything to rid herself of this rind of dried perspiration – not all of it her own. She needs to climb into her bed and pretend this evening never happened. The Uber app asks her to confirm it has pinpointed her location correctly and Anna peers up and down the street for a clue. There is little more than darkness in either direction; the nearest streetlamp is fifty metres away and its dirty yellow light is unable to penetrate the canopy of the trees. There are no house numbers in sight to compare to the one the app is suggesting and Anna does not even know if it has her in the right street. She is hesitating over what to do when a noise slams into the night.


  It is a rolling thunderous boom: a blast of noise that coils Anna so tight that she loses her balance and stumbles off her high heels onto the ground. The noise shakes the bats from the trees, and the animals screech into the air in a mass panic that rains twigs and leaves and droppings in its wake. It tightens Anna’s skin and leaves a dull tone in her ears. Then it beats a rapid retreat, grasping at the night in greedy echoes until it is suddenly gone.


  The pavement is harsh on Anna’s hands and knees. She snatches back her phone – the flagstones grating her expensive nails – and, grabbing at an Audi parked at a tilt on the kerb, pulls herself to her feet. She is a woman of soft and gentle curves and not used to feeling her muscles. Now each one is rigid with fear. Her neck and back are so tight she can raise herself no higher than an awkward crouch. Her breathing is fast and shallow, like that of a tiny creature aware of its lowly rank in the food chain.


  Hunched down against the Audi, Anna swivels in each direction, half-expecting a snarling gunman to run at her from the shadows. For surely that was a gunshot? She has heard the noise before, on clay pigeon shoots and lonely walks in the English countryside. Only a gunshot has that dangerous, bone-shuddering robustness; that rock hard bottom that, right now, distinguishes it from more preferable explanations: a car backfiring or an unseasonal firework. There is a sudden movement to Anna’s left. She flinches, but it is merely a small square of herself in the wing mirror of the Audi. Her dark eyes are wide and uncertain, her thick hair fallen forward in a mess. She squeezes herself between the car and a low-slung Aston Martin and checks herself all over. Her heart is throbbing in her ears. Tiny stones are sharp in her hands and knees. But she is not hurt. She has not been shot.


  Peering out from between the cars, Anna confirms there is nothing in the street to explain the noise: no gangster with a gun cocked over his arm; no silhouettes running or fighting. Just cars parked bumper to bumper, detached mansions elegantly asleep. The gunshot has woken only the house behind her: the one she has just left. Its bedroom window is now bright, the ceiling Anna remembers all too well shimmering with shadows. She stands up and hurries across the road, her treacherous heels tapping at the tarmac. Between the canopies of the plane trees, the sky is full of bats, black shadows jagged against the stars.


  Anna sidesteps between two new cars and ducks into the darkness offered by a tree on the opposite pavement. Immediately, a thick veil of web wraps her face. She tears at the sticky threads, pulling them from her skin and hair with her nails. The best way out of an Australian spider’s web is backwards – they are far stronger than those back home – but who knows if the lit window in the house behind her is still empty? More likely the man is now peering out at the street, hands cupped around his eyes. Anna imagines him spotting her and coming out to shout her back inside.


  She pulls out her phone again, careful to keep the trunk of the tree between her and the house, and confirms the pick-up address suggested by the Uber app. She can only pray it is correct. The app considers her delayed response like a receptionist reconfirming the balance of power, then tells her she will have to wait eight minutes for a car. Eight minutes! Anna would be better off calling the police. Except, it is all too easy to picture what will happen then: two upright officers of the law, studying her in her highest heels and lowest-cut dress, as she tries to find acceptable words to explain what she did tonight. Why, exactly, she met that hideous man in a bar, went back to his house and had sex with him. ‘Oh yes, and then I realised he so disgusted me I didn’t want to spend another second in his company. No, sorry officer, I don’t actually remember his name.’


  Anna’s friend Penny would flaunt the story like a diamond, daring one not to admire it. If only Anna was half as brave. If only she was Hard Hearted Anna. Then she could greet the police unashamedly, swinging her handbag and flaunting her cleavage, one finger held up to the neighbours for good measure. And maybe if tonight had been an impromptu one-night stand ... Anna feels a strange urge to spit, as if that would dislodge more than just the taste of red wine lingering in her mouth. She gives up on the idea of the police and dials Penny’s number instead.


  The ring tone purrs slowly, teasing Anna’s fevered impatience. Come on, Penny, pick up. And please, please be home. The darkness under this tree offers only fragile protection. If anyone were to shine a light Anna’s way ...


  ‘Annie! Hello, darl! What are you doing calling so late?’


  Penny is loud and excited, overcompensating for the music and laughter behind her. Anna’s heart sinks.


  ‘Penny, you’re not home, are you?’


  ‘No. We’re still out. Aw, Annie, dumpling, you should have come. The show was great; just lovely. And Lizzy’s dragged us all to this great champagne bar. It’s open till two – why don’t you come?’


  Overhead a family of bats returns to its roost, the huge animals cackling close.


  ‘I’m in Woollahra, Penny. I just thought—’


  ‘There’s a really dishy guy here. I showed him your photo and said you were single, and he’s desperate to meet you. Why don’t you come and join us?’


  ‘Penny, I’m in Woollahra. I’m alone, and I swear I just heard—’


  ‘Woollahra? What are you doing there? Get out of my hood, girl!’


  Penny bursts into peals of laughter, amused at her own sad, white slurring of an African American accent. For a brief moment, Anna can only hear the bar, the music, the crowd. Fun on a distant planet. Then there is another noise, not on the phone but much closer: here, in real life. Anna drops her hand to her side and stands alert to listen. Footsteps? Definitely footsteps. Running now and louder, so they must be coming towards her.


  Penny’s voice shouts up from her hand. ‘Annie, darl? Are you there? Are you coming out? Hang on – excuse me. Excuse me, Mr Barman! What’s this place called? WHERE AM I?’


  Penny is the loudest thing in the street. The footsteps could still be approaching, their owner on tiptoes with Anna unable to hear. Still, she hesitates to kill the call, to cut the fragile thread connecting her to the world she knows. Her thumb makes its own decision, hitting the red circle and darkening the screen. There are no footsteps now. No voices. Nothing but the bats in the branches overhead.


  Anna presses her back against the tree, the rough bark scratching at the flesh between her shoulder blades. Beyond the tree’s shadows, without the light pollution from her phone screen, a garden wall delineates itself. Other than that, there is an infinity of black in every direction, even the distant streetlamp is out of view. She turns quietly, the bark scratching the skin of her right shoulder now, and hunches over the phone. As she taps it to life and pulls up the Uber app, the night explodes in a new bone-deep boom.


  Anna’s muscles contract of their own accord, every limb and joint pulled in close against the tree. Brown droppings smatter the ground around her feet as the bats take flight again, but she is shrivelled so tight that only one catches the hem of her dress. Anna struggles in a breath and tries to regiment her thoughts into a logic that will tell her what the hell to do. She jabs desperately at her phone and – thank you, God, who looks over me even though I only believe in you when I’m scared – by some small miracle her Uber is now only two minutes away and moving steadily in her direction.


  She is going to stay right where she is until the very last moment. Only when she hears the car throbbing impatiently will she leave the shadow of this tree. And if there is someone still out there, walking around with a gu— No. Don’t think about that. Even if respectable neighbours come out onto the street to stare at her, even if that vile man – Andrew, his name was Andrew! – opens his bedroom window and calls down to her, Anna will be in the car and gone before anyone can stop her.


  She huddles closer over her phone as if it were the only source of warmth on a freezing night. In fact, the opposite is true: a viscid humidity has been sitting on the city all week, barely weaker at night than during the day, and the phone offers only cold comfort. The car is still two minutes away. It’s just two minutes, you’ll be fine. Still two minutes. Still two minutes again, but no new noises in the night and no one out of their houses yet. Then one minute. Thank you, God. Still one minute. Still one more minute as the Uber crawls towards her on the map.


  Then Anna hears the car, its tiny hum barely louder than the bats. She forces a deep breath. The normally forgiving material of her sexiest dress is clinging to her back and her breasts but, for once, she does not care. She will ask the driver to turn the air conditioning on and the radio off, and soon she will be home. She will be absolutely fine. Except the little Uber on her screen is no longer approaching. And, when Anna cocks an ear to listen, the car engine she heard a moment earlier is no longer growing louder. The map on the phone says the car is only one corner away but, thirty seconds later, it is still there.


  Anna takes a deep breath and steps out tentatively from beneath her tree. She crouches between the nearest cars, then leans out to peek up the street. The headlights of the car are just visible on the nearest corner, about fifty metres away. The juddering of the car’s engine is clearer from this angle, but now it is accompanied by the hollow thudding of car doors.


  Everyone has a tipping point. A point of unfairness beyond which they become the person they are not normally brave enough to be. One second Anna is crouching, still and silent. The next, she is nothing but legs and lungs. She is mass transformed into energy as she sprints towards her Uber. She is Hard Hearted Anna, this is her ride home and no one is about to steal it from her. She pushes herself faster still, racing the noise of her heels on the tarmac – tap-tap, tap-tap, tap-tap – and reaches the corner just as the headlights start to move slowly forward. She runs into their path and holds her phone aloft as if it alone can save her.


  The car breaks to an awkward halt, its dark-skinned driver and white passenger jerking forward in their seats. At the same time, as if she too were wearing a seatbelt, Anna’s stomach clenches tight. What if this is not her Uber after all? What if she has just thrown herself in front of a random car? A car that is now spotlighting her, as every inch of her skin sucks on her diaphanous dress so that she might as well be on stage in her underwear. Anna turns away, awkwardly covering her breasts with one arm as she checks her phone again. But the vehicle registration on her phone screen is indeed the same as the one on the dirty yellow number plate two metres from her shins. Anna straightens, turns back, and holds up the phone with a severe smile.


  ‘You’re my Uber!’ She steps out of the glare of the cruel headlights and uses her free hand to unpick her dress from her skin. ‘I’m Anna Moore. Going to Hope Street, Coogee. You’re Toyota Kluger, BS2 1KD.’


  The driver turns to the man in the front passenger seat and, when Anna arrives beside his open window, the two men are muttering over one another.


  ‘Give it you back ...’


  ‘... not yet ...’


  ‘... can’t do anything about it ...’


  ‘... trust me ...’


  ‘This is her ride ...’


  Anna interrupts them. ‘Look it doesn’t matter what’s happened. The point is, this is my Uber, it’s late, and I want to go home.’


  The driver looks up shamefully; he knows he is at the mercy of her star rating. The man in the front passenger seat – the man who tried to steal her ride home – is less contrite. His bright eyes sparkle in what little light is on offer from the dashboard; his voice is smooth and confident.


  ‘Sorry. I think we’ve confused our cars.’


  ‘No, we haven’t. You don’t have a car, and you’re sitting in mine. Come on, out.’


  The man tries a frowny little pout, a single raised eyebrow. People born good-looking, however, get as little sympathy from Anna as those born rich. She walks around the car and opens his door. The man in the passenger seat tries a generous smile, expensive teeth taking their turn to catch the scant light. Then, at the look on Anna’s face, he sighs, and steps one leg out of the car. To bring out the other he must use both hands, lifting the leg carefully but roughly, the way a farmer handles a sick animal. He uses the door frame to pull himself to his feet, frowning at the effort it affords him. If this is an act, it is a good one. Anna is tempted to lean in and ask the Uber driver if this Uber thief demonstrated any such effort on his way into the car. Instead, she lets the man, now taller than her and noticeably broad-shouldered, apologise again.


  ‘It was a genuine mistake.’ He glances up the street as if at a noise and then his green eyes are back with Anna. The whole action is so quick she wonders if it is a twitch. ‘I apologise. Madam, your car.’


  ‘Did you hear that noise a few moments ago? Gunshots or something?’


  The man hesitates before answering, as if weighing up whether he still has a chance. ‘I thought it was a car backfiring. Thought maybe it was my Uber; that’s why I came out.’


  ‘I thought it sounded like a gun.’


  ‘Really? I wouldn’t know about that.’


  Back in England, Anna was told there is no class system in Australia, that money is the only distinction. She discovered the fallacy of this shortly after arriving in Sydney and nurtures her accent as carefully here as she ever did back home. It is at times like this it proves a wise decision. She can smell the private schooling on the handsome Uber thief as clearly as the sandalwood scent that has accompanied him out of the car. He sounds as English as her own father, the vowels softly mellifluous. When some Australians say ‘car’, they sound like a cockatoo; in this man’s mouth, the word ebbs away and leaves one hungry for more.


  ’Listen,’ he says. ‘I don’t suppose you’re going anywhere near Randwick, are you?’


  ‘Randwick?’


  ‘It’s just, if this is your car, I haven’t got a clue where mine is. Maybe you could give me a lift if you’re heading that way? I thought I heard you say you were heading to Coogee.’


  He is smiling again, too friendly too soon. When he adds his little pout, Anna tuts and shakes her head. But then he limps further out of her way and says, ‘Oh well, no harm in asking.’ He should have tried the limp the first time. The pout is too unlikely, too ‘little boy lost’ above his strong neck and muscular torso. The limp is humbler, and he is obviously shy about it. Anna gives her haughtiest sigh.


  ‘Where in Randwick?’


  ‘The hospital.’


  ‘How much?’


  ‘What?’


  ‘How much will you pay me to give you a lift on my Uber account to your destination?’


  The man raises his dark eyebrows. ‘Fifty bucks? Cash?’


  Anna has a smile she uses when she does not want to appear too pleased. She tells the man to get in and, before he can move, she slams the front passenger door shut again. They will both be riding in the back.


  Anna Moore is well aware of her looks. Women often interrupt her to tell her how gorgeous she is while their husbands look away sheepishly. Men in groups will nudge each other as she passes. Big men in particular fawn over her, and she has lost count of how often she has been told she should be a model. Of course, the compliments are absolute nonsense. Anna is a comfortable size 16.


  ‘I’m Daniel.’


  The Uber thief turns to offer a handshake. It costs him another wince, his mouth creasing off-centre. His hand, when wrapped around Anna’s, is rough and cold but gentle.


  ‘Hello, Daniel, I’m Anna. So, you’re off to hospital?’


  ‘Yes, I’m a doctor.’


  ‘Oh really? I thought maybe you’d been shot.’


  He grins. ‘You really do think you heard a gun? I’m pretty sure it was a car backfiring.’


  ‘I suppose it must have been.’ It is a relief to let herself believe it. ‘So, you’re off to work, then?’


  ‘Off to work late.’ Another grin, a conspiratorial glint in the green eyes. ‘I’m not a great timekeeper, though. I should have left half an hour ago.’


  ‘What kind of doctor?’


  ‘A surgeon. Which makes it all the more awkward being late all the time.’


  He could, of course, be a monster. Anna swears silently at the idea and beats it into submission. She is sick and tired of her own cowardice. This evening was supposed to be proof of a newfound bravery; a display of Hard Hearted Anna like never before. And look how it ended up: with her quivering in fear beneath a tree. She is not going to squander this second chance.


  Besides, even if Dr Daniel is a monster, it probably does not matter. The Uber driver might be as invisible as if they were on a bus, but he would presumably intervene if the doctor tried any funny business. And even if the driver did not help – even if he just watched on, awaiting instructions from his sat nav – Anna is surprisingly fast for her size. If she could smack Daniel’s hands away and get herself out of the car, she could almost certainly outrun him. If she wanted to.


  The surgeon has closed his eyes and is resting his head against the window beside him. He has a strong jawline and a straight nose and certainly looks harmless enough. He is not wearing a wedding ring.


  Anna picks at her dress again, more thoroughly this time. She lifts the gauzy cotton from her thighs and her sides and wafts it slowly in the dark.


  ‘It’s hot.’ The doctor’s eyes are still closed.


  ‘Mm. Supposed to stay above thirty all night, they say.’


  The driver looks at them in his rear-view mirror. ‘Do you want the air con on? There’s a vent down there near your feet, between the two front seats.’


  Dr Daniel opens his eyes, leans forward cautiously and, after an enquiring glance at Anna, fiddles with the plastic vent. Cool air tickles her ankles. Daniel sits straight again and gives a tiny gasp.


  ‘Are you alright?’


  ‘I’m fine.’ He snaps it as if they’ve been arguing, then pulls on his perfect smile again. ‘What about you? Off to a party?’


  ‘Oh no. I’m a streetwalker. Just heading home after a night pounding the pavements of Woollahra.’


  He laughs. ‘Very upmarket.’


  ‘Oh, you’d be surprised. They’ll let anyone in these days: lawyers, surgeons, all sorts.’


  Daniel adjusts himself, his knees closer to hers on the dark leather. ‘And did you have any interesting clients?’


  ‘Sadly not.’


  ‘Not a very profitable night.’


  ‘Not so far.’


  ‘Apart from the fifty dollars you’re earning from me.’


  She waves a regal hand. ‘Cigarette money. I don’t normally talk to a man for less than ten thousand dollars.’


  ‘Wow, I’ll have to start saving. I’ll tell the hospital to book me in and scrub me up more often.’


  ‘You don’t scrub up so badly.’


  He winces again. ‘You should see me on a good day.’


  ‘I’m not exactly at my best myself.’


  ‘Aw well, that is a shame. If you normally look better than this, there’s no way I’ll ever afford you.’


  Anna laughs too loudly, and for a tiny moment too long. It’s the relief, she wants to tell the doctor: the knowledge she is safely on her way home. But that is only half the truth. The other half is that Anna has not yet given up on meeting Mr Right. One day she will, and that day must surely come soon. She can hardly wait, for the ability to relax if nothing else. Because, until then, every flirtation – every encounter, no matter how unlikely – might be the start of something wonderful. She turns away, keen to reclaim the higher ground. Outside, the ghostly palaces of Centennial Park are gliding past, silent in their disapproval. There is silence behind her too; the kind that descends when people have been arguing or laughing too hard about something that isn’t that funny. It is the kind of silence Anna has never been able to endure.


  ‘Have you ever wondered who lives in these huge houses? They always look empty to me.’


  When the doctor does not respond, Anna turns to find he has lost his smile again. He is staring vaguely at his knees, as if he has fallen asleep with his eyes open. Then he is leaning suddenly close with that sandalwood scent of his. Anna pulls back with a gasp – surely Daniel cannot be expecting a kiss? No. He is simply wrestling a phone from his far trouser pocket, hissing at the effort. He sits straight and struggles with its tiny keyboard.


  ‘Too vain to wear glasses?’


  Daniel looks up slowly. They are on Anzac Parade by now and, in the pulsing yellow light from the streetlamps, he looks different from a moment earlier. Drawn, worn, exhausted.


  ‘I need to send a message.’


  ‘Be my guest.’


  ‘No. I ... Could you help me?’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  His only answer is to push the phone across the leather between them.


  ‘What’s wrong. Are you alright?’


  ‘Please.’ Daniel leans his head back on the headrest with a sigh. ‘It really is an emergency. Could you text someone for me?’


  Anna picks up the phone. Is there a confidence trick that involves one sending a text on someone else’s phone? Does Daniel want her fingerprints?


  ‘Please write “All out now”. Can you do that for me, Anna? Please?’


  His voice is no longer smooth. It rasps at the air between them as if he were an elderly man. He looks towards her with the minimum possible movement, eyes sliding in her direction so his head does not have to turn.


  ‘“All out now.” Have you got that?’


  The screen is wet. Maybe that explains why Daniel cannot text. Isn’t there a condition where your hands and fingers sweat? But how could a surgeon possibly have that? The air conditioning is still finding Anna’s ankles and, if anything, she would like to be a little warmer, but Daniel is obviously struggling with the heat. His face is glistening and reflective. Did he run to catch the car too? Anna rummages in her handbag, finds a tissue, and wipes the phone screen clean. The tissue in her hand is no longer pale. Daniel forces a smile that, even now, is loosely attractive.


  ‘My pen broke in my pocket – that’s why I can’t text. Watch your dress, sorry.’


  ‘I was joking before.’ Anna whispers so the driver cannot hear. ‘But now I’m wondering if maybe you really were shot. Is that why we’re going to the hospital?’


  ‘No, no, I’m just really tired. Please send the text. “All out now.” Send it to Charlie. It’s very ... Just send it, will you?’


  Anna scrolls through the phone’s contact list. ‘There’s a Charlie Hall, is that him?’


  But Daniel has closed his eyes again. Anna sends the text and tosses the phone back into his lap. It falls to the leather seat between his legs, but the doctor barely responds. He merely opens his eyes and tries his smile again; it is weaker than before and, in the pulsing half-light, appears more like a sneer. Anna looks away.


  A new silence descends, and they travel the length of Alison Road without a word between them. Then they approach the turning they must take for the hospital and the car stops at a red filter light. Well, if Anna isn’t going to be asked out on a date, she should at least get her fifty dollars. She turns to ask Daniel for the cash, but he’s fast asleep now, his head lolling on the headrest. Then the light changes and the Uber takes the corner, rolling the doctor’s face towards her. He is not sleeping at all; he is staring at her open-mouthed. Anna stares back. What she is looking at is not possible. She nudges Daniel to make sure of it. Then she recoils and screams, the panic exploding from her as loud and as sudden as the shots in the street. Still the doctor does not respond. His green eyes simply continue their lifeless stare as a slow thread of saliva descends from his mouth.


  

    2.



  


  Bassam Beydoun’s Saturday starts out well enough. At breakfast, Lulu eats her cereal without complaining, and Sarah even tries some eggs. After that – a bigger miracle – Bassam gets the little girls dressed, down the stairs and into the car without anyone having a meltdown. Then, halfway to Liverpool, they’re chugging at a red light when Lulu stops a fourth go at ‘Hot Potato’ and says, ‘Bassy, do you think we should call you Daddy?’


  The question brings a strange silence to the back seat. The kind of silence that only normally drops when the girls have been squabbling and screaming till Bassam’s lost his cool and yelled at them. He adjusts the rear-view mirror and studies Lulu carefully. The six-year-old stares back, waiting for her answer. Round brown eyes in a round brown face, she’s like a Disney cartoon come to life. Strapped into the child seat next to hers, her sister’s equally quiet. And that’s just super weird. Because four-year-old Sarah, same eyes as Lulu but in a pale, chubby face, hardly ever pays attention to the world around her. And, even when she does, it’s at the same time as babbling a song or playing with her dolly or sticking a finger in and out of her nose. Right now, but, she’s just staring at Bassam. Like even she gets this is a big deal.


  ‘Bassy?’


  ‘Yeah, I heard you, Lu. I’m thinking about it. What d’you reckon?’


  ‘Well, Ethan calls his daddy “Daddy”, even though he isn’t. And Becca’s got two daddies, and Auntie Asia says that’s a sin against Allah’s law, and it’s not—’


  ‘Yeah, but what do you think, princess?’


  Lulu raises her chin and looks out of the window beside her. Sometimes it’s like she’s found old videos of her mum and she’s been practising her moves. Sarah’s the one who answers.


  ‘Daddy! Daddy, Daddy, Daddy!’


  It’s not a decision, just an excuse to sing again. Lulu joins in and, before long, the two girls are screaming in giggles, forcing the word into all the tunes they know. Bassam laughs and sings along. It’s moments like these that make everything else worthwhile.


  Back home, alone, he allows himself a few moments on the lounge. Silence is rare in this house and Bassam wants to appreciate every precious second. He should make the girls’ play dates coincide more often. He could probably do it too, if he hung out more with the other parents. It’s not like the single mothers are shy about inviting him to stuff. But finding the time, let alone the money, to go out more often is a joke. Bassam’s offered a few times to have all the girls’ little friends over at his house for the afternoon, thinking that way the crowded favour could be split up in return, but no one ever accepts.


  Just one more minute. In one more minute he’ll get up and get on with stuff. Unless, of course, he stays here on the lounge all afternoon. He could play on his phone like a normal bloke, fall asleep in front of the cricket and snore with no one complaining. Couldn’t he?


  No. Because that’s not why he’s here alone, the girls packed off for the max time Bassam could get away with. He’s here alone because Thursday just gone his boss Beth called him into her office for ‘a little chat’. Young Beth, who makes up for her own inexperience by going on about Bassam’s all the time. On Thursday, Beth had reminded him that – given he’s only just qualified as an accountant – it’d been a risk for her to take him on in the first place. That they’d agreed to be honest with each other if things didn’t work out. That, as a contractor, she can let him go at any time.


  The job isn’t half as good as Beth reckons, and they both know it pays less than the going rate. But, if Bassam can hold onto for it a year or more, it’ll set him up to ask for good money at the next gig he lands. Trouble is, holding onto it is proving tough. Yes Beth, no Beth, three bags full Beth. With someone older Bassam would play the sympathy card: explain how he’s got to look after the girls all by himself and work two jobs to make ends meet. But Beth wouldn’t have a clue what looking after kids is like – no one Bassam’s age does – and he’s hardly going to admit he hasn’t got any extra time to apply to the day job.


  Bassam takes a deep breath, hauls himself to his feet and looks around for his laptop bag. If he can get three solid hours in this morning, he can get his whole week, month – it’s tempting to think life – back on track. He makes himself toast and a cup of coffee, opens his laptop on the kitchen table and pulls up his ninety-five unread emails. He finds the pad he’s brought home from work and, after scrabbling around in Lulu’s school bag, a thick pencil with a pink fluffy animal on the end. He’s going to write one long list and prioritise stuff the way he’s read about. He’s going to start with anything that means Beth will see he’s working at the weekend. And he’s not going to stop until it’s all done.


  But Bassam’s laptop is unimpressed by his new work ethic. When he clicks on the oldest email, it doesn’t show him the content. It doesn’t flicker. It doesn’t do a thing. Bassam laughs – you’ve got to laugh, if nothing else, he’s learnt that over the last year – and turns off the machine. Tries to turn off the machine. Tries again, determined not to lose his cool. But, with the keyboard and mousepad refusing to help, Bassam’s got to pull the battery out of the thing before it shuts down. This turns out to be a bad move. The laptop, its screen now as black as its casing, refuses to turn on again.


  This isn’t the point when the day breaks him. Later, Bassam’s sure of that. It’s still early enough to beat the worst of the Saturday traffic, so he phones ahead to the repair shop to check they really are open and he really can rock up without an appointment, then he races out to the car. True, he’s got to drive across half of Western Sydney, through heat and humidity so thick the car’s air con struggles to keep it outside. But that’s quicker than going into the CBD, finding a park and trying to get into the office. Leastways, he hopes it is.


  The repair shop in Fairfield is a scruffy, overstuffed space where spare parts peek out between high-vis offers for firmware and hardware and software. The ancient Chinese man behind the counter looks like he’s been there a thousand years. He gives the laptop a quick glance. The cash he demands in advance gets a long slow inspection.


  ‘You come back in one hour.’


  Bassam shakes his head. ‘I haven’t got an hour, mate.’


  ‘So sorry, it take one hour.’


  ‘C’mon, man, please. I’m in a real hurry.’


  ‘Sorry.’


  The old man’s refusal is as quiet and blank as the laptop screen. It is whispered with a politeness that confuses Bassam, who grew up in a house of shouted chest-offs where the winner was always the loudest.


  ‘Fine,’ he says, like he has a choice. ‘One hour, max.’


  But the repair job is painfully slow. The old man in the shop shrugs at Bassam’s impatient demands, like Bassam’s complaining about something outside his control. The endless hot weather, maybe, or the weekend traffic building up solidly outside the repair shop window. It’s more than two hours later when Bassam arrives to collect the girls, the laptop back in its bag, unused.


  The white bloke who opens the front door of the playdate’s house is red in the face and glaring. ‘You know what? Picking up your daughters this late is really taking the piss.’


  The girls have rushed out and are crowding Bassam’s legs, Lulu already on her defence for why Sarah’s so upset. Bassam ignores them. He meets the other man’s eye and holds his hands up in surrender. Sometimes his height intimidates other blokes but, more often, it turns them into terriers. Asia reckons it’s worse because he’s good-looking, but she’s his sister so she would say that. Either way, Bassam’s learned to play things humble.


  ‘Mate. I am so sorry. Seriously. I reckon I got two speeding tickets on the way here. You wouldn’t believe the morning I’ve had ...’


  He’s desperate to share the story. To have another guy confirm what a nightmare his day’s been. Just a minute of friendly chat with someone who gets it. But the other man, by now having taken in Bassam’s size, uses the only means of expression available to him and shuts the door in his face.


  The two girls sleep in the afternoon and Bassam gets through most of his emails. There are urgent requests over two weeks old. Threats to complain if he doesn’t respond. Invitations to meetings – including to two with Beth and her boss – where Bassam must have been represented by an empty chair. Then Sarah and Lulu are awake. Then they’re awake and hungry. Then they’re awake and fighting. Then they’re awake and wanting a cuddle. Then they’re awake and need help colouring in a donkey. Then they’re awake and both screaming for a reason Bassam never works out. Then they’re awake and Sarah’s wet herself, then they’re awake and bored, then they’re awake and it’s dinner time, then they’re awake and its bath time and they need a story and Lulu’s scared of the dark so Sarah is too and refuses to calm down about it.


  At eight o’clock in the evening, Bassam’s slumped on the lounge, staring at a brown stain on the carpet that he’s not had time to investigate. It’s been there for days and he reckons it’s growing. At this rate, by the time he gets round to doing anything about it, the whole floor will have rotted away and the house might have disappeared into a sinkhole. Merciful Allah, make it so. Around the stain, toys are strewn across the carpet like a little plastic town after a hurricane. And in a minute the doorbell will go and Sister Asia of the Always Cross (a nickname Bassam has never breathed aloud) will be asking him how he is. And what’s he supposed to say to that? When how he is, is totally lost. Every day a struggle, stumbling through shadows on uneven ground, no clue if he’s making progress or even heading in the right direction. He’s twenty-four, too young for this life and he doesn’t how much more—


  The doorbell rings, and Bassam tells himself to suck it up. Things are always like this after the whirlwind of getting the girls fed and clean and into bed. He just needs to toughen up. Whatever else happens, Asia can’t see he’s struggling or she and Ali will start in on him again.


  But Asia’s not in a mood for noticing much of anything. She trundles in busy with her own concerns, shedding her niqab and fretting about a petition she’s starting up: something to do with the local schools and what holidays they recognise. Bassam lets her talk for ten minutes, ignoring her comments about the stain and the toys on the floor and how one of these days she’s going to break an ankle. He makes his excuses and heads out to the car.


  The day’s humidity has survived the dark, the air still heavy and thick. Bassam takes out the girls’ seats, checks the leather’s clean and spritzes around some air freshener. Back in the lounge room, his sister’s on her knees inspecting the stain in the carpet.


  ‘I’m off, Az.’


  She stands up and waddles over to give him a hug. Still now it’s weird how his big sister is so much smaller than him. When she looks up at him and sighs, Bassam knows what’s coming next. He closes his eyes and waits for it to be over.


  ‘You alright, Bassy? I’m worried about you.’


  For a moment he’s tempted to tell her. To confess he’s worried too.


  ‘Bassy? My beautiful brother?’


  ‘It’s all good, Az. I’ll be right. I’m just dead on my feet. Long week, you know? Thanks for minding the girls.’


  He turns away before she can say anything else, heads back outside and pulls the front door closed between them. The Chubb clunks firmly into its casing like a solid full stop.




  The first fare he accepts – a forty-dollar run into the city – is a no-show. Bassam calls the passenger twice, leaves a voicemail and waits five minutes. When he checks his phone again, the passenger has cancelled the booking. Bassam jabs at the phone screen and gives the passenger a bad rating with a comment that’s harsher than it needs to be.


  Retribution is fast. The next fare – a middle-aged Lebanese lady, Liverpool station to Canley Heights, no chat, a polite good night – gives him a three-star rating. The one after that, a skinny white girl, answers his question about how her evening’s been with ‘Please shut up and stop coming on to me. It’s sexual harassment, d’you know that?’


  At least she doesn’t rate him, not yet anyway. But her words upset Bassam more than if she’d given him one out of five. He’d known driving would be frustrating before he started doing it. Knew it would challenge his self-esteem and that he’d have to deal with arseholes. But none of that mattered because, back then when he started, he also knew that he was more than just a driver. In the same way that he knew he was more than just a carer for the girls. More than a sounding board for his sister who never listened to him anyway. More than a pretty boy for bored mothers to flirt with outside the school gates. More than some sucker for Beth to underpay and do a job she didn’t understand. But what that more was – what he, Bassam Beydoun actually was – he’s now totally forgotten. Which can only mean one thing. It can only mean that Bassam isn’t more than those things after all. Not anymore, he isn’t. It means Bassam Beydoun, his own man for himself, no longer exists.


  But you know what?


  ‘You know what?!’ Parked up in Lilyfield, the car echoes to his shouted words.


  Not today. Bassam bangs out the rhythm of the words on the steering wheel.


  ‘Not. To. Day.’


  Today he’s going to beat the system.


  So he logs in and out of the Uber app over and over again to push surge pricing before he accepts a fare. He uses the passenger app as much as the driver app to size up where the competition is. He cancels rides that, from a drive-by, look like too much trouble. And, close to three in the morning, on the way to his last fare of the night, when a man flags him down like he’s a taxi and offers him three hundred dollars to ‘get me the hell out of here’, Bassam actually accepts. His original fare will just have to find some other way home. This is me. Bassam ignores the voice inside his head. The is the bloke I swore I’d never be.


  The guy who’s flagged him down speaks nice and looks harmless enough. He’s white and rich-looking, dressed expensive in a fancy part of town. If Bassam says no he’ll probably just say, ‘Oh well, no harm in asking.’ But three hundred dollars is three hundred dollars, so Bassam (or whoever he is by now) just looks up and says through the open window, ‘Show me the cash.’


  It’s six fifties, all of them genuine as far as Bassam can tell – like he’d have a clue one way or the other. The man looks distracted as he hands them over, squinting nervously up the street.


  ‘You didn’t hear that?’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Nothing. Listen, I need to put these in the boot.’ The white guy gestures between the parked cars behind him. Two Adidas bags are huddled on the tarmac like stray dogs on a freezing night.


  ‘You been flogging stuff?’ Bassam’s not sure he cares. ‘You a house breaker or something?’


  The man flashes a smile. He looks like an ad for a dentist. ‘I wish. More of a marriage breaker, if you know what I mean. And if you don’t want to witness a murder, you’ll get me out of here right now.’


  Bassam pops the boot. Then, seeing how the man struggles with the first bag, he undoes his seatbelt, gets out of the car and helps him with the second one. It isn’t that heavy and the man beside him looks strong, but maybe there’s something wrong with him. He’s moving weird, walking around the car sidewards like a crab or a man hiding something behind his back. When he catches Bassam looking at him, he grins.


  ‘It’s been a big night. Come on, let’s go. I’ll tell you all about it.’


  Ten seconds. Ten seconds more, Bassam reckons, and they’d have made it and life would’ve gone on like normal. But they’re hardly moving when a good-looking girl appears from nowhere and throws herself in front of the car. Bassam brakes sharp and the man beside him makes a noise like he’s just been stabbed: a wheezy whispered squeak, swallowed back halfway before it’s all the way out. For all his smart talk, the guy must’ve already taken a beating. Bassam wants to help him out, but he can tell this woman’s his fare. She’s turned away to check her phone, then she’s holding it up at him and yelling something. If she reports him, after the night he’s had, Uber will stop him driving completely. Three hundred dollars isn’t worth that.


  The bloke in the passenger seat won’t listen, but. When Bassam says he’s going to give his money back, he just smiles and tells him things’ll be fine. Before Bassam can argue back, the woman’s outside his window, leaning down to talk to him so he’s got to look away to avoid staring down the V of her dress. She’s posh and English and up close she’s a real stunner: big brown eyes, a full mouth, and that thing you can never name. That thing that makes the difference between girls born gorgeous and the ones who just make themselves up nice. Bassam starts on an excuse for her, but it’s already too late. Because, of course, he’s just an Uber driver. Just another dark guy you can pay and ignore. Already the woman’s looking past him and flirting with the bloke in the passenger seat, pretending to be angry and wanting him out of the car. Not for long, but. Course not. Because the other bloke – no better looking than Bassam, no taller, no fitter – is rich and white, and next thing they’re in the back, laughing and chatting, ignoring Bassam like he’s some dirty peasant who can’t even speak English.


  The rage of the day rises like bile. Bassam should stop the car and throw the two of them out. Ask them how the hell they think the world would go round if it wasn’t for brown people pushing it. And when they get to Randwick and the girl starts screaming, it’s a miracle Bassam doesn’t scream back at her, behaving worse in the back of his car than his little girls.


  Even later, when he’s worked out the guy’s proper sick, Bassam’s still angry. Even after he’s pulled up in the hospital forecourt and
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