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        I had become only too aware that life’s beginning and its end hinged on a single breath, as though the rest was conducted in its pause.
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          MELBOURNE, AUSTRALIA

        

      

    

    
      The ceiling of the cabin sagged so low that I could measure its distance to my face with a wide-fingered handspan. A cold light from the bathroom cubicle ricocheted around the walls and reflected off the panels above my nose. Where they met, someone had picked at the seam like a child at a scab. With each pitch and toss of the ferry, diesel fumes seeped through its pores.

      There was no sound from the bunk below. My sister, I assumed, was sleeping peacefully, but I needed the comfort of her enthusiasm. In the space left to me, I contorted my body so that my head and torso hung over the bunk’s edge.

      “Madeleine. Are you awake?”

      There was a low groan and the sound of the bunk springs creaking as she rolled over.

      “What?” Her yawn was thick with sleep.

      “What are we doing here Mads?”

      No reply, just a soft snore at the back of her throat. I rolled back to stare again at the ceiling’s ragged seam. A dog barked in a cabin somewhere further along the deck.

      In the darkness of what I feared would be our watery crypt, I doubted the wisdom of this journey.
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      It had begun with the arrival of the first letter. What I remember about that day is tinted with soft shades of autumn. It must have been warm because I was sitting in my courtyard reading the newspaper. I looked up, drawn by a tone in Madeleine’s voice.

      The air seemed to shimmer around her strong and solid body as she moved towards me. My own depleted frame would have cut that air like a dulled blade. Her arm was raised as if she was about to slap the letter, she held on to the cast iron table and her face was pinched with familiar concern. When I took it from her, I saw that my name and address were written in Indian ink in an old-fashioned hand. She sat as I broke the seal. Inside was a sheet of parchment paper folded over. As I opened it, a small stone rattled on to the table.

      “What does it say?” Madeleine nodded towards the note and shuffled closer in the protective way she had adopted in those months. She picked up the stone and rolled it in her fingers.

      The letters of a foreign language were written in the centre of the page.

      “It’s not in English,” I said and passed it to her. She tried to sound what looked to be three words and shrugged as she handed it back. I studied it more closely.

      “It could be Greek.” The envelope was face up and I took in the postmark. “It’s been sent from Kos,” I said.

      “Where?”

      “A Greek island near the Turkish coast.”

      My sister’s eyes shone in response. She was always eager for mystery, a trait that had led her into more daring adventures than I would ever contemplate. I picked up the stone and held it in one hand beneath the table. I returned to reading the newspaper, feigning a lack of interest in the letter but in truth I felt a small, quiet dread.

      “What do you make of it, Dee?”

      I looked up and met her eyes. “It’s probably another hate letter.”

      She picked up the envelope and seemed to be measuring the weight of the words with a small movement of her hand.

      “I don’t think so,” she said. “It’s different from the others. Why be cryptic about hating someone?”

      “Well, don’t read too much into it,” I said, flicking over a page of the paper with a finality that drew on my status as her older sister. The palm of my hand throbbed around the stone.
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        * * *

      

      That night I woke at 2.20. My mother had once told me that it was the hour that people are most likely to die. I had believed her, but in all my years of medical practice had not seen any evidence, though my work was normally concerned with life’s fragile start.

      In more recent times, I had become only too aware that life’s beginning and its end hinged on a single breath, as though the rest was conducted in its pause.

      It was another dream that had woken me and the memory of it continued to resonate. For a while, I lay beneath the covers, allowing it to filter through.

      There stands a man, his hand outstretched to me. Snakes writhe at his feet as they slide from a narrow pink vein embedded in a marble pedestal. I watch in fascination, then in horror, as I realise that it is not marble, but the body of a lifeless woman. The pink veins become blue. I turn at the feel of another’s breath and see a woman, her hair braided. “Who are you?” I ask. She is about to speak her name…

      By 3.30, I’d poured my third cup of tea. If I were Madeleine, it would have been peanut butter eaten by the spoonful to relieve anxiety. I wanted to call her but resisted. Aside from the late hour, I couldn’t bear her analysis of the dream and suspected that I already knew some of what she would say – the snake was my kundalini energy finally releasing. We thought differently, but what kept me at the table, breathing long draughts of tea-steam through my nostrils, was that Madeleine and I would agree on the significance of the dead woman.

      At 4am, a two-week-old newspaper that I had saved was spread before me. I knew what was in there but had never opened it until that moment. At page five, I saw the small article, the shards of my life collected into 100 or so words. The gist of it read: Verdict not guilty; professional integrity restored; the plaintiff, struggling to reconcile the birth of his daughter and the death of his wife; the wife… dead from unforeseen causes.

      I reread the article and said the wife’s name aloud – Bonnie – like an incantation. I wished that she hadn’t had a name so that it might hurt less.

      Exonerated of all blame – did all she could… But the words didn’t provide me with any comfort.

      “It wasn’t your fault!” Madeleine had said and her expression had been desperate with the fear that I could have a breakdown.

      How is a person meant to come to terms with being implicated in the death of another?

      Leaning on my old oak dining table, a favourite of the “glory box” I abandoned when Julian left, I got up, physically and mentally aching, and went to the bookshelf. A well-meaning friend had suggested that I record my thoughts after Bonnie’s death as a kind of therapy. I followed her advice, looking for anything that would ease the pain of it and the case brought against me by Bonnie’s husband.

      I took the envelope that had arrived that day from my pocket. The stone dropped into my hand as I looked at the note. Although I couldn’t understand them, the words made me uneasy. I slipped it between the pages of the diary. From the drawer of the desk, I took out my jewellery box. Apart from a string of pearls and a jade scarab beetle, a souvenir from Madeleine’s trip to Egypt, there was little else inside. Before the stone joined them, I studied it as it lay in my palm. It was no more than two millimetres thick, but it felt cold in the warmth of my hand. It was either marble or quartz and had a thin, rust-red vein that made it blush.

      At 5am and feeling soothed, whether by the tea or exhaustion, I climbed back into bed. I slept then, a dreamless sleep and longer than I’d slept for months. When I awoke, I lay beneath the covers as I had done so many mornings since Bonnie’s death.

      Refreshed, I grew restless quickly and felt a return of an old eagerness to begin the day. I showered with a sense of purpose and felt a craving for a coffee and croissant in Chapel Street – I hadn’t done that in a long time. The gate’s click sounded a note of approval as it closed behind me.

      At my regular café, I bypassed the pavement tables; the cooling autumn weather was beginning to creep into my toes. From a seat by the window, I looked out, regretting that I had missed the sun’s warmth and the hot, lazy days that had come and gone that summer when I’d barely left the house.

      Deb came to take my order and smiled. “Haven’t seen you for a while, Dana. Been away?”

      “Yes,” I lied but didn’t offer any more. She didn’t ask.

      “Lucky you. I could do with a break… maybe the Greek Islands,” she whispered close to my ear before she left to seat a couple who had just walked in.

      Before long, I found myself in the travel section of a local bookshop looking for a practical guide to Greece. The little I knew about Kos had come from my fruiterer, Kym, who would become misty-eyed when he’d spoken of the home he’d left 20 years earlier. From his description, it sounded beautiful, as home does when you’re far away and feeling nostalgic.

      There was nothing specifically about Kos, but I thumbed through the contents of a Lonely Planet guide and found it. “…third-largest island of the Dodecanese… five kilometres from the Turkish Peninsula of Bodrum…” I scanned its history. “Hippocrates, the father of medicine, was born and lived on the island.” Hippocrates.

      There was a small grip of pain in my solar plexus that I could no longer distinguish as physical or emotional. I recalled how proud and emotional I had been when I swore his famous oath, and in particular the line: “I will follow that system of regimen, which, according to my ability and judgement I consider for the benefit of my patients and abstain from whatever is deleterious and mischievous. I will give not deadly medicine…”

      Bonnie’s stricken and pleading face swam in front of me, and I felt again the shock of the first hate letter that arrived in the days after her death: “EVIL. MURDERER.”
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      Madeleine’s snore caught in the back of her throat, and I heard the springs groan as she sat up suddenly.

      “Are you awake, Dee?”

      “Yes.”

      “Have you slept?”

      “No.”

      “Me neither.”

      My eyes rolled to the ceiling. “Mads, I’ve been thinking…”

      “Yes?” Her voice sounded guarded.

      “That we’ve made a big mistake.”

      There was silence from below. An expert now at contorting in small spaces, I leaned down, inverting my head towards her. “Mads?”

      “Why, Dee? Because the sea’s a bit rough?”

      “A bit rough! No, it’s not that, it’s just… the whole thing is… crazy. Why are we here?”

      “No, it’s not crazy. We’re meant to come.”

      “Really. Please don’t tell me: ‘It’s our destiny.’”

      “But it is.”

      I leaned further over the bunk’s rail, “Oh Mads, come off it. Based on what? A letter we don’t understand. A small piece of marble that could be a chip off a headstone – a warning!”

      Silence again, then the creaking springs as she got out of bed. She staggered to the bathroom trying to maintain her balance as the boat lurched sideways. As she shut the door, I was left in the darkness. I flipped on my back, feeling guilty that I was all but blaming my sister. After all, I was the one who had organised this trip.
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        * * *

      

      Outside the bookshop, I had paused to consider my next move and stepped aside to allow a mother with a baby in a pram to pass me on the narrow footpath. Tucking the Lonely Planet guide under one arm, I walked behind them, trying to prevent my thoughts from taking their familiar diversion into bleakness. Instead, the bright fluorescent lights of a travel agency drew me in and a friendly glance invited me to the counter. A young woman whose name tag read Karen finished tapping at the keyboard and swivelled to give me her attention.

      “I’m thinking of going to Greece,” I said.

      “Return?”

      And then, surprising myself again, I answered: “One way.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I told Madeleine what I had done, her reaction caught me by surprise.

      “You’re leaving next Friday!” she said, unable to disguise the disappointment in her voice. She had been my constant companion in the preceding months, almost my carer.

      “But you’re the one who suggested I go,” I reminded her.

      “Yes…” Madeleine studied her fingernails.

      “Oh, and by the way…” I tapped the table and spoke to her hands. “If you can arrange the time, there’s a ticket on hold for you, too.”

      “Are you kidding?”

      I smiled at the memory of that moment.

      “No, I’m not kidding,” I said and touched her fingers. “I just want to thank you. You’ve been really great, Mads, and I don’t know what I would have done without you.”

      “You’re my sister.” Her eyes looked dangerously moist.

      “So that’s a yes?” I said, as I went into the kitchen. I took a deep breath as I filled the kettle.

      “Mm, let me think…” Madeleine called across the kettle’s hum. “If you insist.”

      “I do.” I smiled into the two cups in my hand. “Your passport’s still valid?”

      Her head appeared around the kitchen doorway. “Yes… I’ve got to go.”

      “Where?” I asked.

      “Home… to pack!”
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        * * *

      

      In the bathroom cubicle, I could hear Madeleine cursing the paltry toilet flush. When she opened the door, the light was like the flash of a camera capturing my misery on the top bunk of a dying ferry.

      She rummaged through her suitcase without speaking and returned to the bathroom, shutting off the light again in a clear statement of irritation. Blindly, I reached to the panels above my nose and gave them an equally irritated shove. My thoughts returned to the days before our departure. Although I had been putting it off, finally I made the telephone call I had been dreading.

      “Dana… how are you?”

      My eyes smarted at the sound of Ruth’s voice. As chief of staff, she’d had a tough time during my court case. She’d never wavered in her support of me, despite the media’s attempts to blacken the hospital’s reputation. I had to compress my lips before replying.

      “I’m well,” I replied then came quickly to the point. “Ruth, I need time…”

      Before I could finish, her soothing voice slid between us.

      “Of course… I agree. How long would you like?”

      I hesitated, the generosity and the security of what she was offering was tempting.

      “I need to resign.”

      There was a sharp intake of air at the other end. “Dana, please reconsider. You could have six months… Take a year if you need it.”

      I paused, tempted. “I think it’s the best thing, for me and for the hospital.”

      “I know what’s best for this hospital, and you’re a significant part of that.”

      “Thank you, Ruth. It means a lot to hear you say that. I’ll never forget what you said in my defence.”

      “I’ve worked with you for 10 years. I meant every word of it.”

      “I’ve… lost the energy for it, Ruth, and the confidence, no doubt.”

      “That’s to be expected, Dana. Give yourself some time.”

      “I am,” I said with false conviction. “I don’t know how long it will take, so it’s best this way.”

      She was silent for a moment. “I’ll accept your resignation, if you insist,” she finally conceded. Her voice, always calm, was gentler still. “But there will be a place for you, if you change your mind. I’m just so sorry this ever happened to you. God bless, Dana.”

      As I said my goodbye, I wondered if I had acted too hastily and felt shaky with uncertainty. I was leaving my work, I was leaving my home, and I didn’t really know why. I rang my parents. They were surprised to know that both their daughters would be away for an undetermined length of time.

      “It’ll be good for you, darling,” my father said, and I felt the soothing balm of his love. He didn’t question my decision to leave the hospital and I was grateful. My mother was less impressed.

      “At least you’ll be together.”

      I should have known that she would bring me little comfort.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      As I was packing, Madeleine arrived with travel gadgets – blow-up pillows, eye masks, drink bottles, lip salves that spilled across my dining room table.

      “Freebies,” she announced, “from one of my clients.”

      “No problem going away?”

      “James can handle the business with his eyes closed.”

      Madeleine had built her landscape-design business to a level that she now employed staff.

      “I’ll probably become obsolete,” she added.

      “Hardly,” I said, and meant it. My sister was the creative and business genius behind Gorgeous Gardens.

      “So…” She arranged the items on the table distractedly. “I didn’t ask you what you found out about Kos.”

      “Not much.” I told her the little I knew.

      She rifled through her handbag to produce a notebook that she waved at me.

      “What’s this?” I took it from her.

      “The fruits of my own research.”

      I was surprised and she saw it on my face.

      “Well,” she said to my crooked eyebrow, “I didn’t think you were up to it and…”

      “You were.” I laughed, grateful that my sister was predictably unpredictable.
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        * * *

      

      The bathroom door opened. Madeleine paused, forming a striking silhouette in the door’s frame. “Let’s get out of here,” she said, but I couldn’t see her lips moving and the statement was strangely unsettling. Obediently, I slid from the bunk and dressed.

      We took our chances with the unwelcoming crew and other passengers. The engines ground down and the ferry slowed its pace. From the windows of an almost-deserted lounge on an upper deck, we could see a smattering of island lights. The voice over the loudspeaker crackled that we were arriving at Kalymnos. Peering into the dark as the ferry went astern to dock, we could see an old fort tinted by amber lights brooding above the port. Only a dozen or so people disembarked and were swallowed by the night at the end of the pier.

      “Not long now,” I murmured, as much to myself as to Madeleine. She didn’t answer.
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        * * *

      

      A sigh of relief had escaped me when we’d finally boarded the plane to Greece. Farewells weren’t my strong point, and I was irritated by my mother’s sudden display of affection. On the way to Singapore, Madeleine was hyped. By the time we left for Athens, she’d burnt herself out. I shared her eagerness to leave Melbourne, and in fact my life, but at the same time it felt as though I was running away. I’d always taken pride in my ability to complete whatever I began and to go an extra step.

      My father, though encouraging and proud of my achievements, would, in his most diplomatic way, suggest that I take things a little easier.

      “You’ve achieved so much, Dana. What more do you need to do?”

      I appreciated his concern, but I didn’t feel that I could ever push myself too far. I thrived on the challenge of learning more, especially about my profession, and I thrived on success. Leaving felt like admitting defeat, and I wondered if I should have stayed to face my critics and resume my work. Somewhere along the way, though, I’d lost the inclination to do so.

      On that long flight, my thoughts drifted to the day that changed my life, as they had for nearly every minute of every day for months. While Madeleine slept, I tried to steer them away, but the energy required was draining. Over and over, I had replayed the events of that day looking for something I might have missed – a sure sign of my guilt or, and I hated to admit it, someone else’s – but there was nothing I could pinpoint, and the events had become distorted with time.

      Everything about that day seemed to be wrong, even ominous, though it was a feeling born in retrospect. I’d had my own consultations and a delivery; I’d assisted two others, one a difficult birth and the other a seriously premature baby. After 14 hours without a break, I was tired. Just as I was getting ready to go home, Bonnie, one of my own patients, was rushed into Emergency with a profuse haemorrhage. Even though I was well used to the sight of blood, this time it shocked me and, for weeks afterwards, it ran as a stream of plasma with dark, malevolent clots that tinted my dreams.

      I remember throwing aside my bag, raging with frustration when the rubber gloves curled in my palm as I hurriedly pulled them on, and I remember Bonnie’s husband, grey with panic. Bonnie needed an emergency caesarean, but the anaesthetists were tied up with equally urgent cases. I had no choice but to administer the anaesthetic myself, but I couldn’t place the tube in her throat. Bonnie’s strangled gasps for air haunted my days afterwards.

      From that point, my memory became blurred with time and shock. In the dreams that followed, I forced the tube deeper and deeper into her throat. In those dreams, Bonnie’s eyes watched mine with unnerving attention, in others they pleaded with me to save her life. By all accounts, I acted swiftly and competently – that was the verdict, based on the testaments of those who had been present – but I wasn’t convinced. Bonnie died from asphyxiation and her daughter was born soon after.

      I leaned back into the seat, feeling the familiar despair rising in my chest. Deep-breathing techniques only pushed it further into my viscera. I fumbled for the bag I’d stowed beneath the seat and took out some of the material Madeleine had collected for research – two slim texts and some pages of notes she had jotted down from heavier volumes in the local library.

      I opened one of the books, a treatise on a selection of the writings of Hippocrates and thumbed through its pages. The introductory section was academic and tedious, but the pages that followed were a collection of letters and speeches attributed to him.

      On the left-hand-side of each double page, the text was written in Greek – Ancient Greek, I reasoned, and the English translation was written on the right. The early part, I read, was a plea from the people of Abdera to Hippocrates to heal their revered Democritus because they were afraid that he was going mad. But Hippocrates suspected that Democritus was showing the signs of attaining greater wisdom, the outward signs were being interpreted as madness. I wondered if my own outward signs over the past few months were consistent with some form of mental derangement.

      I read on as Hippocrates recounted a dream: “I seemed to see Asklepios himself… snakes accompanied him. I turned and saw a large, beautiful woman with her hair braided simply… ‘I beg you excellent one, who are you and what shall we call you?’”

      I was stunned. Though a particular style of language was used, the woman in Hippocrates’s dream resembled the one in my own. I reread the passage to convince myself that I was being fanciful, that I had latched on to one or two elements – the snake and the woman that could be represented in a million people’s dreams.

      The more I read it, the more profoundly it affected me. From the bag, I took out the letter from Kos and laid it on the tray in front of me. I ran my finger slowly down the Greek translation of Hippocrates’ dream carefully comparing the Greek letters with those on the page of the note. In Letter 15, I identified them.

      Madeleine stirred and opened her eyes, becoming alert at the sight of the letter and open book.

      “Find something?”

      “Mmm…” I steadied my breath. “Have a look at this.”

      I told her about my dream and what I’d found in the book. She sat up, excited, but not surprised. Nothing was a coincidence to my sister.

      “Which parts of the dream do the Greek letters parallel?” she said, shifting in the seat.

      I read aloud the preceding translation: “And what shall I call you?”

      And there were the three words of the note: “‘Truth,’ she said.”

      My hand trembled and Madeleine placed hers over it as she had when the first of the hate mail had arrived before my exoneration.
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      Athens’s toxic pall had been cleared by a persistent wind from the Aegean Sea. From the plane the city spread broadly to the sea and to the mountains behind. Like most tourists, we wanted to see the Acropolis and Parthenon, and at different times, we each thought we had seen it first. There was no mistaking the real thing when it came into view. It seemed that everything modern beneath could never equal it.

      We were stiff from the flight and flustered from being constantly jostled as we waited for our luggage. Finally, we boarded a crowded bus for the port of Piraeus. On the wharves, assaulted by the blast of ships’ whistles and the constant smell of diesel, we bought our tickets to Kos at a derelict box where an elderly man in a once-white singlet sat slumped on a stool. As he spoke, I was fixated on the stains beneath his armpits. The ship would be leaving in 10 minutes, we were told in awkward English, a fact that Madeleine noted as a sign that this journey was “meant to be”.

      We eyed the docked ferries with approval – Minoan, Blue Star. They were big, modern and looked sleek and beautiful in the sun and I felt satisfied that we had elected to take a ferry rather than a connecting flight. This was my concession to a new way of life, to being more spontaneous and savouring the moment. Everything seemed to be falling into place.

      Our ferry was the furthest away. When we got closer, we stopped and gripped each other’s elbows. A small gasp escaped Madeleine’s lips. The ferry was small, old and ugly and my mind spun at the thought that we were to spend 12 hours on it. Madeleine became subdued. Her adventurous nature did not include sinking into the sea in a rusty boat.

      “It might be better aboard,” I said, as much to boost my own morale as hers. It wasn’t.

      “But I’m sure the crew will be friendly,” I added, as we walked up the gangplank.

      They weren’t.

      On board, we ate a hasty meal of limp salad and sour feta cheese as soon as the kitchen opened and then slunk down to our cabin in the hope of oblivious sleep. The Aegean Sea in late April was wild and, I discovered, on the top bunk, with the ceiling edging ever closer to my nose, that it was not just claustrophobia I was suffering from, but a literal sinking feeling that we were headed into danger.
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        * * *

      

      In the dark, Kos looked even more sinister than Kalymnos. We waited on deck with the other eight passengers due to disembark; two women, one with a teenage son and the other carrying string bags full of groceries, while the rest were men of varying ages.

      A thick silence rested over our heads as we waited for the gangplank to be lowered. When it was, the others walked purposefully into their lives, leaving us to the mercy of the accommodation touts.
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          KOS

        

      

    

    
      Hunger woke me. When I opened my eyes, it took some time to adjust mentally to the unfamiliarity of the room before the events of the early morning fell into place.

      Surviving the ferry had given Madeleine a renewed appreciation for living. Confidently, she had steered us past the touts and into the dark at the end of the dock; I’d been grateful for it – my own attempt at being intrepid was rapidly fading. But when the hotels she’d circled in the Lonely Planet guide greeted us with firmly secured doors, her confidence had waned.

      In a final attempt at leadership, but too tired to speak, I indicated with my head towards a park bench on the foreshore, visible under a solitary streetlight. We removed our packs with a thud and sat down heavily.

      Across the still water, the harbour lights of Bodrum glittered and, above it, in a sky the blue of a royal robe, a sickle moon and star shone in a stunning cliché. We sat in silence, absorbing the beauty of it.

      There was a flurry of movement behind us – a car screeching into the curb, an elderly man and woman almost falling out of the front seats. She strode with surprising agility ahead of him and was turning pages in a catalogue before she had even reached us. Stultified from lack of sleep, I motioned to Madeleine to follow them.

      The back of the old Renault was crammed with papers, small boxes and clothing that had been shoved aside to allow room for tourists’ backsides. Madeleine and I sat low to the ground while the couple in front seemed to be perched in the air. I have no memory of the husband’s face, just a sense of his anxiety under the command of his wife. The greying hair beneath his bald spot sat unevenly over his collar, made worse by the tilt of his hunched shoulders.

      In the rear-view mirror, I glimpsed sad and apologetic-looking eyes. He ground through the gears and the car finally took off, though there was an odd feeling of wading through thick water. I relaxed back into the peeling leather of the seat. Exhaustion released me into their hands and a sense of recklessness.

      Why stop now? I thought.
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        * * *

      

      After only 10 minutes, we turned into the drive of a modern complex and drove past a swimming pool to the back of the building. The rest is a tired blur of choosing beds in a small but tidy unit, of dropping luggage and climbing, fully clothed, under the bed covers.

      With my chin still tucked securely beneath the stiff sheet, I scanned the room. In the other bed, Madeleine’s back rose and fell in a calm sleep. To my left, large glass doors opened on to a small but functional balcony. Beyond the glass was a barren land, covered in stones and small, dense shrubs in a limited range of brown and olive green. Scattered here and there were new housing projects that were in various stages of completion, but nearly all were a white that screamed from the brown landscape surrounding it. I imagined that, from the air, these building might look like the droppings of a giant prehistoric bird. In its raw and uncontrived way, it was beautiful.

      Smudges on the glass doors distracted my attention. When I focussed on them, their random placement seemed to order themselves into an opaque and transparent mosaic that drew forward the memory of another dream I’d had in the early morning.

      Before Bonnie’s death I remember having only dreamless sleep. Since that day, I had come to feel that I was living part of my life caught somewhere between the vivid world of dreams and waking. In this recent one, I struggled to free myself from within a room with walls of the same mosaic pattern. Their texture though, was membranous, and they bent to the pressure of my hand. Afraid that I would suffocate, I picked and prised at one raised corner of the pattern and peeled away a diamond-shaped flap that I realised, with horror, was skin.

      “Can you believe that sleep?” Madeleine’s voice broke my thoughts.

      I rolled to face her, and we smiled with peaceful satisfaction.

      “I’d like to go back into Kos Town and have a look at it in the clear light of day. What do you think?” I asked.

      “Sounds good to me.” Madeleine stretched and leapt from the bed with a return of her typical energy. “What did that hoverfly of a woman say about the hot water?”

      “Something about the switch in there.” I nodded towards the wardrobe facing us.

      With 30 minutes and two cold showers behind us, we set off for Kos Town.

      Outside our unit, we took in the exterior of the complex that had flashed by us in the dark. Like others, it was finished in a brilliant whitewash – hard on the eyes in those places where the midmorning sun reflected. Though we couldn’t see any other tenants, there were signs of their lives – colourful beach towels over balcony rails, shampoo bottles just visible through opaque bathroom windows. At the front, the large swimming pool would have looked inviting if it wasn’t for the tiny whitecaps that were forming in the strong breeze that was blowing up the hill toward us.

      The main road was about 100 metres down the drive, and, on its other side, the sea was just visible through the roadside trees. It wasn’t the vivid blue I had expected but looked churned and dirty in the wind.

      “Are they really gum trees?” I pointed ahead.

      “Yes! But here?” Madeleine was disappointed.
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        * * *

      

      When we reached the road, there was nothing that resembled a bus stop, but 200 metres to our left, in an open-air restaurant, a tall figure was moving between tables, setting up for lunchtime trade. As we approached, I leafed through my pocket dictionary, but before I could say a word the figure, a young man, called his hello.

      We returned it.

      “Hellooo Ossie!” he boomed again, “Gedayyy Maite!”

      Bewildered, we introduced ourselves and he told us loudly, in fractured English, that his name was Alexander, that there was indeed a bus stop and that the bus was due any minute. We noted the menu for a later time, thanked him and headed back up the road.

      “No whurrries, Ossie!” he called after us, “Come back for meal! Ask for Alexander… Alexander the Great.”

      “No worries!” we called back, certain that we would eat there in the future.
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      On cue, the bus arrived full of young, tanned tourists of various nationalities. We jostled our way past long, sandalled legs and backpacks and took a seat at the rear.

      “It seems we’re staying in the Psalidi area,” Madeleine looked up from the map in the guide, “Further on from us there are hot springs…” She stretched her legs in front of her and gave a soft, wistful groan.

      “We’ll look into getting a car today,” I said, thinking that my own muscles would be grateful for the springs. I’d noticed a hire place not far from Alexander’s restaurant.

      “We’ll check out Kos Town first though and drive back… home.”  How strange the word sounded to me then. Our little unit would be “home” for the time being and the thought sat well. I looked at Madeleine who, it seemed, had also noted the significance. She gently elbowed me and smiled.

      “We’re here,” I said, returning her smile. “We made it.”
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        * * *

      

      Through the grimy windows of the bus, we took in the flat salt marshes as they rolled to the sea to our right and the brown and rocky hills to our left. Along the way, hotels clustered to take advantage of the sea. On a stony beach close to the road, empty deck chairs waited for hotel patrons. Further on, the roadside thickened with restaurants situated among plane trees, palms and purple bougainvillea. To the right, as we approached the fort, I saw the park bench where we had been “abducted” in the early hours of the morning. Across the water to Turkey, Bodrum was a white smear that spread from its harbour to the bare brown shoulders of its hills.

      I sought the sickle moon, wanting it to be our talisman for the journey. It was still faintly visible, its two points facing west. A waxing moon, I thought, an age-old sign of fertility and propitious times. But that was in the southern hemisphere, I remembered. In the north, this was a waning moon.

      The road veered between the fort on our right and large Venetian-styled buildings on our left. Already, at 11 o’clock, the pavements and the bridge above us that joined the town to the fort were filling with tourists and locals. The driver pulled the bus into a bend in front of the large open-air square that was packed with rattan tables and chairs. We had passed it all in the dark, but it had been hidden from us by our fear and exhaustion.

      As we stepped on to the footpath, we were enveloped by air thick with the smell of diesel, fish, char-grilled octopus and roasted coffee beans. There were sounds of laughter, good-humoured shouting, the high-pitched whine of motor-scooters, fishermen yelling to each other and the thud of moored boats nudging. Sunlight refracted through olive oil and diesel vapour reflected off concrete pavements, whitewashed walls and harbour water. The town glowed in that light.

      Holding each other’s arms and tucking in our rears as a scooter whipped behind us, we crossed the road to the harbour. Boats of all shapes and sizes jostled at its edge. The large, modern ones looked arrogantly down their long prows at the working boats below. In various stages of disrepair, these little locals rocked enthusiastically, nudging each other like the local boys when long-legged girls ambled by the quay.

      For the next half hour, we skirted the harbour taking in the town, exchanged some dollars for Euros and mentally noted other practical needs – laundromats, pharmacies, general stores and smaller cafés with cheaper prices. But on our first day we resolved to eat and spend large. We crossed back to the main square and were steered by a restaurant hawker to an outdoor table.
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        * * *

      

      In only half an hour I had devoured a vegetable moussaka as though it was my last meal and relaxed into the high-backed rattan armchair. Madeleine was still savouring grilled sardines in tomato and caper sauce. She was relaxed and I realised how much the adventurer in her needed to be appeased. Already my sister was fusing with the locals.

      People frequently commented on our similarity, but I could only see our physical differences. Madeleine’s olive skin compared to my fairer version was already deepening as we sat in the spring sun. Her large, dark-brown eyes betrayed vulnerability, despite her bursts of extroverted enthusiasm. I wondered if my own unremarkable blue-grey eyes had glazed to form another barrier to the world. We were of similar height, but Madeleine was more solid from years of physical work. At 35, she still worked as hard as the young apprentices she trained in horticulture and landscaping.

      I closed my eyes enjoying the sun’s warmth on my face and arms and let the sounds of the restaurant filter through – the clink of glasses meeting in salute or being swept together by a busy waiter; conversations blending into an indistinguishable murmur, punctuated now and then by a bellowing laugh.

      I opened my eyes and took in the other patrons. At one table, four men of stocky build and weighty gold jewellery were in animated conversation, gesticulating to each other. If they hadn’t been laughing, I would have thought they were arguing. At another table, a raven-haired man in his thirties was entertaining two attractive Nordic-looking girls. The dark curls of his hair framed a sharp, narrow face. When serious, or listening intently, he tilted his head back and looked down his impressively long, aquiline nose. From my side view, this made him look arrogant and hard, but when he smiled or laughed, his face transformed into something to behold – like a euphoric drug, an aphrodisiac. Certainly, the body language of the girls with him suggested that they thought so, and I too found it hard to take my eyes off him.

      He was a charmer and everything about him exuded confidence and sensuality. His movements were languid and graceful – the crossing of his long legs, the stretching and folding of his arms and elegant hands behind his head.

      “Dee… Dana! Ooohh, my God, he’s gorgeous!” Madeleine’s eyes had followed mine.

      At this point in our lives, my sister and I were both single. She searched for the soulmate who eluded her, but I’d never believed in the concept until I met Julian. I quickly diverted the thought.

      “Greek, do you think?”

      Madeleine considered him “Possibly. He could be Spanish or Italian… let’s ask him.”

      In the middle of my grimace, he rose and cupped and kissed the face of each of the girls in turn. He left them twittering at the table and headed in our direction with a slight limp. Holding my breath, I gave my sister a light kick – a warning not to open her mouth.

      “Ciao, signorine.”

      As he passed, he granted us a dazzling smile.

      “Ciao,” we said in unison, and far too loudly.
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        * * *

      

      We paid for our meal and wandered deeper into the square and its tributary lanes filled with souvenir shops that sold small, white statues and busts of Hippocrates, scrolls of the Oath and other selected sayings. The merchandising was overwhelming, and I felt foolish at my romantic ideas about visiting his homeland.

      Madeleine placed her hand on my back. “Let’s find his tree.” She perused the guidebook in her other hand looking for the route to the famous icon.

      “This way.” She nodded to our left.

      We negotiated only a few lanes uphill until we came to Platanou Square, a small but beautiful park-like setting with plane trees and palms, cobbled paths, remnants of ancient buildings and beautiful restaurants with terraces draped in bougainvillea. Here, the air was still and though the terraces were filled with diners, they seemed hushed and muted in this space.

      It wasn’t difficult to find the famous plane tree, though it was fenced off and supported by scaffolding. Undoubtedly it was old – though not as old as the Koans would have tourists believe. The thought was sobering, and I wondered if there was anything authentic left on this island.

      I sat on the edge of the low wall that surrounded it and contemplated the peace of the square, taking in the ancient Turkish sarcophagus a few metres away, and the bridge to the main entrance to the fort—the Castle of the Knights.

      “I’m going for a stroll.” Madeleine headed toward the bridge, leaving me to daydream.

      Whether Hippocrates had taught under this plane tree or not, the square had seen much of the life of ancient Kos Town. Most certainly he would have walked here, perhaps deep in a thought or conversation that would ultimately change the practice of Western medicine. I turned to face the tree, picturing him walking with his students. I waited for a feeling – that I would find an answer to a need I could not yet identify. Was I right to come here? There was a rustle in the leaves as I mentally posed my question, but nothing more.

      On the bridge, I joined Madeleine, who was studying the sign on the double gates into the castle.

      “Too late today – we’re locked out,” she said.

      “Yes,” I said, “I could believe that.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, and with basic supplies, we walked back along the avenue to a car-hire outlet I had seen from the bus. We left in a Fiat – freedom in canary yellow.

      When we arrived at our complex in the late afternoon, we wondered if the signs of life we had seen in the morning were just props arranged by our hoverfly and husband. Once inside, I could see, on the neighbouring balcony rail, two pairs of feminine feet that flexed expressively with the animated conversation of their owners.

      We ate a light tea of Greek salad and local wine on our own balcony and soaked in the atmosphere that was free of wind and sound. In the dusk, the hills turned from brown to grey and, as night set in, the lights in the condominiums were matched with stars. Lulled by the peace and our full stomachs, we reviewed our journey so far and decided that, perhaps, it was not a mistake to come after all.

      As the evening turned cooler, I left Madeleine to contemplate the view and went inside. I took out the collected material on Hippocrates and, for the next hour, searched through the books on the bed looking for something that would resonate to my core or shake the foundation from under me.

      Under that stark, naked bulb of my Kos bedroom, I gained a better appreciation than I had ever had of his influence on Western medicine, that he had taken its practice out of the hands of the priests who loaded their patients with guilt and brought rational understanding to the cause and treatment of many diseases. I understood more deeply that his influence had extended through the generations of medical training, and had been fundamental to my own, but there was a new recognition in me, that something was missing. I felt dry.

      Madeleine tiptoed in and, without speaking, sank into bed. After another fruitless hour, accompanied by my sister’s soft snoring, I thought that perhaps Hippocrates could not be truly known through the written word, but would need to be experienced in his homeland.
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      The wind that had whipped up the sea the day before had eased, and the Aegean was its trademark blue. As we began our ascent, the view was stunning and the cape, where the island’s mountain chain came to a rugged end, had the look of a racked and life-beaten soul. On a small plateau, before the descent to the hot springs of Thermes, wild goats grazed while their kids played in the stones and tufts of the coastal grasses.

      I pulled into a car park to join two other hire cars. From the top of the worn and precarious staircase we could see four women lying in the shallows where hot water seeped through small vents near the shore. We descended, gripping at the rusted and brittle rail. The sheer cliff face opposite us loomed over the stony beach. Here, the seep of hot water at the cliff’s base reminded me of the awesome force that lay beneath, like the tic of a madman.

      If my sister was threatened by this brutal beauty, she didn’t appear so. No sooner had we chosen our place among the pebbles than she was stripping to her bathers and tottering barefoot to the vaporising shallows. She had already taken up position with the other women when I reached the water that immediately fizzed around my feet.

      The prone, silent women unnerved me, and when they opened their eyes to take me in, I self-consciously lowered myself into the water’s warmth and lay on my back next to Madeleine.

      It was a surreal moment, lying in silence in a type of sisterhood with the women, and I wondered if we were re-enacting a similar scene two-and-a-half thousand years earlier. As I lay in the sulphurous balm, I took in those boulders that lay at the cliff’s feet and looked for their origins on the face, tracking my eyes up and up to the towering summit and to the impossibly blue sky. I closed my eyes and felt the warmth seeping into my limbs, the sulphur into my nose and I imagined myself slowly disassembling in this stew, returning my molecules to the whole.

      I felt weightless, borderless. Through my hooded lids, I took in again the summit of the cliff and saw a movement among the straggling vegetation. A small rock dislodged and trickled to a shelf below. When I looked up again, a mountain goat stood looking out to sea.

      Madeleine continued to meditate in her bath, but two of the other women began to murmur softly to each other in German. I closed my eyes again and soaked up the heat, the peace and the sound of them, and thought of my childhood holidays spent on the beaches of one of Melbourne’s own peninsulas.

      I thought of the hours spent swimming in the bay during the seemingly endless summer days of my youth and how, exhausted from swimming, I would throw myself on to the sand and listen to the sounds of the beach – the gulls fighting each other over the scraps from someone’s fishing bucket; of other children playing in the water’s safe aqua zone, and the drumming of the hulls of hire boats anchored just offshore. I remembered that freedom, the complete happiness of it. And I felt it here too, in the hot springs of a foreign island.
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        * * *

      

      For the rest of that day, our muscles revived and feeling a luxurious calm, we toured the length of the island, marvelling at its history, in awe of the olive trees that resembled the animated trees of fantasy. Cultivated in groves hundreds of years before and now growing wild, they would have been witness to generations of change. When we returned at sunset, we decided to try out our local restaurant. Alexander greeted us with the same effusive enthusiasm as he had the previous day.

      “Geddayyyy Ossies!”

      Madeleine was intrigued. “Alexander, how do you know we’re Australian?”

      He looked at her in mock bewilderment.

      “How you talk! Must be how you look!” he said, waving his arms up and down. He guided us to an outdoor table.

      “Do we really sound like that?” Madeleine persisted.

      “No whurrreees,” Alexander laughed. “When I was in Melborrrne,” he confided, “everybody,” he added, moving his arms like windmills to make his point, “speak same.”

      “You’ve been to Melbourne?” I said, the world feeling smaller to me all the time.

      “Of course! My aunteee, uncle, my cousins all live there. I stay for six month… for geology.”

      “Geology?”

      “Alexander is not just a fabulous waiter,” he boasted. “I also nearly a geologist.”

      I stored this information away for the moment thinking of the tiny stone stored in my room.

      “Why do you come all the way to Kos?”

      Between us Madeleine and I told him, in our broken version of English that we had come to learn about Hippocrates.

      “Ahhhh, great man,” Alexander said dreamily,” but, for me, not so great as Asklepios.”

      I knew that Asklepios had been worshipped by Hippocrates, who honoured the god in the first line of his Oath, and that he was included in the recounting of Hippocrates’ dream that I had read on the plane. I thought that I knew him, too, from another source, but couldn’t think of it then.

      “He was greatest healer,” Alexander continued, “long, long time. Even before great battle of Troy.” A family arrived and he apologised as he left to attend to them.

      “Interesting,” Madeleine said, spreading hummus on thick slices of bread.

      “Yes.” Asklepios, I resolved, would have my attention.

      Back in the room, while Madeleine introduced herself to the “feet” next door, I resumed my research, from a different angle. The books in my possession made only fleeting reference to Asklepios and there seemed to be some confusion whether he had been a man or a god. His origins, though, were in Thessaly and there was a temple dedicated to him there, in Epidaurus and in Kos at the site known as the Asklepion. Although Asklepios had been worshipped on Kos, and that Hippocrates himself was an Asklepiad – a supposed descendant – the younger physician was the main hero of this island. The next day, I decided, I would go to the Asklepion.
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      “I need some retail therapy,” my sister announced the next morning. “From what I’ve read, Bodrum’s the place for it, and only 30 minutes away by ferry.”

      The morning sky held the promise of a sunny day and I told her of my plans to visit the Asklepion. “Have a rest,” she said, “and don’t overdo it.”

      After dropping Madeleine off at the quay, I wound my way through the streets of Kos Town, through the Turkish Platani area with its traditional tavernas, complete with blue-and-white check tablecloths and vine-strewn pergolas, to the Asklepion, four kilometres out of town. As I pulled into the car park, my heart sank at the sight of two large tourist buses already there. I bought a ticket and map and followed the signed path that opened suddenly on to a clearing in the hillside.

      Standing at its base, I took in the three terraced levels of the Asklepion that unrolled ahead of me to the top of the hill. From where I stood, I could see that each level was littered with ruins of temples. Some pillars were still standing, but most were lying where they had fallen centuries before. The sightseers from the buses were milling over the levels in a fine stream up the central staircases, or in small groups huddled around a tour guide. And yet, there was a pervading sense of quiet.

      On the first terrace, the Romans had left their trademark – the remnants of a large bathing house. In recesses of a retaining wall, headless statues stood with authority. In one small grotto, a maidenhair fern had found its niche beneath the glare of a lion’s head where a mineral rich spring spewed from its mouth. I climbed the 20 steps to the second terrace. To my left stood colonnades – the remnants of the temple to Apollo – to my right, the altar to Asklepios. It consisted merely of a large slab of marble supported by thick rectangular stones. I stood before the altar and ran my hand over it, wondering what had been offered there more than 2,500 years earlier. I closed my eyes for a moment and was startled by the pungent and unpleasant smell of fish.

      For two hours, I wandered the terraces, consulting my paper guide and tagging tour groups to catch some more detailed accounts in my rudimentary understanding of German and French. Every now and then thick, dark clouds would cause a light and shade strobing that accentuated the dramatic feel of the place.

      On the large retaining wall of the third terrace, I sat like a child with my legs dangling over the edge as I took in the spectacular view of Kos Town, the sea and the coast of Asia Minor. Out there, the world, including my sister no doubt, moved at a frenetic pace, but this place was a peaceful core. Everyone seemed to sense it, talking in muted tones, or just sitting alone or with others in silence. In the cypress grove that buffered the two worlds, I read, birth and death had been forbidden.

      Beneath my dangling feet were the remnants of the abaton – the rooms where the sick would come to sleep. It was here, in their dreams, that Asklepios would appear and advise them of a cure. I marvelled at such simple faith, but thought, too, of the tragic repercussions when that faith was misplaced. I had left elements of my life behind in Melbourne, but Bonnie travelled with me. I wondered where and how I was to heal.

      I was drawn now to the rooms beneath me and descended the stairs to sit alone among the ruins almost hidden in the grass. The dark clouds were colluding and forming a thick, menacing ceiling. Where I sat on the remnants of a stone wall, I ran my finger into its nicks and recesses, imagining an ancient hand fashioning it in honour of the god. This site was built after the death of Hippocrates, but it was Asklepios and Apollo who were worshipped here.

      At my feet, tiny wildflowers grew – purple with yellow centres. The longer I looked at them the larger they appeared until I felt myself drawn to them. A bee rested delicately on stamens, and I became mesmerised by the humming of its wings. I wasn’t aware of falling asleep, only the weight of my head, a heaviness of my limbs and a sense of stupor covering my scattering thoughts in fur.

      I remember blurred images – imperfect apples, olives and wheat placed with love on a marble table in front of me; fish that now seemed pleasant and whole and organic, and shells fashioned into necklaces. I saw the sick in their beds waiting with trust for their cure. I felt their fear, their maladies. I reached forward to one and touched her barren womb and tracked my way to her troubled heart. In her sleep, she wept. For another I pricked his skin and tongue with nettle to clean the black from his blood. And then I saw myself lie down, to dream of a cure for my troubled soul. The heavens roared and a spear of light jagged its way across the sky to find me.

      I must have yelled. When I opened my eyes, a couple was watching me warily. I feigned indifference and stood and stretched. Though the sky was becoming dark there was only a very distant rumble of thunder, but I wasted no time in returning to the safety of the little canary.
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        * * *

      

      “You look awful.”

      “Thanks for that,” I said, knowing well that Madeleine was right. “How was your day?”

      There was a heightened sparkle in my sister’s eyes that sounded a warning bell in me.

      “So, who is he?” I said, not taking her by surprise at all.

      “You won’t believe this,” she said, unfazed and her face breaking into a large and beautiful smile. She laughed at my bemused eyebrow. “No, really you won’t.”

      “Try me,” I said, now intrigued.

      “Remember that Adonis chatting up the Nordic beauties at the restaurant in Kos?”

      “Not him!” I almost yelled. Madeleine was wrong. I did believe her and that’s what I was worried about.

      “Oh yes indeed,” her smile was smug, “Carlo Augustus Giorni.”

      “He told you his middle name!” I imagined him rolling it into my sister’s all-too-receptive ear.

      “He’s a dream.” Madeleine’s sparkle was turning into a mist.

      There have been many times when I felt like shaking my sister, and this was one of them. Already, I was imagining the heartbroken scenario when our Latin lover moved on or, more typically, when Madeleine became bored.

      “He’s a racing-car driver,” she said, matter-of-factly, cutting across my thoughts.

      “Oh, for God’s sake!”

      “Famous in Europe.” She was goading me now.

      We laughed.

      “And he’s coming here for dinner tomorrow night!”

      Together we turned and assessed the apartment as if seeing it for the first time.
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        * * *

      

      Madeleine related her day. She had met the famous Carlo in the lounge of the ferry. As she quietly sipped her coffee, gazing innocently out the window, the racing car driver of exquisite reflexes and timing stumbled towards her on his way past as the ferry rode a rogue wave. The rest, I could imagine. Despite a foot injury, sustained during a recent Grand Prix – I rolled my eyes – Carlo Augustus Giorni accompanied my sister on her day’s shopping. Scarves, jewellery and two summer shirts in a blast of colour were spread on the bed.

      “I bought you this,” she said, holding out her arm, her fist closed to hide its contents. “Actually, Carlo saw it first, but the man in the shop insisted that I buy it and – this is the weird thing – give it to my sister. A lucky guess, I’d say.”

      In my palm, she placed a beautiful yet tiny container – a vial, of exquisite workmanship. It was made of alabaster with a delicate filigree-of-gold casing and was sealed tightly by a lid that tapered to a point.

      “Dana, are you OK?”

      My sister’s voice drew me from a kaleidoscope of images that I could not make sense of.

      “It’s the myrrh,” I said, “beautiful, but a bit heady for me at first.”

      Madeleine looked confused. She took the vial from me and sniffed around the seal. When she looked at me her eyes were full of concern.

      “Dee, it’s empty.”
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      In my dream, the images of the day visited me in their distortions. Again, the membranous walls surrounded me, though the light that came through was of a different, softer hue and the wall met the floor in a concave arch. Among the panes, I recognised one whose corner I had previously begun to peel, though it seemed now to be set higher in the wall and I had to stand on my toes to reach it. It felt rigid, almost brittle in my hand and, when I pressed at the lower panes, they, too, were hard and unyielding.

      Confused, I stood in the centre of the room, bathed in dreamy sunset colours, wondering where I had seen a similar effect before, and was reminded of a large alabaster window in the Vatican City. Turning full circle in my prison, I realised, with rising fear, that I was inside the vial. A shadow skirted the outside and came close enough for me to make out the impression of legs as they leaned against the wall.

      Desperate to be free, I rushed forward but stopped, rigid with fear when a long-fingered hand reached through the peeled corner of the pane. It flexed in an urgent invitation for me to clasp it. I scaled the concave interior toward it, my eyes fixed on that hand and the blue and gold ring on the long, third finger. As I stretched forward a voice behind me yelled a warning. Stunned, I slid to the floor and spun around.

      Standing in the middle of the room, his face locked in an urgent call, was Julian. In the glow of the alabaster panes, he was like an apparition, and I strained my eyes to determine a body of substance. His face, full of consternation, called me silently to him, though his eyes flicked from my own to the wall behind me. Remembering the hand, I turned to see it slip in surrender from the opening, and the silhouetted form of its owner evaporate into the light. When I turned back to Julian, he too had gone.
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        * * *

      

      My longing to see Julian gnawed at me in tiny bites. When he’d left for London only weeks before Bonnie’s death, I’d tried to block him from my thoughts by working at a frenetic pace. I didn’t want a long-distance relationship, I’d told him; I wouldn’t jeopardise what I’d worked for by going with him, I’d said. In truth, I’d hoped he would stay, to give up his own opportunity as head of a neuroscience unit in a progressive London hospital.

      Since Bonnie, he’d called from London twice a week to make sure I was all right and offered to come back for a few weeks to support me. I’d refused. His last call had left me flattened when I realised how much I missed his warmth and practical advice; how the measured timbre of his voice seemed to resonate within me. He spoke animatedly of his life in London, and I doubted that there was room for me anymore.

      I decided that I would write to tell him that I was in Kos. He would be hurt that I didn’t call him and that I had not answered any of his messages; I tried to avoid the emotional drain of speaking with him. When I’d heard people talk of the need for closure in relationships, I was irked by the pseudo-psychological language, but Julian and I needed to move on.
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        * * *

      

      I was grateful for the distraction when Madeleine and I shopped for the evening meal in an indoor marketplace alive with the sounds of bargain trading and with colourful produce. A priority purchase was the Kos lettuce with tomatoes, feta cheese, olives, bread and freshly made dips, fishcakes, cold meat and saganaki cheese.

      “I hope he’s not a vegan,” Madeleine said.

      I doubted it, I said, and kept to myself the thought that Carlo had the look of a carnivore.

      My sister seemed to be quite calm about the prospect of the evening, while I felt put out. I suspected it was because I was disapproving, a character trait of which I was becoming increasingly aware. Where I had thought that my life, compared to Madeleine’s, was ordered and sensible, now, in her constant presence, and on this island so far away from home, I saw myself as being wound too tightly. I could blame the preceding months, but I suspected that the reel had been winding for some time.

      Had Julian seen it? On the day he left for London, he said: “Be open, Dana, to the possibility of us.”

      The words had stung, and I had replayed them often. I thought I had been open to possibility. I’d proven myself in a largely male-dominated profession. I’d thought that I was open to the future of our relationship until he took up a position overseas. We’d ended it, but only because I didn’t want him to feel obligated to me and there was no chance of us living together for some years yet. I rolled the thoughts around, still feeling a rise of indignation, but time was tempering it now.
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        * * *

      

      As the time for our guest’s arrival came closer, the nonchalant attitude my sister had veiled herself in during the day was shredding. Twice she nearly sliced her finger instead of the tomatoes, and I had to rescue the lettuce from being torn to tragic shreds. I offered to fry the saganaki cheese when the time came, conscious that anything involving heat, oil and precision frying would be beyond her.

      Perversely, the more hyped Madeleine became, the more I relaxed. A strange harmonic seemed to be at work. By the time the knock at the door came, she was tightly strung. Where I would have looked stricken and strained, my eyes just “burnt holes in a blanket”, as my mother would say, the adrenalin rush heightened my sister’s beauty. Face flushed and eyes alight, Madeleine glowed, and I became acutely aware that my role in this evening’s tryst was the spinsterly chaperone.

      While the effect of the knock was to root Madeleine’s feet to the floor, I offered to open the door, exaggerating the straightness of my back in case I had suddenly developed a dowager’s hump. Though I was not looking forward to meeting him, when I opened the door, my breath caught in my throat. Carlo Augustus Giorni was… beautiful, and when he flashed his perfect teeth in sexy pirate fashion, I had to scold my heart for its tiny palpitation. This was a man, I decided, who must never be trusted. The thought caused me to turn quickly to my sister in warning, but she was now moving in an almost ethereal manner to the door. Madeleine was beguiled, enchanted and heading straight to disaster. I stepped aside.

      “Ciao, signorine… Ciao, Madeleina.” Cheek kisses were traded between them; presents appeared from behind Carlo’s back. As he presented yellow roses to my sister, my eyes were drawn to his hand – long, slender fingers and, on the third, the blue and gold ring of my dream.

      “Dana.”

      Madeleine’s voice broke my reverie as she introduced us.

      “Ciao, Dana… bella… like your sister.” I saw his lips moving, but I was submerged in my thoughts, taking in his face, the hands, the ring.

      “Dana!” This time a bit sharper from Madeleine, who gave me a quizzical and not-too-loving look.

      I extended my hand, remembering that I had done so in my dream. This time they met, no Julian to sound a warning behind me. I wished that I could now turn and see his face.

      Ushering our guest through the kitchen – the hoverfly had not seen a need for chairs – the three of us sat, awkwardly, physically and mentally, on the twin single beds. I wondered if this was the fastest invitation our “racy” car driver had ever had to the bedroom. Heightening my third-party paranoia, Madeleine and Carlo sat on her bed opposite me, our feet meeting in a sorry little shuffle in the small floor space between us. I jumped up and went to the balcony, returning noisily and inelegantly with the small outdoor table that I placed with too much gusto in that awkward space between us.

      In spite of this, perhaps in spite of me, the evening meal was relaxed and pleasant. Carlo ate passionately and appreciatively. He proved to be an interested and charming guest. Madeleine ate little, her appetite sated by some inner fuel. What surprised me was the apparently genuine affection between them. Was this the Italian’s guise? I held my suspicions. Carlo Augustus Giorni was indeed a racing car driver and had won several Grand Prix. Although it would have been easy to fool the two of us, there was nothing flashy in the recounting of his life on the track and he spoke with the uncontrived modesty of the successful. At times, he seemed almost reluctant to discuss his profession and I wondered if it was because of a deeper dissatisfaction.

      Over coffee and baklava, we talked of our different reasons for coming to Kos. For Carlo, it was simply to rest his injured foot and, I wondered, a life disillusionment that became more apparent as the evening progressed. In my sister’s company, he seemed to relax, and some hyperactive edges softened. Madeleine, too, seemed to be at ease at last.

      Over the course of the evening, I came to envy what I thought was happening between them – genuine friendship and affection that held the potential for love. I envied it because I had known it.

      “Your ring,” I said casually, “it’s very beautiful, and unusual.”

      Carlo splayed his fingers and regarded it.

      “Is old… given me from my grandfather.”

      “It looks Greek or Byzantine.”

      “The history is lost, but, Dana, you correct,” he said, looking impressed “Grandfather was Greek, from Thessaly.”

      Carlo’s gaze shifted from his ring to our humble room.

      “Ah… Madeleina… the vial.”

      My hand moved protectively toward the tiny vial on my bedside table.

      “It’s lovely,” I said, placing it on the table between us. “Madeleine told me you found it on the market stall.”

      “Sì,” he said, in that nonchalant way of the Italians.

      Madeleine picked it up. “Wasn’t it strange, Carlo, the way that man insisted I have it, and that I give it to my sister?”

      “Sì, Madeleina.” Only now did Carlo look away from the vial and, I noted regarded my sister with genuine affection. “Old man… still enchanted by beautiful woman.”

      She blushed. I looked at her with wonder, realising that I was witnessing the intimacy of her relationships. The insight was humbling because this was a side of her that I didn’t really know. At that moment, I felt both distanced from and closer to her and I wondered how she would see me in the same situation.

      I extracted myself from their heady company and carried the dishes to the kitchen to ponder the coincidences of the day. With the perspective of two glasses of wine, I reasoned that Carlo’s ring must have been visible to me on that first sighting in the restaurant; that the alabaster room of my dream was prompted by the vial, and that my imprisonment, the hand and the presence of Julian, were fashioned from some deep psychological need I couldn’t yet label.

      Interrupting the hesitant intimacies in the next room, I collected my Glad Bag sachet that contained the stone, rugged up for the crisp Kos night and headed to our resident geologist in the local taverna.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      A few customers were sitting over their coffee and digestifs. Alexander, at the back of the restaurant, looked up and waved when he saw me. Gracefully, he manoeuvred his lanky frame between the tables. A real pro, I thought.

      “Osseee!” From his beaming face, the term was endearing. “You eat late tonight?”

      “Just a coffee, Alexander, if that’s OK, and… a favour.”

      He looked perplexed.

      I laughed. “I have a question”.

      “Ne… I get coffee and you ask me favorrr.”

      I brought out my sachet and laid the tiny stone on a paper serviette. When Alexander returned with my coffee, he eyed it with curiosity. I offered him a seat opposite me. Madeleine and I had previously told him the outline of our odyssey to Kos, and I filled in some of the details, beginning with the stone, though I only hazily sketched the circumstance under which it had arrived.

      “Can you tell me what type of material it is?” I said, as he rolled the stone between his fingers.

      His expression was serious, concentrated and I was allowed an insight into a very different Alexander to the talkative and breezy waiter I had come to know.

      “Marble,” he said, confirming my own guess. He leaned forward with it still in his palm. “See… here…” He pointed to the pink markings. “Unusual.”

      “Would I be able to find out where it’s from?” I leaned closer. From the corner of my eye, I could see a patron regarding us with curiosity.

      He leaned back, rolling the stone almost lovingly. “Maybe can do… it will take time, Ossee… I’m going to Athens tomorrow. Mind if I take?”

      I felt a rush of protectiveness of my small talisman.

      “Ne,” I said, feeling relieved that I might finally find out something. “I’d appreciate it.”

      For another hour over coffee, and between Alexander clearing tables and farewelling the other patrons, I got to know more about our local and favourite waiter – his dreams of teaching at the University of Athens, of marrying his childhood sweetheart who was studying there, too.

      “Alexander, why are you here in Kos?”

      He laughed, “To get away from everything for a while.”

      I nodded. I understood.
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        * * *

      

      At home, Madeleine was on her own, washing dishes and looking like the cat that had swallowed the bird.

      “He had to go,” she said, as I picked up a tea towel.

      “Where’s he staying?”

      “I’m not sure,” she said, her hands pausing in the sink. “I haven’t asked. Somewhere in town, anyway.”

      Another difference between us, I thought.

      “When are you seeing him again?”

      “He wanted to see me tomorrow, but…” she said, then paused and turned to me, “I said I wanted to spend the day with my sister.”

      “Thanks, Mads.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day, we browsed shops in town and had a lazy lunch, walking and talking. I posted my basic, informative letter to Julian. As we climbed the steps to our flat, we could see something wedged in our door. Excitedly, Madeleine retrieved it, but her face dropped in disappointment as she handed it to me. Instantly I recognised the handwriting where she hadn’t, but the expression on my face made her look again.

      “Oh God… another one? But how?”

      I unlocked the door and, once inside, we sat side by side on the bed as I opened the envelope. With unsteady fingers, I unfolded the letter which, I noted, was of the same paper – parchment – though the ink was of a deeper blue than before. This time, the words were unquestionably in Latin.

      I translated aloud: “What you seek from me, you might have looked for nearer home.” The words sounded familiar. At university, I had studied a unit of Latin for interest, alongside my medical degree. Largely, classes consisted of reading the works of Virgil and Ovid, and it was the latter that I now recalled. I repeated the words, picturing them toward the end of Ovid’s Metamorphoses, and I had a feeling that they may have been about Asklepios.

      “Of course,” I said aloud, startling Madeleine. “I did know something of Asklepios! I have to get a copy of that book.”

      By now Madeleine was truly bewildered. “What book?”

      I explained.

      “This is getting a bit strange now, Dee,” she said, trying to disguise her excitement with a fearful face.
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        * * *

      

      While we waited for Alexander to return, Madeleine and I resumed our tour of the island, and of bookshops looking for Ovid. In a “junk” box in an unlikely general store in the main town, I found a battered copy. Despite its decrepit state, leafing through the pages revealed that its soul was still intact. I tucked it deep into my bag for later reading.

      There had been no word from Carlo. Though Madeleine seemed to be happy enough in conversation, she drifted into daydream more often than usual. As we lingered over lunch in town, I saw him in an adjacent restaurant. Despite his sunglasses, it was apparent that he was tired, his face pale and drawn. Madeleine hadn’t seen him, and I hoped that we, or he, might slip away unnoticed.

      It was too late. I saw the small jerk of her body when she saw him and her brow furrowed in a mixture of annoyance and perplexity, but she remained fixed in her chair, not at all like her normally direct and open way.

      “Ciao, Madeleina.” Carlo’s voice was soft and tired as he approached us.

      My sister’s smile was tight, and I found myself, again as a reluctant third party, feeling almost sorry for the Italian playboy. I rose, making an excuse that I had to find an ATM, but neither of them seemed to notice. When I turned back to look, Carlo was easing himself tentatively and apologetically into my chair.

      I wandered along the quay, stopping now and then to take in the latest arrival of cruisers and their bewildering state-of-the-art designs. Longer, stronger, leaner and bedecked with satellite dishes and plunge pools. Behind me, I heard running feet and stepped aside to allow the jogger to pass. At the tap on my shoulder, I turned to find Alexander, puffing and red-faced.

      “Ossee!”

      It occurred to me to tell him my name, but I was now becoming very fond of my new one. Madeleine and I had already decided that he bore a remarkable resemblance to Prince Andrew of England and now, in his impeccable casual shirt, pants and boat shoes, he looked even more like a royal on vacation.

      “The stone,” he said excitedly as his breathing levelled, “I have result.”

      It was my turn to breathe deeply.

      He laughed at my expression but then became serious.

      “Marble not from Kos, not from Turkei.” He raised his eyebrows apologetically.

      “I suppose we can’t find out where it’s from?”

      Alexander nodded, “This particular mineral composition is most common in west.”

      “West?”

      “Ne… Apennini.”

      “The Apennines,” I said, conscious that I was becoming Alexander’s echo. My mind ran through my limited knowledge of European geography. “That would include…”

      “Italia.” Alexander seemed to be following my thoughts.

      “Any idea where?”

      He smiled. “No guesses. Sorry, Ossee. Stone is too small.” He took it from his pocket and handed it to me with great respect.

      My heart sank. The information was intriguing, exciting, but we had come to a standstill. Finding the origins of my tiny stone in a number of European countries was like a needle in 10,000 haystacks. Alexander looked disappointed for me. I hugged him in gratitude. With his arms fixed to his sides, he blushed, but I noticed his wry smile.

      “Pleasure, for you, Ossee,” he called over his shoulder as he left.

      “Thank you,” I called after him.

      I headed back to the restaurant. Madeleine was sitting on her own sipping the last of her orange juice.

      “I’m OK,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      On the way home, we exchanged our stories. Carlo, it seemed, had had to fly to Athens for an urgent meeting with his manager and then to his specialist.

      “Why hadn’t he told you he would be going?”

      “He said he’d forgotten about it.”

      She didn’t seem to doubt him; another difference between us.

      I told her about my chance meeting with Alexander.

      “This is such an adventure.” Madeleine’s take on the situation lightened my own. We drove on. “Have you heard from Julian?”

      She had asked tentatively but it jolted me.

      “Not since I spoke to him before we left.” I told her that I had sent him a letter.

      “You should never have let him get away, Dana.”

      This was not the first time my sister had reminded me of this, but I couldn’t help but wonder if it was now prompted by her interest in Carlo. Perhaps she thought I was getting in her way. My instinct was to launch again into my reasons for breaking up with Julian, but nothing came. I tried to distract myself with the now familiar scenery outside the car but, at that moment, it seemed drab and colourless.

      The inside me and the outside me seemed to have fused.
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      When I woke the next morning, there was the shape of someone’s name still on my lips. For months, I hadn’t thought of life before Bonnie’s death, a life that seemed now so far from me. In my dream, I had returned to the comforts of that life, where the smallest things made me content – early morning routines before work, the greetings of colleagues, and even the exhaustion I often felt when I finally climbed into bed after a long day. Lying there now, undecided about the day, in a foreign bed so far from home, was not a luxury. I allowed myself to slip back into sleep and searched for the comfort of my lost routines.

      “Dana!”

      Madeleine, showered and dressed for the day, sat close, a mug of tea held towards me as an incentive to get up.

      “What will we do today?” she said. Her voice was sunny but the day behind was not.

      “Let’s go home, Mads.”

      The mug in my sister’s hand jerked, spilling droplets of tea on to the bed. In slow motion, she placed it on the bedside table. Her hand, still warm from the cup, stroked my forehead. My heart surged with a great longing for the comfort of my mother’s arms, though, in truth, I hadn’t often felt their embrace.

      “Is that what you really want?” Madeleine’s question might well have been my own.

      I looked beyond her to the overcast sky that was the same as those that shrouded my days in Melbourne over the last few months. It seemed there was no escaping my gloom.

      “I don’t know.”
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        * * *

      

      In the quiet hum of established rituals, we wandered the arcades. Over lunch by the quay, we considered our next move. Going home wasn’t going to resolve anything for me, but I was feeling stifled here as if the sea cut off the possibility of change. Alexander’s news that the stone was not from Kos heralded a sense of closure for my time on this island and I was restless now to move on.

      Carlo hadn’t been mentioned during the day, so I was surprised when Madeleine said he had asked her to accompany him to Rome. She had declined and he had left to attend to an urgent matter there – though he didn’t tell her what that was. The mention of my favourite city stirred me enough to consider it and, by the end of the afternoon, with Madeleine in full agreement, we had tickets for Rome, leaving the next day.

      “There’s one thing I need to do,” I told her as we headed home to pack. I steered the car back toward the town and drove, for the last time, to the Asklepion. Madeleine waited in the car while I paid for my ticket and climbed the steps to the abaton.

      Again, I sat on the retaining wall and closed my eyes to the sun that had emerged from a rain-filled cloud. In my mind I heard gentle singing, a lullaby, and I felt myself lean towards vaporous arms that disassembled before me. My torso continued forward until I was wrapped about my knees in a foetal position. I opened my eyes, suddenly conscious of myself in a public place, only to find my body was sitting upright.

      Frightened now, I left the Asklepion for the last time.
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        * * *

      

      Through the car window, I could see my sister’s lazy stretch. There was something almost feline about her long limbs that moved in elegant flexes. Many years before, when we had taken up yoga together, we shared that same flexibility. Now my muscles were strong from gym workouts, but they were tight and solid.

      “How’d you go?” she said as I eased into the driver’s seat.

      “OK,” I lied, not wanting her to be concerned any more about my emotional, and now my mental, health. “It was a bit crowded.”
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        * * *

      

      “So sorrree that you go,” Alexander seemed genuinely sad at our news, but he nodded to me in understanding.

      Though I had been impatient to leave this morning, I felt some regret now as I looked around the little taverna that had become almost as familiar as my own dining room, and I would be sorry to leave Alexander; he had become a good friend.

      “See you later, Ossies,” he said, as we were leaving, his exaggerated accent softer now than at our first meeting. My impulse was to hug him, and Madeleine did. Alexander blushed and turned quickly from us as if another patron had suddenly called him.
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        * * *

      

      Despite the bleakness of the day, it was a beautiful night, our last in Kos. Though the air was cool as we walked back to our unit, there had been enough warmth in the day’s occasional bursts of sunlight to heat the oil in the eucalyptus trees by the side of the road. Their scent came as a reminder of how far we had travelled.
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          ROME

        

      

    

    
      On the journey to Rome, I was full of apprehension and felt as though I was chasing myself across the world. There was a subtle shift of gravity in my body as the plane began its descent.

      Madeleine moved in her seat and opened one eye. “OK?” Reassured, she nestled again into the woolly comfort of her jumper that served as a pillow. Over the last six months, the dynamics of our relationship had changed and had strengthened in a way that it might never have done if we had not come on this journey together. If nothing else, it was worth it just for that.

      The bus trip from Fiumicino Airport was as I remembered from my first trip years earlier. I had wondered then why people loved Rome – until the bus turned into the Piazza Venezia.

      “Bella…” Madeleine’s sigh reflected my own thought, but I suspected there was a subtext of a different enchantment. As far as I knew, Carlo didn’t know she was coming to Rome, and I wondered if he would be pleasantly surprised.

      We unpacked in our hotel and took a short walk to explore our new neighbourhood, so different from what we had just left. Where the sense of space, smell and colour seemed so important in Kos, here the city might just as well have been grey. Rome was stupendous in its clutter of human endeavours. I was glad to be in a city; it seemed easier to lose myself.

      We spoke little as we walked, in wonder again at piazzas crammed with fountains, statues, locals and tourists. It was just as I had remembered – crowded, noisy and beautiful and I had loved it.

      When we reached the Forum, I marvelled that a city that moved at such a frenetic pace would allow the space to unearth the past. Spring was spilling across the ruins. Wildflowers grew around fallen marble columns and among the graves of ancient Caesars.

      Madeleine and I leaned against the remains of a spring and drank filtered water from plastic bottles. Ahead were the Temple of Vespasianus and The Curia and tour guides strode ahead of their flocks, extolling the virtues of Roman politics and the arch. St Peter’s Basilica would be the next stop, I supposed, having been on one of these tours when I came here in the days before I met Julian.

      In those days, I had been content with my single life, establishing my practice with little time to socialise. Coming to Europe on my own had been a great adventure. Julian had taken me by surprise in the way that wonderful things can do when you least need or want them. I hadn’t been ready for a relationship and, looking back, I realised that I had resisted it for too much of the time. He was patient. He knew the need to concentrate on establishing a profession, but he seemed better able to make room for me than I was for him.

      A couple wandered past, arm in arm. The man resembled Julian, I thought with a pang, but I had been seeing versions of him in many places. He wouldn’t know that we had left Kos, if he knew yet that we had been there at all.

      A sparrow rested on a fallen column, shifting its body and eyeing us for food. It reminded me of the sparrows outside Deb’s café; Julian could pick out the differences between them. As they pecked at abandoned toast on tables, he would point out their idiosyncrasies. I had loved that about him, his eye for small details and his breadth of interest and enthusiasm for life. They were things that I learned about him over time. He was quiet and carried an air of serenity, almost austerity, that some found intimidating, as I had when we first met at a medical conference.

      Over sandwiches and muffins during the morning tea break, we found ourselves together. We exchanged a few awkward clichés and returned to our separate seats in the auditorium. At lunch, we were placed next to each other. The conference had been uninteresting, and I was more tired than I would have been after a long shift. Perhaps it gave me a flippancy I wouldn’t normally have, but I found myself talking to him openly and with less inhibition than I had two hours earlier.

      Looking back, it was more likely due to his patient attention. I don’t remember what he had said during that lunch, but when he asked me if I would like to meet him for dinner the following week, I didn’t hesitate to accept.

      My mind was distracted when I answered the telephone days later. He must have heard the confusion in my voice, and I sensed his embarrassment. I’d forgotten that the evening we had arranged to meet clashed with a late-organised, but important, dinner with a benefactor of the hospital, and I couldn’t miss it. Julian took my cancellation with good grace. I suggested another time, but he was busy for the next two weeks and we ended that conversation in a state of limbo.

      Though work preoccupied me during that time, I found myself thinking of him in unlikely or irrelevant contexts. Although I had only seen him once, I was piecing him together from the men around me. By the end of the second week, he had the eyes of one of the hospital’s radiologists, the fair hair of the electrician who installed a range hood in my kitchen, and the hands of my friend, David. I loved those hands – broad, strong, but with a slight inward curve of the little finger toward the palm that added a feminine footnote to his masculinity.

      At the end of the second week, Julian rang, and I made certain that I sounded welcoming. We talked comfortably about the intervening weeks and when I suggested dinner for the next evening, he was quick to accept. I dressed carefully for that date, taking longer over little incidentals of grooming. Although he had offered to pick me up, I chose to meet him at the restaurant, so that I had the freedom to leave when I wanted to.

      I didn’t want to make an entrance, to allow him to study me as I came in so I arrived 15 minutes early. He was already sitting at a table by the window. His body faced me, but he was watching the passing traffic. Though he sat quite erect in the chair, his facial expression was that of relaxed confidence. His hair, not quite as sun streaked as my electrician’s, was slightly longer and wavier than I had remembered and, as I approached, I noticed a small wave sat just over the stiff white collar of his shirt.

      He turned just as I reached the table. He didn’t smile, didn’t say anything, but in that moment, I felt that we had known each other for a long time. He stood to greet me and held the chair for me to sit. Strangely, I felt a rush of nervous energy and had to tuck my hands into my lap in case their trembling gave me away.

      He didn’t entirely fit the profile I had constructed. In some cases, I had given him more attractive features and had totally missed others. The hands, curved around the stem of the wine glass, I had faithfully recorded. Where we had fallen easily into conversation on the telephone, our attempts were more stilted in person.

      Our respective careers provided some means of reconnecting, but I’d hoped that we would find other common ground. We were very different people – or so it seemed on that first dinner date, but rather than it being a problem, the differences were stimulating. After that dinner, I found myself reliving some of our conversations and dwelling on certain things he’d said.

      Was his comment about the colour of my eyes merely an observation or something more? When our hands brushed accidently, did he feel the small electric shock, too?

      I thought of the things that I had said and wondered, in retrospect, if I was too opinionated, too excited about my work. I berated myself for these thoughts, thinking that I was slipping into a submissive role, but Julian had listened intently, with that disarming smile that was warm rather than patronising. He called two days later and that annoyingly fragile part of me was relieved. But it was the more recent memories that caused me the greatest sadness; small intimacies like watching late-night movies and sharing a bowl of potato chips; deciding how to spend the rare Sundays we had together. My heart began to tighten as I reflected.

      Madeleine was leaning against the retaining wall behind me, a daydream softening her gaze. Was she thinking of Carlo? Would I ever have that feeling again? It wasn’t the fear of never having intimacy again that bothered me, but more the loss of Julian. I had come to count on his being there and, I admitted, had taken him for granted. When he was offered the position in London, I’d thought he wouldn’t accept it, even though it was an opportunity he would never have in Australia.

      “Marry me,” he’d said.

      I had always thought we would marry one day, but as I stared into a crumbling dessert, I suddenly felt afraid.

      “You don’t have to come to London,” he’d answered my pause.

      His proposal was heartfelt, but I was afraid our relationship might not survive the distance between us, and I didn’t want him to feel obligated to me. My hesitation gave him his answer. He didn’t seem surprised but stirred his macchiato mechanically, a small furrow between his eyebrows disturbing the usual tranquillity of his face. We parted amicably, though he was bruised. Again, his words as he left rang in my mind, “Be open, Dana, to the possibility of us.”

      I turned to my sister who was now watching me.

      “Are you going to meet with Carlo?”

      She hesitated before answering. “I’m not sure. I have his mobile number and the address of the hotel,” she produced a slip of paper, “but… what if he didn’t mean it… for me to come here with him?”

      It was difficult to disguise my apprehension, but I tried, for her sake. “You could leave a message at the hotel’s reception,” I offered. “That way…”

      “Yes!” She smiled. “That way, the ball’s in his court!” Madeleine stood up and took a long sip of water as if about to take on a physical challenge. I did the same, mustering the strength for what I felt could be a very difficult day.

      “Hotel Visconti,” Madeleine said, holding out the note written in Carlo’s surprisingly simple and elegant hand.

      Though she didn’t mention it, I noticed that it also read: “Come, Madeleina.”

      From the large leather bag that “contained her world”, she produced the Lonely Planet guide for Italy. Flicking through the pages, she scanned the hotels under each of the affordability sections.

      “Look for six stars,” I suggested.

      She cocked an eyebrow. A few quick manouevres around the map, a skill my sister had developed to an impressive degree, and she was able to locate our position in relation to Carlo’s hotel.

      “This way,” she said, and began pacing ahead of me as if being drawn by a thread.
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        * * *

      

      The hotel was small but expensive and faced into a piazza. Glass sliding doors opened to an elegant and modern reception with a highly glossed black-marble floor. Behind a long oak desk at the furthest end was an equally elegant receptionist whose tightly knotted hair matched the gloss of the floor. Her immaculately cut uniform, also black, fitted her frame as if tailored for her and I became acutely aware of my own dishevelled appearance. I waited for a look of disdain as we approached the desk, but Mimi, as her badge announced, smiled with warmth.

      “Prego?”

      Madeleine lurched forward.

      “I was wondering if Carlo Giorni is staying here,” she faltered. “I just wanted to leave him this note.”

      ‘Augustus’, I felt inclined to add but I could feel my sister’s confidence draining from her as her voice trailed away.

      Mimi took the sorry piece of paper from Madeleine’s hand and looked from it to her and to me. She smiled but her eyes lifted from ours to a small flurry of noise behind us.

      “Sì, signorina,” she said, returning her gaze. “Here is Signor Giorni now.”

      From where I stood, I could see the blood drain from my sister’s face. Madeleine was rooted to the spot, staring ahead, while I turned to the increasing noise behind us.

      It was Carlo, accompanied by another man and two statuesque women. Without a glance at the two tourists standing limply at the reception desk, one with her rigid back to him, the other sizing him up as the gigolo she knew he was, Carlo ushered the others into the lift, the sound of their laughter narrowing with the closing doors.

      Mimi’s look was close to pity. Madeleine turned quickly and we almost collided.

      “Let’s go,” she said through frozen lips.

      She stepped it out ahead of me, but her embarrassment kept pace. At the next street corner, she stopped.

      “Did you see him?” she demanded, “Did he see me?”

      “He didn’t see you… or me,” I soothed.

      Her breathing slowed. “Who was he with?”

      I told her what I’d seen.

      “Was he with either of the women?”

      Probably both, I thought, but told her that I couldn’t be certain.

      “Bastard.” Madeleine hitched her “life bag” on to her shoulder. “Thank God, he didn’t see me.”

      I didn’t remind her that she had left the note.
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      We walked on through the streets of Rome, stopping now and then to marvel at another statue, another fountain. Madeleine didn’t mention the incident again; instead, she seemed more tuned to the day, more resolved about something. I felt some guilt that I had suggested she leave the note and wondered if Mimi would think to discard it. If Carlo was indeed the international racing driver he claimed to be, Mimi would be very used to women leaving their calling cards.

      We walked the streets until evening, both reluctant to return to our hotel room and miss the life of Rome. Over prosciutto and egg pizza in a small pizzeria, we watched the busy Roman world go by. Only that morning, we had been finalising our time in Kos. I recalled that, as the plane had tilted in its ascent, I looked down and saw the Asklepion buffered from the world on three sides by its cypress grove. I imagined that I saw Asklepios and Hippocrates there, and fancied that they turned their faces to the sky, Asklepios raising his staff and Hippocrates with his brow furrowed in concentration.

      Although I had wanted to go home only two days earlier, I was now content to spend as long as I wanted in Rome. Madeleine was in constant awe. When we filed through the Vatican, she was bewildered by its wealth. Despite my sister’s travel to exotic locations, she never failed to be surprised. It was a pleasure to experience Rome through her eyes.

      “Signorine,” our hotel receptionist called to us before we disappeared into the lift in the late afternoon, “this was left for you,” he said, holding a small silver-grey envelope between his fingers to both of us.

      “Thank you.” I took it from him feeling a small knot of anticipation. “It’s for you,” I said, handing it to Madeleine and tried not to show my disappointment, though I wasn’t certain what I was expecting. She didn’t open it but tucked it into the front pocket of her bag and gestured for us to take the stairs instead of the lift. She dropped the bag on the bed like an intolerable weight and headed to the bathroom to take a shower. The silver-grey envelope half slid from the bag’s pocket on to the quilt, and I saw enough to know it was from Carlo.

      “Mads,” I called through the partly opened bathroom door, “I’m going for a walk.”

      “Sorry?” she turned off the tap and the metal towel ring clattered against the tiled wall.

      She peered through the steam around the door. “You’ve just come back from a walk.”

      “I’ll buy some water,” I said, heading to the door.

      “There’s some in the fridge.” I heard her call as it closed behind me.
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        * * *

      

      I walked aimlessly for 10 minutes or so and felt very alone. I bought the water we didn’t need and found my way, almost instinctively, towards the Pantheon. I remembered how excited I was the first time I had seen it – school history lessons in Mrs Roberts’s class suddenly came to life and I felt that thrill again.

      I entered through its portico with the inscription to Agrippa. It took my eyes a moment to adjust to the dim light inside, but I could just make out only three other people, two talking quietly in a recessed chapel and one woman standing in the centre. Though it was nearly six o’clock, there was enough light through the large central aperture to illuminate her and she was gazing at the opening – the oculus – with a fixed, almost longing expression. As I moved forward, she turned to face me.

      “Dana,” she whispered, and it seemed that my name lapped the walls with centrifugal force. My breath caught in my throat, and I backed toward the entrance, noticing that the other tourists were still in conversation. I turned to rush into the comforting bustle of the street. Trembling legs found their way to a stone bench far enough away to observe the woman when she left.

      I waited for half an hour with my eyes glued to the doorway but saw only the two tourists leave. Two uniformed guards arrived and went inside. After a few minutes, they came out and bolted the heavy door.
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        * * *

      

      “Where have you been?” Madeleine looked up from the bed, her face full of reprimand and concern.

      “Just walking… it’s a beautiful evening,” I said, offering her a bottle of water as evidence. Behind her, a small note in bold white sat apart from its envelope, both discarded on the bed.

      “So sorry I missed you… please call me…” Madeleine quoted parts of the note and then said through a rigid jaw. “I wish I hadn’t left our address there. Thank goodness I didn’t leave my mobile number.”

      The good thing about the written note, I decided, was that it provided more time for Madeleine to consider her reply. Julian had my phone number, and I had his, but it was locked in the vault of my mobile phone.

      I was going to tell Madeleine about the woman in the Pantheon but now, in a hard-surfaced hotel room with my sister contemplating a real relationship, I didn’t know what I thought of it.

      “I suppose you don’t feel like going out again?” Madeleine gathered note and envelope and tucked them into her bag. “I’m starving.”

      “What are you going to do about Carlo?”

      “Nothing. So…” she said, swiftly changing the subject, “why did you go out earlier?”
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        * * *

      

      The noise level rose at a table by the window where two women and three men were laughing at something one of them had said. Madeleine was waiting for me to answer. When I told her I thought I was “cramping her style” she laughed. “What style?” she said, and then more seriously: “I’m here with you on a holiday. We’ve never done this together and… it’s great.” There was that dangerously moist look in her eyes that prompted me to move the conversation on. Hesitantly, I told her what had happened in the Pantheon.

      “Are you sure she said your name?” Madeleine’s eyes were wide with excitement. “Perhaps she knows you. You know how you can run into people in the most unlikely places…” She paused and studied me for a moment. “Dee, I hate to ask you this, but she was real, wasn’t she?”

      It was a question I hadn’t dared to ask myself. I didn’t like its implication and I didn’t know what to say. My sister’s concern showed as she went to the counter to order coffee.

      The party of five attracted my attention as their chairs scraped across the flagstone floor. The two women, one fair and the other dark, were both in their thirties and dressed in business suits. They were in animated conversation standing at the table. One of the men was at the bar talking to a waitress, the other men were chatting as they gathered their belongings. Although there was a lot of background noise, I thought that they were speaking in English. One of them bent to retrieve his satchel from the floor and when he stood up with his back to me, I recognised the erect posture and the fair hair sitting just over the collar of his shirt.

      Julian!

      Startled and shaking I tried to attract Madeleine’s attention, but she was experimenting with the Italian language to an amused waiter.

      The dark-haired woman linked her arm in his and kissed him on the cheek. His face was still turned away from me and I couldn’t determine his reaction, or the level of intimacy contained within that kiss. Madeleine was returning to the table just as they were leaving. They stopped outside the window and seemed to be discussing where they would go next. Julian, his face still not clearly visible, kissed the woman on the cheek and they unlinked arms. He turned left while the other four crossed the street and headed right.

      “You think you saw Julian?” Madeleine looked at me with an expression of surprise and disbelief, but before I could stop her, she was already out the door looking for him. I drank a glass of water, and my hand was trembling when the coffee came to the table.

      “I didn’t see him,” she said, when she returned, “and the street is relatively quiet. I saw four people on the other side of the road, but he wasn’t with them.”

      “He might have turned into a lane,” I said, dismally.

      “No,” she said quickly, “the next lane is a good 50 metres away. I think you were mistaken.”

      I was certain it was Julian, but I no longer had the energy to argue. I sipped my coffee.

      “Why don’t you call him?” Madeleine said, “then we can be sure.”

      And what if he is in Rome? I thought. What business was it of mine? If he didn’t want to meet, the conversation would be awkward; if he did, I didn’t think I could slip into the role as a “friend”.

      Madeleine didn’t persist. She stirred her coffee in silence. I turned my head to the window, not able to bear the expression on her face.

      Although we had drunk a bottle of wine between us, it didn’t help me sleep and I spent the night staring at the ceiling.
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      I was grateful to get up when the sun strained through the broken slit of the wooden Venetian blinds. Madeleine still hadn’t stirred after I had taken a shower and was ready for the day.

      “My head is killing me,” she groaned her voice sounding thick beneath the blankets.

      “You go… I just want to….” Her voice trailed off as she fell back into sleep.

      I placed water and her phone on the bedside table and left.

      Outside, the streets were frenetic with commuters and, as I stepped on to the pavement, I imagined what it would be like to set off to work at a Roman hospital. I eyed the apartments a few doors down and, as I passed, two women dressed for the office came through the gate and paused to talk. The gate was left open, and I could just make out the large foyer with its polished concrete floor, glass walls and metal finishes. I imagined myself returning there after a day at the hospital, living as a Roman and briefly entertained the idea of applying for a position – there was little left for me in Melbourne. But the thought filled me with fear. There were other possibilities of work open to me, but they would always be second best to what I loved, had loved, the most.

      In a secluded piazza, I breakfasted on fruit and coffee and scanned a newspaper, testing my rudimentary knowledge of Italian. Political news dominated the front page; a starlet’s ordinary moment stolen by the paparazzi’s flash on page three; below her startled gaze, a smaller article and photo of one man flanked by three Nordic beauties. The man… Carlo Augustus Giorni. I could understand enough of the article to know that it mentioned his return, an injury and the cloud over his fitness for a race. The girls it seemed, did not rate a mention. Carlo wore women as women might wear costume jewellery.

      I thought of my sister tucked up in bed with her headache and squeezed my way through the patrons drinking coffee at the bar to pay my bill. When I returned to the hotel with paracetamol, Madeleine was deep in sleep. Her forehead radiated a normal heat and her breathing was deep and slow.

      While she slept, I wrote to our parents. They were of the generation who still valued the written letter – something to store with all the other mementoes of life.

      What would I think of the contents of this letter if I were to read it in 10 or even 20 years’ time? Where would I be in my life?

      The future seemed to be a gaping abyss. At the thought that my parents might not be alive in 20 years, I wrote with a greater intensity. Correspondence so far had been notes on postcards and occasional telephone calls.

      My mother would pass the letter to my father and ask him to read my “news”. It was strange that she was the keeper of the memorabilia and wondered if she was stockpiling evidence of happy childhoods and, therefore, successful mothering. Madeleine was kinder in her reflections on our childhood though she had the perspective of the younger child; our mother had gained more experience and had warmed to her role a little more the second time around.

      Our parents were an odd union, opposites in both the obvious and the fundamental ways. Yet, it worked, or at least it had lasted. In its way, their relationship became the benchmark for my own, but Julian and I, opposites in the obvious, and so similar in the fundamentals, could not survive.
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        * * *

      

      Madeleine slept on and didn’t stir when I leant over her to tell her I was going out. I wrote a note and left it on the bedside table.

      The post office was easy to find and, after I had sent my letter on its journey home, I found myself walking again in the direction of the Pantheon. Inside was full of tourists, pausing at different points around the walls and whispering to each other. This morning, only dull sunlight filtered through the oculus and cast a weak glow on the western wall.

      I looked among the tourists for the woman, though I doubted that I would find her there. Reconstructing the scene in my mind gave no more weight to its reality and I was about to leave when I noticed a doorway on the eastern wall that was almost obscured by a colonnade. When I pushed, it opened smoothly, and I found myself standing in a piazza dominated by Bernini’s elephant and obelisk.

      Cars were parked at haphazard angles around a large church and the piazza was busy with people going about their day. Usually, in such a crowd, I would feel anonymous, but I had the feeling that I was being watched. On the other side of the square, standing on the steps of the church, was the woman I had seen the day earlier. When she knew that I’d seen her, she entered. I ran towards the steps, weaving through parked cars and almost colliding with a group of men parting after a conversation.

      “Ahhh signorina… Bella!” I heard them laugh.

      I ran up the seven steps and through the open doors. The silence inside hit me like a soft punch and it took me a moment to adjust to the blood-filled light as the morning sun streamed through the ruby stained-glass windows. From the entrance, I couldn’t see the woman and I explored the recesses and side chapels. The stranger was nowhere to be seen.

      As I passed the altar, I paused to dip my head, a legacy of my Catholic education. It had been a long time since I had worshipped in a church, and I sat down in a wooden pew bowed and bleached by centuries of pious backsides.

      When I was young, I had spent a great deal of time in the local church. I was a member of the choir, of the Children of Mary, and I would never miss Sunday mass. My devotion and discipline were self-inflicted. My father, though baptised in the Catholic Church, was an atheist. My mother dipped in and out of her Anglican faith, depending on her social engagements. She was bemused by her devout daughter, and I relished that fact. That my Protestant mother might not go to heaven was a strange comfort to me and I adopted, in matters of faith at least, a sanctimonious air.

      When she was old enough, Madeleine came with me to church. Perhaps it was my rigour that turned her off, but Madeleine was never comfortable with Catholicism. For years, she shopped around the eastern religions, but eventually gave them away to devote herself to her gardens. It took me longer to leave but I hadn’t noticed that my spiritual life was diminishing. When its formal expression petered out, I didn’t feel the need to replace it. I had worn my faith like a mantle, and I simply replaced it with my work.

      As I sat in the silence of that church, I longed for the simple faith that I had lost. I would never again have an unquestioning belief, but I wanted that feeling of connection to something more than my own experiences. I’d had that in my work, especially bringing new life into the world.
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        * * *

      

      When I returned to the hotel, Madeleine had showered and was wearing a feminine floral dress. Though her eyes were darkly shadowed against her pale face, she looked beautiful.

      “Carlo rang,” she said, and although her tone suggested, “and he’s wasting his time,” there was a sparkle in her dark eyes. “He wants me to meet him for lunch.”

      I remembered the newspaper article, but it was too late to mention it.

      “Where are you meeting him?”

      “Actually,” she began, the colour rising in her cheeks, “he’s sending a car to pick me up. Is that all right? Will you be OK?”

      Madeleine’s need for reassurance was not lost on me and I felt guilty.

      “Of course,” I said. “There’s plenty to see.”

      Madeleine looked at me seriously, “Perhaps I should cancel… I want to sightsee with you.”

      “Well,” I said, picking a speck of lint from her dress, “to be honest, I wouldn’t mind a day just pottering around in my own thoughts.”

      She brightened and inspected herself in the mirror. The telephone on the bedside table rang. “The car’s here,” she said, placing the receiver down as if it was made of fine porcelain. She picked up her bag and we walked to the door together.

      “Have a great day.” I felt as if I was sending my daughter off on a first date. The trouble was that I couldn’t ban her from seeing Carlo, though I truly wished I could.
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        * * *

      

      After she left, I looked around the small room, but there was nothing to keep me there. If I was home in Melbourne, I would have caught up on reading – medical journals, usually. It had been a long time since I’d read a novel to its end, often falling asleep mid-sentence.

      On the rare days off work, I would attempt to bring order to the unruly growth in my small courtyard. Mostly, the plants were in pots, even though I had lived in my townhouse for five years. Sometimes, Madeleine would come to rescue them. She had wonderful ideas for my courtyard and, after Julian had left, had surprised me by setting up a small rectangular oasis, complete with table and chairs and tubs of fragrant kitchen herbs. At least they have a practical use, she had said with a smile. It had proved to be a wonderful gift. I hadn’t anticipated sitting among those plants very often and worried they would reveal my neglect before too long. After Bonnie’s death, they became like intimate friends and my eyes became attuned to their needs and deviations in their health.

      I sat on the bed and studied tourist brochures we had collected. There were still so many places to explore in the city, so I traced a route, collected a water from the bar fridge and stepped out again into the street.
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      The sun was high in the sky and its heat was a reminder of the imminent summer, the summer I was chasing. Abandoning the planned route, I headed instead towards the river. On my way, I found myself veering into the Via Frattina where I thought I had seen Julian the previous night.

      The cafés were already crowding and reminded me of the early-morning bustle in the city lanes of Melbourne. Occasionally, before a midmorning appointment with a patient, I would eat breakfast at a window table and watch the commuters pour from the subterranean world of Flinders Street Station through the gaping exit into Degraves Street. There were stories drifting in that flow – of love and grief, of joy and depression. After Bonnie, I continued to go there for a while, wishing that I could be caught in their slipstream.

      In the Via Frattina, I felt as if I was walking on eggs and that I was watching myself like a stranger. I didn’t know what I thought I would find, but I’d been convinced that it was Julian I had seen the previous night. The table for five in the window of the café had been separated into two smaller ones. Two men at one table were in deep conversation but paused to give me appreciative looks as I glanced in.

      I walked with a stiffened nonchalance in the direction that Julian had taken. No side streets for 50 metres, Madeleine had said, but only 20 or so metres on, a narrow access she must have missed sliced through to the street beyond. I turned into it.

      Large rubbish bins lined the lane that was only wide enough for a single truck. Several people passed through, using the short cut to the Via della Vite. I paused at the end of the lane, having no idea which way Julian might have gone, and turned right to take up a route to the River Tiber.

      I passed a bewildering number of hotels and, by the time I came to the river, I gave up any idea of finding him. I walked along the river’s banks as I had done many times along the Yarra River at home. The differences between the two cities should have been apparent, but, from my perspective, it all seemed the same – other people’s lives breathing at my back.

      Along the cobbled path, people walked or cycled together. To my right, the She-wolf had been etched into the high flood walls, her head lowered to be stroked. She looked out benignly, despite the graffiti of male genitalia that had been spray-painted beneath her full teats.

      Conversation drifted around me like a fog until I heard a familiar voice that pierced the air. I felt my heart and mind pause to take it in. I turned quickly to those walking behind me, but already the voice was becoming distant and blurred. Ahead, a couple was walking deep in conversation. The man was talking, his head bowed as though discussing something of great importance. The woman at his side was listening with full and intense concentration, her head tilted slightly towards him. She was the blonde woman who had been at Julian’s table the previous night and now, as I walked behind them, the breadth of the man’s back and lean of his left shoulder convinced me that it was indeed Julian.

      They were far enough from me that I could follow without being seen. Several times, I lost sight of them, and I heard the tut of tongues as I pushed past an ambling couple in order to make some ground. At the Ponte Fabricio they turned and crossed to Tiber Island and were lost to me briefly as they merged with pedestrians crossing the bridge in both directions.

      Once on the island, most turned right but Julian and the woman descended the steps towards the river on the other side. I followed them through narrow alleys and steps and twice they paused and faced each other to discuss some matter. I froze on my spot. In that time as I followed, the most I saw of Julian’s face was his profile, as I had the night before. From a distance, he looked thinner and seemed to be troubled. The woman occasionally reached out to touch his arm, though, beyond this, they didn’t seem to share any deeper intimacy.

      I followed them down the steps to the lower levels of the island that sat 10 metres above the swirling grey of the Tiber River. As they turned to the right, a tour group overtook me and formed a barrier between us. When they dispersed, I had lost sight of them completely.

      Dejected, I returned to the steps, disturbed by what I was becoming. In simple terms, I was stalking Julian. Halfway up the steps I paused, wondering what to do next. My eyes wandered along the alluvial foundation that supported the basilica above. Etched into the weathered layers was the outline of a ship and, beneath it, a carved snake extended the ship’s length. Asklepios, I remembered in Ovid’s story, had saved this city from plague. A great yearning came over me then and, with my back to the rock face, I sat on a step huddled to the rail.

      Coolness seeped into the base of my spine, and I shuffled, checking the steps for dampness. It began to rise into the pit of my back and to work its way up my spine like the slow creep of mercury in an old-fashioned thermometer. I raised my arms and flexed my back, blaming foreign mattresses and long air flights, but it continued and, as it rose into the base of my skull, I began to panic, wondering if I’d contracted a meningeal infection. The moment I closed my eyes there was a silent explosion of light that was both wondrous and fearsome. I felt, in that moment, my body had no boundaries and no substance. When I opened my eyes, nothing had changed. The sensation left me, but I felt a strange lightness as though something physical or mental had been shed.

      I got up and continued up the steps to the promenade. There were a few people strolling along the travertine, but I didn’t see Julian among them. At the western end of the island stood a two-storey sandstone building surrounded by large cypress trees. Along the path leading to it, a sign read Fatebenefratelli Hospital.
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        * * *

      

      The entrance to the hospital was recessed into the side of the building. Sliding doors opened as I approached. Though I hadn’t thought to go in, I was now intrigued and turned off my phone before entering. The reception area was welcoming with the gentle lighting of wall lamps rather than harsh fluorescents, though the kindness of the light couldn’t disguise the cracks in the walls’ plaster and the small chips in the marble floor.

      There was no one at the reception desk and I read what I could understand on the bulletins pinned to the blue felt notice board to my right. In one section, there were photographs of what seemed to be a farewell party. One elderly man featured in many of the photographs, always seated centrally with a different group of people. In one of these, a group of about 10 was huddled around him and beaming for the camera. I scanned the faces and one caught my eye. She was standing to his right and bending forward, her hands resting on his shoulders. There was something about the way her head was angled, the loose, fair curls that brushed her face and the intensity of her gaze into the camera. I was certain she was the woman in the Pantheon.

      I turned away in shock, feeling all the while her gaze lingering on my back. Across the room, the names of the doctors and their specialties were listed in alphabetical order. The hospital housed a range of specialists in urology, neurology and obstetrics, an odd collection in an equally odd location on this island. Among the 12 or so names I noticed there were only two women.

      A voice from behind jolted me. A severe-looking woman in middle-age was placing her handbag behind the reception desk and moved, with a stiff hip, towards me. I backed away from the board and eased my way to the photograph on the other side; she followed. I pointed to the woman in the photograph.

      “I’m looking for…” I raised my eyes as if trying to recall a name. “Dottoressa…?”

      The woman’s shrewd eyes took me in.

      “Dottoressa Lorenzo,” she told me, then asked slowly in thickly accented English: “And your name?” She gestured back to the desk where, it seemed, our conversation was to resume.

      “Dana… Doctor Dana Cavanagh.”

      As her arthritic fingers pencilled my name – though I noted she didn’t ask for its spelling – I pondered that of the woman in the photograph. I did know it and had read a paper by her at some time in the months before Bonnie’s death.

      “The dottoressa is not here.” She looked up with a forced smile. “She is in London for three weeks.”

      Feeling as if I had been dismissed, I left the reception and returned to the path along the travertine. Dottoressa Lorenzo was the hospital’s obstetrician.
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        * * *

      

      When I returned to the hotel, there was a phone message waiting for me at reception. “Carlo has invited us for dinner. Car will pick you up at seven. Love M. PS Turn on your phone!”

      The last thing I wanted was to sit in dining proximity to Carlo Giorni, but there was no arguing with this note. With an hour to go, I showered, dressed and sat with my cup of tea by the window, watching the Roman world go by. I might have been in a bustling European city, but I felt like the loneliest person in the world.

      I looked over to Madeleine’s bed; her bits and pieces were scattered around the room – a hairbrush that had captured long strands of her hair, a lean make-up bag, and a packet of mints with curled paper where she had torn it open. It seemed that she, too, had left me.
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      The car arrived on the hour. The driver, a portly man with a beatific face, opened the door with a flourish. Though the Peugeot was an older model, the leather upholstery inside was still richly coloured and pliable and the highly polished dashboard reflected loving care.

      Gaetano, as my driver introduced himself, drove beyond the centre of the city, passing suburbs of old concrete and new apartments, supermarkets and petrol stations until the historic precinct seemed to be only a dream.

      Twenty minutes later, we climbed into the southern hills so richly green in contrast to the grey of the suburbs. We passed villas on large estates often surrounded by their own small forests – some ostentatious, some elegant and stately. We turned off the road and paused before massive wrought-iron gates that opened slowly as we crept closer. At the end of a long bitumen drive lined with chestnut trees, a three-storey villa of dusky-pink stucco was angled away from the drive.

      As the car swung in a graceful curve in front of the steps leading to the house, my sister appeared at the oak double front doors. When she saw me in the back of the car, she waved excitedly. It felt, suddenly, that I had been transported to a future time, with Madeleine greeting me to her home. I imagined children running to join her on the verandah to greet their foreign aunt. Instead, Carlo appeared behind her. He rested one hand on her shoulder and, with the other swept the air in a gesture meant to be of greeting, but there was something disconcerting about his stance, his ownership of Madeleine. Was the elegant gesture one of warning? I waved back.

      “Dee,” Madeleine whispered excitedly as she came forward and opened the door, “isn’t this place unbelievable!”

      “Buongiorno, Dana.” Carlo’s smooth voice seeped between her mouth and my ear.

      Never good at hiding my feelings, I tried, for my sister’s sake. “Carlo,” I responded, extending my hand in greeting and the long fingers that had beckoned me in my dream clasped mine.

      When I climbed the steps to the balcony, I gasped with pleasure. Behind the villa was a vast darkness and, halfway to the horizon, a line of lights defined the edge to Lake Albano.

      The entrance to the villa was expansive. Marble, glass and wrought iron worked to produce a look of restrained opulence, so different from the effect of the mock villas I had seen in some outer suburbs of Melbourne. A staircase took up the central position and flared on to the floor of the entrance. Double doors opened to large rooms – a sitting room on the left and a dining room on the right. Madeleine, walking ahead of me, turned to see my reaction. She was radiant. The colour had returned to her face and the shadows beneath her eyes had lightened. She had paused in front of a large vase of flowers that matched her dress exactly. I smiled in genuine appreciation of all that was beautiful before me.

      As Carlo ushered us into the dining room, I noticed he was still unable to put pressure on his right foot. Madeleine’s fine heels made a soft, feminine tap on the marble floor as she walked while the heavier rubber of my practical heels made no sound. A long dining room table that would comfortably sit 20 was the centrepiece of the room, though it appeared much larger in an enormous mirror on the far wall. I wondered what this suggested about Carlo and the number of people he could call friends. This table, I noted, was not set for us, instead, at the furthest end of the room, a smaller one in front of French doors was set for four. A candelabra at its centre gave a soft light that danced in the crystal of the glasses and refracted into coloured beams on to the cutlery. The effect was enchanting, and I wondered if Carlo had the capacity to control the elements.

      “Dana.” Carlo spoke. “We are so pleased you come.”

      We? I shot a look at Madeleine. She smiled in agreement, but her eyes darted from Carlo to me and back again.

      “You have a beautiful home.” I forced a half-hearted smile to my own lips.

      “Dee,” Madeleine asked, her voice soothing, “what did you do this afternoon?”

      When I related the events of the day, a stripped version – a walk along the Tiber, a visit to the hospital – I could almost believe that the day had unfolded in such a benign way. The other – Julian, the woman in the photograph – seemed too fanciful in this gentle light and solidity. My account was made duller by a sudden wave of fatigue that swept over me and I was grateful to be interrupted by the arrival of an elegant older woman. Carlo rested the ringed hand on the woman’s arm as she placed a covered dish on the table.

      “Mama… Sophia … this is Dana, sister of Madeleina.”

      Carlo’s mother looked confused, and he repeated in Italian.

      “Ah… Sì…” Signora Giorni moved towards me. I rose unsteadily from my chair to greet her and extended my hand. Hers was cool, but warmth was held in the deep brown eyes that looked as though they were a portal for life’s pain and joy.

      “Dana,” she repeated my name, her gentle voice soothing me back into my seat. Her hands moved to my arm as she turned to Carlo. Her voice was soft, but sad as she spoke to him in their tongue. He nodded, looking almost grave, but changed the tone of conversation between them quickly.

      “Sophia thinks you look tired, Dana,” he said with a smile. “But she is… you know… a mother. She tells me this all the time.”

      “You do look tired, Dee. Are you OK?” Madeleine leaned towards me.

      As I focussed on the three faces watching me, I felt suddenly unable to speak, as if I was again trapped in the membranous room of my dream. This time the hand, those fingers penetrated through the wall and grabbed me by the shoulder.

      I was aware then of being supported in caring arms, of being guided up the staircase to a bed and Madeleine’s voice trying to calm me, though I could also hear her distress. Only Sophia’s face brought me comfort. Her eyes penetrated as if able to see to the core of me. Over and over, she whispered my name and, from her lips that name seemed to resonate with promise. I strained to hear it.
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        * * *

      

      When I woke, the room glowed with the warmth of golden light from the lamp on the bedside table. I was in a single bed with its twin on the other side of the room. Madeleine’s “life bag” blossomed in the green and gold leaves of the bedspread. Though my head was still foggy, I felt much better. The lamplight was too dull to read the time on my watch, so I made my way, tentatively, across the room to the window. Outside, that same moon that had cast a cold and accusing beam into my bedroom at home, lit, in monotone, some sections of the Giorni estate. The rest lay deeply in shadow.

      I crossed the floor to the bedroom door and heard the low murmurs of conversation below. My hand, sliding along the banister, guided me down the stairs. To the right, one of the doors to the sitting room was ajar. Inside, Sophia sat on a leather sofa. Though they were obscured by the door I could hear Madeleine and Carlo talking opposite her, and Sophia would nod her head as Carlo translated. The room glowed with the light from an enormous fireplace between them at the back of the room. It was a comfortable family scene. In the comparative vacancy of the entrance, I shivered with cold and returned upstairs.
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      The next morning, when I woke to my sister’s form in the other bed, I was disoriented. We had slept in parallel for weeks and bedrooms were beginning to fuse into each other. I was feeling stronger and now the events of the previous evening seemed like a dream. I got up, slipped on my skirt and jumper that I’d laid over a nearby chair and crept out the door. The sounds of pots, cutlery and the smell of freshly baked bread and salty fried meat met me at the bottom of the stairs.

      In the dining room, the large table was set for four at one end. The smaller table from the previous night had been removed and I stood in the space created trying to recall what had led me to collapse. The French doors opened on to a chaotic and enchanting herb garden flanked by another section of the villa set at right angles and I stepped out on to the flagstone paving.

      Outside, the courtyard garden glistened with dew in the morning sun, and I looked among the herbs for those I recognised. Though it was too early for their scent, I imagined I could smell them. At home, I would run my hands through the lavender, the rosemary and the lemon thyme and inhale that heady mix deeply. In this courtyard, I found some favourites but there were many I didn’t know. I picked a leaf of one and rubbed it between my fingers.

      “For heart.”

      The voice startled me, and I turned quickly. Sophia was coming out of the kitchen. As she came towards me, she stopped at a garden bed and picked a few leaves from a plant I couldn’t see. She straightened without effort and the morning sun, now perched on the garden wall, shone on to her face. For the briefest of moments, she resembled the woman in the Pantheon. I remembered the way that face captured the light, just as Sophia’s did now. The similarity disappeared quickly, and I scolded myself for what seemed like the beginning of an obsession.

      “Come, Dana.” She turned away and gestured for me to follow her to a garden bench. Obediently, I joined her, and we sat in companionable silence.

      “It’s beautiful, Sophia,” I said at last.

      “Bello…” Her affirmation extended into a long sigh of satisfaction. Again, we sat in silence. When I turned to Sophia to speak, the morning light had ignited her hair so that even the grey held that light to itself. When she turned to me, I saw that her eyes were not the deep unfathomable brown I had thought, but were more like the shallow riverbeds of Australia, tannin-stained from fallen river gums. She waited for me to speak, but suddenly, I found I had nothing to say. All that was needed was held in that moment. I swallowed against the small choking sensation in my throat. Sophia patted my hand and turned her face to the garden again.

      For 20 minutes or more we sat together. Occasionally, she would get up from the bench and tend to the needs of her garden – pruning wilting leaves, clicking her tongue over a broken stalk. At one point she began talking quickly in a scolding voice that took me by surprise, but at her feet emerged a beautiful tortoiseshell cat that responded to her reprimand by curling its long body around her thin ankles.

      When she disappeared into the kitchen with the cat following languidly behind her, I wandered around the garden beds looking for a traditional design under the chaos. Certainly, bay trees were centre points, but the growth was so dense it was difficult to determine if they conformed to a pattern. The paths meandered without obvious purpose, other than to surprise the wanderer with dead ends that drew the eye to a tiny flower of exquisite design, to a hairy leaf that beckoned to be stroked or, in one, the shards of an urn of indeterminate age. I thought of the pseudo-relics sold in nurseries at home to bring that “authentic Italian touch” to Melbourne backyards.

      The cat, lying in the doorway to the kitchen looked at Sophia with bewilderment as she stepped over it and came towards me with a steaming cup and saucer in one hand.

      “Camomilla,” she said, offering it to me.

      The tea was honey-coloured and fragrant and small white petals bobbed in its swirls. With the cup in one hand, I turned towards a sundial that was just visible through the fennel stalks. Sophia shrugged her shoulders as though time was irrelevant to her, then, as if to make some point, she tapped my arm and bent down to the plants at her feet. In that section, yellowing parsley leaves dominated. She tugged at them until she had cleared a patch and then beckoned me to look closer. Small parsley shoots were now exposed to the light.

      She left me then to drink my tea in the morning sun. The cat, forgiving the stranger who had taken away the attention, wove a knot around my ankles that bound me to that garden. Madeleine found me there an hour later.

      “I’m fine, “I said before she could ask. “Just too tired, I think.”

      “Carlo will call his doctor,” she said.

      “He won’t!” The words escaped my lips before I could think.

      Madeleine’s lids closed slowly as if shutting me out for that moment.

      “Mads.” I reached for her hand. “I’ve just got a heavy period.”

      She looked at me with mild surprise but gave a small shrug of acceptance.

      “OK,” she said, standing up, “I’ll tell Carlo not to call. Breakfast is ready in the dining room.”

      “I’ll be there in a minute.”

      My reluctance to leave the peace of the garden was heightened by the trail of annoyance that drifted behind my sister.
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        * * *

      

      When I entered the dining room, only Sophia looked up to greet me. She slid her small frame around the table and came to me with her long, elegant fingers outstretched. She all but lowered me into a chair, placed the napkin on my lap and patted my hair. There was such warmth in that touch. I thought of my mother tucking me into bed when I was a child. She would make an inordinate fuss of the folding back of the blanket, the sheet folded out so that the embroidered rabbits faced anyone who might come into the room. When satisfied with the effect she would pat my hair and kiss my cheek as if I were the dot on the “i” or the stroke across the “t”.

      “Buongiorno, Dana.” Carlo’s voice slicked across the moment. “You are feeling better?”

      “I am, thank you.”

      He held my gaze. Madeleine was silent over her sautéed mushrooms.

      “Today, Dana,” he continued, “I have time trial. I ask Madeleina to come with me. She would like you to join us.”

      Was Carlo now speaking for my sister? I could feel anger giving me back the colour I’d lost the night before. As if reading my mind, she looked up. “Dee, will you come? If you feel well enough.”

      “I don’t think I’m up to it, Mads, “I said, truthfully. My blood pressure began a slow descent at the thought of whining engines and inflated egos. “I’ll go back to the hotel and rest, I think.”

      She looked at Carlo with concern. “I’ll go with Dana. She’s not well enough.”

      Sophia spoke rapidly to her son.

      “My mother invite you to stay here today, Dana.”

      I saw the smallest expression of hope on my sister’s face. My day was decided.
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        * * *

      

      In the bedroom, Madeleine tried to change my mind. She felt guilty, she said, because I had been ill, because we were on holidays together and, although she didn’t say it, because she was in love.

      I tried to assure her I was happy to spend the day at the villa, but she was unconvinced and left with Carlo less excited than she had been. It was my turn to feel guilty and I wondered about my own motives. I wanted my sister to be happy; I just didn’t think it would be possible with Carlo.
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      After they had gone, I decided to walk to the lake. Sweet sounds of someone humming met me at the base of the staircase and I paused to listen. I thought of my aunt who would trill her favourite songs while teaching me how to cook. Winter Saturdays were spent in her kitchen while our parents and uncle went to the football. We would prepare sausage, baked beans and pineapple casserole, Lamingtons made from stale sponge cake dipped in melted chocolate and coconut, all served in crystal dishes on a lace-dressed dining table. After dinner, we would watch the football replay and toast crumpets over the gas heater. Though I had dismissed this life as trivial, it now seemed simply wonderful in its simplicity.

      The hum led me to the kitchen I’d seen from the garden. It was a huge room that combined the best of country wood and modern stainless steel. At a central bench was a large woman kneading dough. As she thumped and turned the dough over, a puff of flour enveloped her. Her red face formed a nucleus in a white electron cloud. When she saw me in the doorway, she acknowledged me with a lift of her eyebrows and indicated, with a dart of her eyes, the stool on the other side of the bench.

      Discreetly, I sat down and watched. Beside her were small poaching rings and I had an almost irresistible urge to press one deep into the dough. As if reading my mind, she paused and gestured to the rings with powdered fingers. I laughed with surprise and leaned out of my chair, picking one up and hesitating in case I had misunderstood.

      The Nucleus waited.

      “Scones?” I was perplexed.

      She shrugged her shoulders.

      “Sì… sì…” she insisted and nodded her head.

      Slowly, I pressed the ring into the pillow of dough and gave a slight turn as my aunt had taught me. If I’d closed my eyes, I would have been back in her kitchen, the football on the radio, the silverside roasting with onions and cloves, the hydrangea tapping at the window demanding to be pruned, and the table covered in tiny, buttered flour balls.

      “Sì,” the Nucleus said, and nodded for me to continue while she turned to her steaming pot on the stove. I pressed on, placing the scones on the greased tray beside the bowl, and rolled the scraps into a ball to eke out another one or two. While the Nucleus still had her back to me, I shaped the remaining slivers into two tiny leaves and scoured their edges with a knife. With my aunt’s care, I placed them on one of the misshapen scones and rolled a tiny flower to place in the middle.

      When she returned to the bench the Nucleus laughed at the sight of my little creation.

      “Bella,” she said, with full approval.

      The tray was whisked into the oven and the bench wiped down. I waited but she smiled and continued to clean. When she took off her apron and primped her hair her electron cloud disappeared. Without it she was a middle-aged woman with high blood pressure.

      Don’t leave the scones too long, I wanted to tell her, feeling a sudden protectiveness and expertise in cooking English fare. Would there be jam? And cream? Would she brew real tea and remember to take the pot to the kettle?

      I looked around for the kettle but there was only a tap in the wall.

      From my stool, there was a different perspective of the herb garden; it was more regularly shaped than I had thought. On the northern wall was a door I hadn’t noticed earlier, but its flaking paint and exposed wood were a perfect camouflage. The door’s condition was incongruous in this immaculately maintained villa but seemed to be an acknowledgement of the garden’s rampant and chaotic beauty. I sat and took it in, content to allow time to pass slowly.

      Eventually, the Nucleus removed the scones from the oven and tipped them on to a cooling rack. I despaired for my little floral creation, but, with heat-hardened fingers she placed it delicately on a plate. Chuckling, she waved it under my eyes for approval and whisked it away. Later, I assumed, I would eat my scone.

      I opened the kitchen door to the garden. Outside was warmer than an hour earlier and, as the dew dried on the plants the more potent herbs gave off a heady scent. Only the bed in front of the old door still lay in shadow. I looked back to see if the Nucleus was watching and when I couldn’t see her, I stepped carefully through the bed.

      The door’s handle had long gone. I pushed at the brittle wood, but it had swollen into a stubborn position. I moved closer and leaned my weight behind my shoulder. The door gave a small squeak of fright. I hesitated and scanned the upstairs windows and the dining room in case Sophia had seen me, but I was compelled to continue. I pushed harder and the door gave a warped groan of disapproval, finally swinging away from the frame.

      I stepped out. A flagstone tilted in the soft soil as I rested my weight. Stones led away from the door toward the lake. I pulled the door behind me. Ahead, Lake Alberto glittered in the morning light, and I had to shade my eyes. To my left was an orchard where buds were already swelling on arthritic limbs. The track to the lake forked with one prong continuing ahead, while the other led to a forest on my right.

      I paused, intending to continue to the lake when something caught my right peripheral vision. A bird? I turned to look but it had gone. I resumed my walk, but again there was a movement like the flap of large wings. I turned quickly and I saw a woman standing on the path that met the forest, her dress swaying lightly in the breeze. She turned in towards the trees and I ran along the path to follow.

      At the edge of the forest I hesitated, then entered. The trees, birch and elm, were not as dense as I’d first thought, but they formed a shade overhead that dimmed the morning light. I followed a path barely visible under the detritus of fallen leaves. The woman had disappeared, but I was no longer surprised by her strobing appearances.

      The forest thinned out into woodland and the light that filtered through was tinted with the lime green of new growth. The track had reinvented itself paved with large flat stones that were laid at irregular angles. I stepped from one to the other and realised I was avoiding the cracks between in a childhood game – Madeleine would push me from behind, frustrated that she inevitably failed and that I never did. Still, there was no sign of the woman and I had to acknowledge that she might not exist at all. For the moment, I was at peace and, while I was aware of the dangers of wandering through the woods on my own, I was unafraid; I didn’t care, and I felt comfort and strength in my apathy.

      The woods twittered. I stopped to listen to unfamiliar bird calls and had to dip my head as a pair of robins flew past my head in a sexual chase. I thought of Carlo now speeding around the circuit under my sister’s adoring gaze. A small rustle in the leaf litter drew me into the trees. A robin bobbed between the mouldering leaves and raised a fat-bodied worm in its beak. As I tiptoed closer it swallowed the worm whole and ran a few paces ahead, looking for more. For several metres, I followed until it gave up and flew away with an irritated flutter.

      I’d gone further from the path than I’d thought. When I turned a full circle, I saw that I was standing in a small glade with a floor of winter’s debris – a variety of leaves melded into a single mass of humus. Where the sun struck the ground, thin tufts of steam rose and the smell reminded me of the organic scent of birth.

      Kneeling in that carpet, I brought a lump of humus to my nose. I closed my eyes and drank in its scent and saw myself coaxing a slippery infant into the world. I heard the suck as it took a life’s dive into my hands and then, the smell of mucous and blood as the placenta was expelled to its death. I shook my head to rattle and disassemble the thoughts that were forming.

      As I returned the soil to the ground something glinted as my hand brushed aside leaves. A child’s marble. I picked it up and rolled it in my palm, remembering games played on the Westminster carpet while the Sunday roast hissed and spat in the oven. Madeleine was the marble champion. She had an eye for straight lines that I recognised in the ordered chaos of her gardens. She loved winning those games and I would grow tense when, as the winner, she had the right to claim any of my marbles. There was only one I had possessed greedily – a small glaucoma-ed blue eye. She never asked for it. The one in my hand was a brown cat’s eye and I recalled the family myth that if you stared into it, it would see into your soul. I’d been too afraid to look when I was young, believing that my soul belonged to God. I didn’t have that concern now and held the marble to the light.

      I closed my eyes and allowed my mind to empty. Disjointed images flicked by – faces I didn’t recognise one after the other, as if in a procession. And again, there was the smell of fish and soil and sun-warmed fruit that had first come to me at the Asklepion. I watched as the aged and the sick were guided into the waters of a deep spring and felt that I was standing on the opposite bank, beneath a great oak tree, beckoning them to me.

      The chill of the damp soil crept into my knees. I opened my eyes to find that the sun had dipped behind clouds that were thickening to form a menace. The small glade was silent and seemed to have lost its innocence. I put the marble in my pocket and found my way back to the pathway.
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      When I returned to the villa, through the front door, Sophia was coming down the staircase. She greeted me with arms outstretched and embraced me with great tenderness. She ran the back of her hand down the side of my face smiling with satisfaction.

      “The air,” she said, circling the space between us, “is good.”

      She led me through the dining room to the kitchen.

      “Per favore,” she said, seating me on the stool where I had watched the Nucleus perform.

      From a heavy oak cupboard, she lifted down a silver teapot so polished that light bounced from its surface and danced in small silver and green circles on the walls and floor. She measured tea leaves from an alabaster jar and half-filled the teapot, not from the tap in the urn, but from a steaming cast-iron kettle on the stove. She turned the pot, three times to the right, three to the left and went into the dining room. Again, I thought of my aunt in her kitchen and the ritual of tea-making. I thought, too, of my own silver teapot tarnishing behind plastic containers in my kitchen cupboard.

      Sophia returned with two exquisite cups and saucers – fine white china as fragile as a baby’s skull. From a covered baking tray near the stove, she produced my little scone and placed it in front of me. Her lips smiled as she put it down and then she brought jam and cream from the refrigerator. She returned with the teapot and placed it, knife and a porcelain strainer in front of me. In all this time Sophia had not spoken and I began to feel that I was partaking in a religious rite. Finally, she sat down opposite me.

      “Prego, Dana,” she said, nodding toward the teapot.

      I poured slowly, my hand almost shaking with the weight of the occasion.

      Over that perfect Devonshire tea in a Roman villa, I told Sophia about my life, about Julian, my work and the event that changed everything. I talked on and on, though I don’t know how much she understood, but she nodded and smiled and when I wept, she clasped my hand. We had drunk the full pot of tea in the space of an hour. My little scone sat patiently on its plate and when I finished talking, I ate it as though I had been energised. Sophia brought me another.

      When I reached into my pocket looking for a tissue, the marble beat against my hand. I took it out and showed it to her, telling her the family myth. She took it from me and held it to the light but shrugged her shoulders. She gave it back and took my empty cup instead. Inside its rim was peppered with the fine tea leaves. Sophia placed it upside down on the bench and rotated it. The glasses hanging from her neck on a fine gold chain were brought to her eyes and she studied the dregs, her face alternating between light frowns of concentration and of peace.

      “A place, Dana… close to your…” She touched her chest as she struggled with the English and looked at me over the top of her spectacles. “Old place… water… and a woman who calls you.” That was all. Sophia removed her glasses and placed the cup on the table. She watched me with patient expectation.

      I didn’t know what to say.

      “Perhaps my mother is missing me,” I offered but, when I said it, I thought of the woman who now dipped in and out of my reality.

      “Sì… sì,” Sophia nodded in understanding as she stood up and took the cups and saucers to the sink. She turned back to me, “You like a – how d’you say? – bath?”

      I nodded, feeling briefly as though she were my mother and I had just returned home from primary school.

      Sophia left me at the bench. I could hear her talking in rapid Italian and when she returned, she gestured for me to follow her. On the landing of the first level a young woman dressed in the black and white of a domestic servant was carrying a folded white towel and robe to the bathroom. Sophia gave her a few short instructions and the woman nodded. When she opened the bathroom door, fragrant steam billowed out. She placed the towel and robe inside and went back down the staircase. Sophia gestured with her elegant fingers splayed towards the bathroom.

      “For you, Dana… enjoy,” she said, and continued down the corridor.
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        * * *

      

      I stepped into the warmth of the water and sighed. The bath was huge, and I thanked God for this Roman obsession. I slid so that the water sat just below my chin and felt that my body was cocooned in its warmth. In front of me, a panoramic window, remarkably unsteamed, looked out over Lake Alberto and the forest where I had walked only an hour or so before.

      I thought of the vision of the woman, of the marble and the images that came to me in the glade, and of Sophia’s tea-leaf reading. I laid my head back in the water and felt the weight of my hair. I thought of my mother kneeling beside the bath, scooping water in a plastic jug and pouring it over my young head. I loved to look up into her face. She would round her lips to sing an accompaniment to the stream of water that broke in a crescendo on my head and back.

      I closed my eyes and heard the drumming of my own heart. Again, I saw a procession of people and they were walking in time to that beat. This time they were not coming to me, but I was one of them, moving toward a woman, my woman, and she was reaching out across the spring toward me.
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        * * *

      

      Madeleine returned alone. I was sitting in the salon by the fire, toasting my toes and flipping through magazines that seemed to feature Carlo in 10 years of varying hairstyles. Always there were women by his side. I was scrutinising one of these when she came in. I closed it immediately.

      “Are you all right?” I asked. She had lost her shine.

      “Yes.” She discarded her bag on the floor and flopped on to the settee.

      “You look relaxed, Dee. Where’s Sophia?”

      “Upstairs, I think. Where’s Carlo?”

      She shrugged her shoulders.

      “Mads?”

      “He’s probably still going round in circles.”

      We smiled. At that moment Sophia came into the room. Madeleine jumped up.

      “Madeleina?” Sophia moved towards her but looked back over her shoulder towards the front doors, “Carlo?” Her eyebrows puckered and I saw the resemblance between mother and son.

      “Oh yes!” Madeleine forced the spirit back into her voice. “I was just worried about Dana.”

      The older woman relaxed. “Sì… naturale. As you see, your sister is… bene.” She turned to leave, “I will ask Mariana to prepare for early supper.”

      Madeleine turned to me with a look of despair.

      Thanking Sophia, I stood up and explained that we had to return to our hotel.

      There was a pause like a breath held between us all. Madeleine’s tension felt like a match ready to strike.

      Sophia gave a small, sad nod. “Sì… I understand,” she said quietly and stepped aside for us to leave.

      

      Upstairs, I was bursting to know what had happened, but Madeleine was reluctant to talk. Between her clipped and half-hearted answers, I deduced her day. Carlo’s minders had deposited her in a corporate box on her own, and he had not come near her for the entire day. She could see him, she said, if she followed the flash of cameras.

      “I doubt he even knows I’ve gone,” she said, zipping up the life bag. “Dee… am I a fool?”

      “No!” I said, stifling a laugh, “You’re not. He is!”

      “Thanks,” she said, without a hint of humour.
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        * * *

      

      Sophia and Gaetano were waiting for us by the car. Sophia was reserved, and I wondered if she was all too familiar with her son’s capricious relationships. She must have seen so many women – girls – come, and then go, yet she seemed genuinely sad. She kissed each of us on both cheeks and whispered in Madeleine’s ear, which seemed to startle my sister for a moment. To me, she stroked my cheek then moved her hand to my chest.

      “Dana… here… she waits for you.”

      I trembled. As we turned towards the car, neither Madeleine nor I could speak.
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      “Signorina.” The concierge called me to the desk. He turned from the pigeonholes behind him and held out an envelope. Immediately I recognised the calligraphy. The muscles in my legs felt as though they were melting. Madeleine was holding the elevator door. She looked from my face to the envelope.

      “Another one!”

      We rode the three floors in silence. Our room seemed indifferent to our return, though it had now taken on a clinical smell. We sat, side by side on the closer bed and Madeleine watched as my trembling fingers released the note.

      “What sort of a note is that?” she whispered, “It looks like a child’s written it.”

      The content of the letter was made up of symbols – straight and waving lines. Madeleine took it from me. “Whoever’s writing these, you’d think they’d include a translation!” she muttered as she studied the postmark. “It’s from here, from Rome,” she announced. “What’s the point of these notes if you can’t understand them?” My sister’s face was tight with fatigue.

      “I don’t know.” My heart felt as though it had dropped into my stomach, “But why would somebody go to all this trouble?”

      She didn’t respond.

      I folded the note into the envelope and placed it with the other two in my suitcase. I sat down beside my sister and drew her to me.

      “Mads…”

      She gave one great sob and turned her head into my shoulder. “Bastard,” was the only word I could hear among her tears.
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        * * *

      

      We treated ourselves to dinner at an expensive restaurant we’d eyed since we arrived in Rome. The candlelit tables, the finely cooked veal and truffles were a welcome change from harsh practical lighting and the usual pasta and pizza. We talked lightly about our trip so far, able to laugh now about the ferry trip to Kos.

      I didn’t mention Julian, or the woman I’d thought I’d seen in the forest that morning. Madeleine and I hadn’t been so close for many years, and I felt guilty for holding back. But I was becoming concerned about my experiences and, for the moment, wanted to keep them to myself. I feared that I was losing my grip on reality. We didn’t discuss Carlo, either, though I doubted that he could be shaken off so easily. Madeleine had left her mobile phone at the hotel, and I pictured his messages stacking their weight against her resolve.

      After a last mouthful of tiramisu, she put down her fork and carefully wiped the corner of her mouth with her napkin. “I called Julian,” she said.

      I lowered the fork that was suspended with shock in mid-air.

      “After you thought you saw him,” she said more quickly. “I just wanted to know if he was here.”

      “You didn’t tell him that, did you?” All my anxieties and doubts about what I thought I’d seen rose to the surface.

      She shook her head, “I said I was just wondering how he was. After all, he was part of my life too, like a brother for 10 years.”

      “And was he… is he… here?”

      “He didn’t say so… but then again, when it came to it, I forgot to ask. He was concerned about you.”

      “Why?”

      “He hadn’t heard from you for a while and…” She studied her empty bowl.

      “He knows we’re travelling,” I said. “Obviously, he didn’t get my letter. Anyway, I didn’t think I had to tell him my movements.”

      “I know that… he knows that.” Madeleine said, looking up. “Nevertheless, he’s concerned.”

      “He could call me if he’s so worried.”

      She shook her head and looked grieved. “Dee, sometimes you can be…”

      I waited. A waiter whisked away our empty plates.

      “Prickly,” she said, at last and sat back in the seat with a “finally said it” satisfaction.

      I collected tiny breadcrumbs on the tablecloth with the pad of one finger and placed them with care on to my napkin. “Your word or his?”

      Madeleine leaned forward and tilted her head so that I was forced to look at her. “He still loves you.”

      “In the end, that doesn’t mean anything. He chose to go to London or here or wherever he is and… anyway, you rang him!”

      The waiter returned with coffees we hadn’t ordered.

      “Prego, signorine,” he said, cupping his hands in a soft plea.

      “Grazie.” I was truly grateful for the distraction.

      “There were no stones in the last two,” I said.

      Madeleine looked puzzled.

      “With the letters.”

      “That’s right! What could that mean?”

      “Perhaps ‘whoever’ forgot to put them in.”

      “We never did work out what the stone was about,” Madeleine said. “Maybe ‘whoever’ thinks we’re dim and decided not to waste his time.”

      “Or hers,” I said, “but we did sort of come to Rome because of the stone… and… Carlo.”

      “Did we?” Madeleine had become serious. “I wish we’d never gone to his hotel. Talk about looking eager – and easy.”

      Despite my reservations about Carlo, I doubted that he thought my sister was easy. There were times when I saw how tenderly he treated her. In truth, other than his reputation, and Madeleine’s version of her day at the track, he had been a gentleman. I reminded myself that Sophia was his mother. She was too lovely, too refined to be the mother of a womaniser.

      “What happened to Carlo’s father?”

      “Died years ago, when Carlo was a boy. He was a count or something.”

      “That would explain the villa,” I said. “You’d think he’d move out of home by now.”

      “That is his home. Sophia lives with him. I think his father lost a lot of money. I’m not sure – Carlo didn’t really go into it.”

      Madeleine’s eyes glazed.

      “Do you love him, Mads?”

      She shook her head, but I could see that her eyes were smarting. I couldn’t think of another time that I’d seen her this way over a man. Here we were, two “jiltees”. When I told her this, she laughed.

      “At least yours loves you,” she said, “and that makes your situation more ridiculous than mine.”

      “More ridiculous than watching yours go round and round in circles?”

      “Touché!” Madeleine blinked away the tears that had formed. “Though I wonder if we’re all doing that – just going around in circles.”

      Our waiter appeared looking pleased with us. “The coffee is good, No?”
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        * * *

      

      When we returned to the hotel, Madeleine’s phone was swelling with messages.

      “What should I do?” She was interrupted by the digital bars of Born to be Wild.”

      I shrugged my shoulders and went into the bathroom as she took the call.

      Sitting on the closed toilet seat I could hear the murmur of her occasional answer. Carlo, I assumed, was sending rapid-fire questions across the broadband. I could picture him pacing the room, in circles. He would have a slim black phone pinned to his belt and his free hands would be pushing the point. I looked through the gap in the door. Madeleine was leaning back against the bed head. Her eyes scanned the ceiling as she listened. When she spoke, she sat forward and delivered her line with assertion.

      “No Carlo. I don’t know what your women are used to, but…”

      I pulled the door closed and turned on the bath taps.
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        * * *

      

      When I came back into the room, with some of my tension released down the plughole, Madeleine was sitting on the bed with the phone in her hand.

      “Well?” I said.

      “He’s an arrogant bastard.”

      “So not much has changed,” I said, though I could already hear the “but” in her voice.

      “Dee.”

      Here it comes.

      “He wants to make it up to me… tomorrow.”

      “Of course, he does,” I said to the ceiling.

      “Dee… Are you OK with this?”

      “I just hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “What will you do tomorrow?” she said, ignoring my comment.

      “I’ll think of something… I’m getting used to that.”

      “Ouch!” she said, with a teasing smile.
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        * * *

      

      When Madeleine returned to the hotel after breakfast to prepare for her day out, I lingered over my coffee. I took out the mysterious notes from my bag and laid them side by side on the table.

      That was three now – one delivered from Kos to me in Melbourne and written in Ancient Greek: “‘Truth,’ she said.” And that was accompanied by a tiny marble stone that came not from Greece, but from the Apennines, including Italy. Then one delivered to me in Kos, written in Latin: “What you seek from me, you might have looked for nearer home,” and in Rome, another, not written but delivered to my hotel with its symbols – straight and wavy lines, origins of the message unknown. The parchment-style paper of the three was the same, though the fibres and grains gave each its own character. Although it could have been recycled stationery, the quality seemed finer, more expensive.

      I studied the words and symbols of each message that were exactly centred on each of the notes. The same hand had written at least the first two, evident in the tiny serif that occurred every now and then. At the end of the latest message was a small smudge that looked as if it had been hurriedly blotted. I had my first connection to its author.

      What was someone trying to tell me? Who knew where to find me in Rome and where to find me in Greece? Could it be someone who had written an earlier hate letter?

      The possibility frightened me, but those hate letters had been far from cryptic and had told me very clearly what their authors had meant. All but one of those had been typed, in bold. The one that had been handwritten had read: “Hope you die.” It was crudely written, and the page had been torn roughly from a notepad so that its top edge was uneven. Though I couldn’t be certain, I doubted these three were penned by that hand.

      I picked up the first of the notes. At the time I’d received it, the court case was over and its arrival with the Kos postmark had propelled me on this journey. I placed it with the others and studied them all, looking for clues. I’d assumed the author to be male, though as far as I was aware none of the women I knew had been to Kos. I thought then of the woman in the Pantheon, but I had only seen her since I’d come to Rome. In the hard-surfaced reality of the café, I doubted her existence and scolded myself for giving my “visions” any credibility.

      On the other hand, I wondered why I would invent her. Her face was as real as any individual around me now. I folded the notes and carefully placed them in my bag. Nothing was any clearer to me. I paid the bill and left.
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      The foyer of the city’s library was expansive like an inflated lung and tracheated corridors led off it in several directions. A sign above each indicated subject areas and catalogue codes. I sat at one of the computers lining the wall that was still connected to the internet from the previous user.

      I typed, “Giorni, Carlo,” and looked guiltily over my shoulder as it loaded. Two hundred and seventy-three listings and Carlo featured in all those on the first page. I scrolled through the articles that lauded his skills on the track, his playboy antics and his injury. On the second page, in shorter and not so newsworthy articles, I found a rare photo of a humbler Carlo sitting with a child on her hospital bed. Anything for a photo opportunity, I thought. Further on I found what I wanted – the biography. I clicked the English translation.

      ‘Carlo Giorni, premier Formula 1 driver for the fourth consecutive year, is not unused to the high life for which he is famous. Born in Florence in 1971, he is the only child of industrialist Caspare Giorni and Sophia Dubrova, the daughter of a Romanian count. Educated at the Sorbonne, Carlo studied Philosophy and Law but abandoned his studies for the thrills of the racetrack, a decision that caused a rift between father and son. Caspare Giorni died in 1995 in a light-plane accident. He did not see the great heights to which his son climbed in Formula 1. The two did not reconcile…’ The remainder of the article elaborated Carlo’s success, but I felt that I was gaining some insight into the man who was supposedly entranced by my sister. I didn’t trust him and was sure there was more to his story.

      As I picked my way through the streets, I thought of Julian, but no longer looked for him in Rome. Madeleine’s contact with him had rattled me. He still loves you, Madeleine had said but Julian would say that. He knew I’d been going through a difficult time since Bonnie’s death and offered his distant, detached love as a support. My sister was a romantic and had never believed that Julian and I could break up. I wondered what this would mean for her today. Carlo was a smooth talker.

      At the Pantheon, the guard nodded in recognition as I stepped through the doorway. I was convinced that my mind was playing tricks, perhaps a delayed response to the trauma of the past few months.

      It was not a breakdown, I told myself and I was determined to find a logical explanation for the woman I had seen. There was little light inside, but I counted 30 others milling around the walls. One man stood in the centre looking up at the oculus aperture as the woman had done the first time I saw her and I studied the way the weak light reflected off his face, looking for any distortions to his appearance. I turned at the soft click of the side door. When I counted again, no one had come in, but someone had left.

      The Minerva Piazza was less crowded than last time. I looked across to the steps of the church where I had seen the woman only days before. An elderly couple was descending each step as though it might crumble beneath their feet. I crossed the piazza and took those stairs two at a time. Inside, candles flickered in their holders on the walls. The church was crowded with tourists whispering in wonder at the stained glass, the architecture, and worshippers with eyes tight shut to block them out. One man with a shock of white hair sat in a back pew, his head bent back in a beseeching prayer. A middle-aged couple was admiring the workmanship of one of the Stations of the Cross on the far wall.

      I took in the station closest to me, beautifully carved and gilded – Jesus Falls the Third Time. I followed the stations working backwards towards the main altar, stopping to consider each scene. Jesus Falls the Second Time… the First Time. I wished that life could be so easily rewound. Around him, his family and friends looked on with anguish, their paralysis caught with so much compassion in the wood of the carving. I recognised some of their expressions in the faces of those who had supported me during my own trial. What would I tell this Jesus of my adoring youth? Flee the garden? Go back to carpentry? Forget about saving people. What are you thinking? I mentally said to the fallen figure. His face was passive, shock had set in, and the crown of thorns pierced his head.

      There were women in the background, and I knew which one was Mary – I’d seen that look on the face of mothers who watched their babies battle death. The other Mary was there, not so noble but stricken with grief. This face I loved, and so had the sculptor. This Mary’s tears had formed tributaries around her eyes and mouth. There were other women there, behind the man, always veiled.

      When I looked at that tableau, I felt that I was seeing it for the first time. Had I always focussed on the man and never the women behind? Had I done this in my own profession? I had always considered myself lucky to have no barriers to education and to my chosen field, but now, distanced from my work, I realised that perhaps I had been toeing the line. I had been taught, largely by men, about women’s bodies and the process of birth, and it sat discordantly with me now.

      Sightseers were spread through the recessed chapels and a line was filing past a structure at the main altar. When a gap appeared, I could see the sculpture of Catherine of Siena lying to face the vaulted heavens; beneath, her sarcophagus retained her headless body. I joined the crowd but gave up on jostling for a better look and chose instead to follow a passageway that led to a reconstruction of the rooms where she had lived. At a sharp right angle was a smaller corridor with a sign that simply read “Minerva”.

      Abandoning the reconstructed rooms, I followed the narrow steps that led into the foundations of the church. The staircase was lit with electric candles set into the wall but several of the globes had blown. There was no rail to guide me, and my left hand snatched at the wall for support. Halfway down, a young Nordic couple strode the steps confidently towards me but gave no acknowledgment of my presence other than to squeeze past me in single file.

      Light from the chamber below had the density of a soft cumulus cloud that drifted on to the lowest steps to show their age and wear. Loose stones lay at the base of the staircase as if they had been washed there by a tide and I was reminded of the entropy of all things. The chamber was lit by massive candles in brass holders positioned to illuminate a slab of stone. The effect was magical, and I felt that I was in a scene from a Zeffirelli movie.

      Several people were moving around the slab, pausing every now and then to read the plaques at its front. When I joined them, I allowed my fingers to caress its age-smoothed surface as I had done at the altar to Asklepios. As the others left in a wave towards the steps, I glanced over my shoulder to the shadowed recesses and the doorway and, certain that I was alone for the moment, placed both palms firmly on the slab. The candles spluttered then righted themselves.

      I closed my eyes and felt the stone drawing energy from my hands and pictured its molecules vibrating and expanding as it sucked at my core. I wondered how much I could lose when I felt a sensation of heat being returned to me, moving up my arms and into my body. My lids were closed as if paralysed and it was dark behind them as if the candles in the chamber had been extinguished.

      Slowly the chamber became visible to me again and I looked down at the stone; its substance had dissolved, and I was staring into a great subterranean well. The candlelight behind me lit spot fires on the crest of tiny waves. Clouds of steam rose like smoke. I reached out and let my fingers drag in the gentle current. The water was warm and formed phosphorescent bubbles around each finger. Sulphurous air penetrated my lungs until I felt giddy, but I drank more of it.

      I stepped into the healing spring and lowered my body, its structure separating first at my feet then up through each leg and into my arms, abdomen and chest. I lay my head back as I had in the hot springs of Kos and in Sophia’s bath and felt the separation in my head. Only the tip of my nose lay above the water line connected to life-giving breath. Beneath the surface of the water, I could hear and feel a sonic pulse that accelerated my molecules at frenetic speed. Chaotic images in my mind fled as their vibrations increased. Gaps of light grew larger as the images dissipated. In those pure spaces an image was taking shape – a woman’s face forming from folded light. Her lips, now complete, opened slowly to release a word …

      “Are you OK?”

      A hand on my spine was dragging me through a dark tunnel. The rushed intake of air caught at the back of my throat, and I spluttered into the glow of the chamber. My hands were still fixed to the slab as another’s hand slid from my back to my waist and a woman’s face appeared at my shoulder.

      “Steady,” she said.

      I breathed deeply.

      “OK?”

      “Yes… yes… thanks.” I stood up straighter than I felt.

      She was facing me now. “Do you need to sit? Should I call for help?”

      I vaguely noted her New Zealand accent. I reassured her that I was all right, that I was giddy from not eating breakfast, and thanked her for her concern. In the awkward silence that followed, she left me, but not without a concerned look back over her shoulder as she went up the stairs.

      Despite my smile of reassurance, my legs were weak and almost buckled beneath me when she disappeared. I was becoming very concerned now about these strange experiences that were becoming more frequent and more intense.

      The very physical nature of this one had frightened me.
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      On the way back to the hotel, I had to stop several times to steady myself against light-headedness and a sense of disassociation of mind and limbs.

      Could I have a brain tumour? It could account for some of my experiences. Fear constricted my throat as I pictured its steady growth in my brain. Had it started its damage six months earlier?

      Was that why I found it so difficult to recall the exact events of Bonnie’s death?

      My legs refused to walk, and I leaned against the cool stone of an office building. Breath laboured against my paralysed diaphragm. I was certain that I must be pale; that I was about to collapse. No one stopped, though a middle-aged man paused briefly to give a nod of greeting. I looked beyond him to the opposite side of the road. A solitary figure was watching me, and I thought it was Julian, but I was desperate for proof now. I used the wall to propel me forward, but a bus passed between us. When it had gone, so had he.

      At the hotel, I called his mobile phone, but the detached and slightly formal tone of his recorded voice stole my courage, and I left an awkward message, then regretted it.

      I lay on the bed and read the hotel’s brochures to distract my thoughts. The rattle of the door handle startled me. Madeleine made a small pirouette in the doorway as she extracted her key from the lock. I looked at my watch. “You’re early.”

      “Hmmm?” She wore a look of Buddhistic calm.

      “You’re back sooner than I expected,” I said, more curtly this time.

      “Well, you know… I gave him a couple of hours. That will do… for now.”

      I wondered if my sister was speaking to me or to the ceiling.

      “Obviously, you’re happy enough with his explanation?” I was still lying down, and my own prone position seemed to heighten her dynamism.

      “Oh yes…”

      I saw her blush, but she continued: “He explained about the other day… I suppose I should just get used to his fame. In Italy, at least.”

      There was a small quiver in my chest, and I waited for her to continue, but she slid into the bathroom and closed the door softly. When she reappeared, the toilet seemed to be flushing more loudly than usual.

      “How was your day, Dee?”

      “OK…”  I waited.

      “What did you do?” This time, for the first time since Madeleine had come in, she looked me in the eye.

      I held her gaze. “Not a lot.”

      She sat on the bed and leaned back on her arms to face me. Her sandalled feet were pointed into the carpet and her body formed a beautiful gradient against my base line. She looked at me with a serious expression. “I’m in love.”

      I sat up against the bed head and spoke to the architrave. “Is he?”

      “He says he is.”

      “Can you believe him?”

      Madeleine was studying my profile. “I think so.”

      I should have been happy for her, but I felt a foreboding sense of loss and knew I would regret wasting this moment of intimacy between us.

      “That’s great, Mads.” I turned to her more fully now, trying to lift the level of enthusiasm in my voice, “What now?”

      She took my hand. “For the moment, we’ll have dinner and get on with our holiday.”
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        * * *

      

      Before eating, we took a long walk, diverting into unexplored lanes. Neither of us was a keen shopper, preferring to look through windows, but at one leather boutique, I fell in love.

      “It’s beautiful, Dee. You look stunning.”

      My reflection smiled in appreciation of the richness of the leather jacket. In the late afternoon light, the dark cobalt reflected in my eyes, and for a moment, I thought that I did look beautiful.

      “Let me buy it for you.”

      Behind me, Madeleine sat in a deep, elegant armchair and together in the mirror we formed an old-fashioned daguerreotype, stained as if an inkwell had spilt across my chest. I imagined that photograph being passed between the fingers of Madeleine’s children in time to come. They would see me smiling but ask why I was so sad. I looked at my face and the eyes that reflected the dusty Roman light and I realised that I had become a victim of my own life.

      Madeleine’s phone jarred me into real time. She fumbled in her bag, embarrassed by the ringtone, though the shop assistant had moved on to another customer.

      “Dad? Is everything all right?”

      I turned from the mirror as I took off the coat. She was listening intently but smiled at me with reassurance.

      “Ah ha…” The phone was cradled under one ear while she extracted a credit card from her wallet.

      The conversation was brief, and it occurred to me that she and my parents had been in regular contact.

      “Dad’s been trying to call you. Ruth has rung to let you know there’s a conference in England you might be interested in.” She took the coat from me.

      “Didn’t Dad want to talk to me?”

      She shrugged. “I think they know that you want to be left alone.” She was still admiring the coat as she took it to the counter. “How great’s this jacket?”

      I turned back to the mirror. I was devoid of colour.
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        * * *

      

      As we stepped out into the street, Madeleine gave me the laminated carry bag. Inside, my new jacket was cushioned luxuriously in a wad of white tissue paper. The colour contrast reminded me of Kos and how far we had come, physically at least.

      “Mads, this is such an expensive gift…”

      Her face had a look of warning.

      “Thanks so much. It’s… the best present I’ve ever had.”

      She smiled. “And so is this holiday!”

      We walked on.

      “Did Dad tell you what the conference is about?”

      “No. Are you interested?” She had paused and was facing me with a look of anticipation.

      I kept my pace.

      “Dee?”

      I stopped. I had to admit to feeling a little excited at the thought of a conference.

      “I’ll call Ruth,” I said, to satisfy my sister.

      She didn’t reply, but when we continued our walk, I noted her small smile.

      The pot of Earl Grey tea, a rare find in Rome, steamed between us.

      “So, will you call Ruth?” Madeleine was stirring her sugarless cup.

      I shrugged my shoulders as I tried to fathom the bottom of mine.

      “Go on,” she urged, nodding in the direction of my bag that was strung across the back of the chair.

      Obediently, I took out the phone and switched it on. Three new voice messages rumbled inside. The first was from Ruth. The sound of her voice distressed me initially; it was a voice that could compel people to reveal their most personal secrets. I missed her. The conference was in Bath the following week, though she didn’t have many details. As she recited the contact number, I was reminded of the weekly staff meetings that she would chair. In my mind, I took in my colleagues – mostly men. Did they ever think it odd that they predominated in obstetrics? These were good men. I knew each of them very well. Most of them were highly regarded and I would have had no qualms about any of them delivering my own child, but now I longed for the company of women. I wanted to belong to that band of women surrounding the fallen Christ – Mary of the womb, Mary at the tomb.

      “God bless, Dana,” Ruth whispered through the diodes of my phone. I clicked off.

      Madeleine watched me. I relayed the message and she waited for me to continue.

      “She’s left the number, if I’m interested.”

      “It would be good for you,” she said, seeming satisfied.

      “And for you?”

      She looked hurt. “What do you mean?”

      I told her what I meant.

      “Dee… you are the most important person in my life. This holiday has been something I’ve wanted for so long. Now that I finally have my sister back, I don’t want this to end.”

      “Where am I back from?”

      That dewy look was condensing in my sister’s eyes. She leaned towards me across the table.

      “Do you remember when we were kids, we spent so much time together playing? We didn’t really need anyone else. Even when you were a teenager, you still had time for me, though I must have been dragging at your heels.”

      I smiled to myself at the strange role-reversal now.

      She went on, “But when you went to uni, we drifted apart…”

      “But that’s normal, surely?” I was feeling defensive.

      “Of course. But it’s not that. You changed. You were always so easy-going, calm… spiritual, even. Everybody noticed that about you. I admired you so much and I still do.”

      I breathed deeply to muster a defence but accepted there was some truth in it. Though I couldn’t pinpoint where or why, I acknowledged that I had become more reserved, perhaps I had become brittle. My voice came out in a plaintive whisper: “Do you still admire me?”

      My sister sat back. Her smile was radiant, “More than anyone else. You are so clever, so beautiful. I’m in awe of you.”

      “But I’ve failed.”

      She raised her eyebrows in frustration. “It wasn’t your fault! You’ve dealt with death before and it had to come – being blamed.”  She raised her cup for a toast: “Onward and upward.”

      “Amen to that,” I said, and placed my hand on the rich leather of my new coat.
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      A jolt of conscience woke me in the middle of the night. I sat up and switched on the lamp. Madeleine was softly snoring.

      The digital voice of the phone’s inbox rambled through its spiel.

      “Message one. Left at…”

      “Hello, darling, it’s Dad…” I clicked off sending a mental apology to my father.

      “Message two. Left at…”

      “Dana…” The sudden rise of blood pressure in my head distorted Julian’s next words. I sat upright, taming slept-on hair with my free hand.

      “Got your message – well, at least your hello. Are you all right? Call me again.”

      That was all. I hit replay listening for something else, a clue to the emotion in his voice. I tried to recall the tone I might have heard him use when talking to a friend on the phone, or was it the way he sounded in more intimate moments with me? I wanted to envisage him sitting alone in his office and wondered if he had set it up like his room in the home we’d shared.

      Did he still have the photograph of me that he had loved, the one where he caught me spinning like a child outside the tent we had finally managed to erect? Emotion gripped my chest as I thought of that holiday. We’d never felt so free. We’d never been so in love. The image was fractured by one tiny sound in the background. I replayed it again. It was the faint clink of crockery, the pitch that just two dinner plates might make in an intimate room as they were being cleared from the table.

      My head groaned against the bed head.

      Madeleine stirred and looked at me with one open eye. “What’s up?” she mumbled through the sheet that covered her mouth. She sat up. “Dee?”

      Though I felt foolish, I told her what I had heard.

      “Give me the phone.” She held out her hand in a command. “Let me hear it.”

      I shook my head. “I’ve deleted it.”

      “He called you, right?” There was a look of undisguised exasperation on my sister’s face. “That says something!”

      “The little notes say something, but we don’t know what they mean, either.” I wondered which was more difficult to decipher, cryptic letters or human nature.
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        * * *

      

      While Madeleine was showering the next morning, I called the phone number Ruth had left for the conference in Bath. It would begin in two days, I was told by a very serious male voice. I pictured him wearing a shirt with a top button that strained at his throat. His hair would be black, greased so that it looked like a helmet. He would be standing, the phone held just away from the ear.

      “At this late notice,” he said, “you would need to find your own accommodation. Would you like to register?”

      There was a pause and I wondered if he was hoping I would say no.

      I hesitated. “Yes.”

      As I gave my details and my medical title, I felt an odd tug as if between an old and a new self. When I turned off the phone, I all but threw it on the bed as if it had been complicit in a crime.

      Steam puffed from the bathroom. Madeleine came out, rubbing her hair with a towel, her rosy-brown flesh vibrant with health. She stopped when she saw me staring at the phone.

      “Are you going?”

      “Yes.”

      She smiled and resumed rubbing her head.

      “Are you sure you won’t come?” I asked.

      “It’s important that you go. I’ll come if you want me to, but…”

      I raised my hand to stop her. Yes, she would come if I wanted her to, but she was right. I needed to go on my own, and I needed to give her space, and more time with Carlo.

      “It’s OK,” I said. “I’ll just be a couple of days, and it would be boring for you.”

      She stepped into her jeans and jumper. “Bath sounds nice… but…”

      You’re a Roman now, I wanted to say.
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        * * *

      

      I spent the rest of the morning booking a flight for the following day and organising accommodation. Despite the receptionist’s misgivings, it was relatively easy to find a room near the university where the conference was to be held. I made a mental note to tell him.

      It had been many years since I’d been to England, though I’d never visited Bath. My impression had been that it was too staid and conservative for my tastes, though Madeleine would probably have thought that it would suit me well. I had stayed with friends in London for a month during my student years. I’d like to think that I’d painted the town red, but, in truth, I’d spent most of the time swotting in the Oxford Medical Library. I went to the predictable sites, saw ‘The Mousetrap’ and drank a few warm pints of Guinness. I remembered Madeleine’s bewildered look when I came home and told her about my time away. She left for Europe not long after. Her holiday was a total antithesis of my own, as if to make a point. I remembered, too, that she had asked me to go with her, but I was bored with travel and keen to get back to my thesis. For a moment, I strained to remember what my thesis had been about, and it occurred to me that, in the long run, it hadn’t really mattered. I should have gone with my sister; there would have been a lot to remember.
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        * * *

      

      Madeleine was out with Carlo. I could picture his smile of satisfaction knowing I was out of the way, for a few days at least. My sister tried to disguise her buoyancy with long I’ll miss you hugs and did offer to spend the day with me.

      “No,” I said firmly, releasing her from her sisterly duty and myself from her grip. In the street, I saw how a passer-by moved aside as the two of them gushed through the hotel’s entrance and on to the pavement; how Madeleine almost leapt into the passenger seat of Carlo’s black convertible and how, as he planted his foot to the accelerator, the traffic seemed to pause to accommodate him as if he controlled the elements. This was a man who had to be ahead. I hoped not at any cost.

      It didn’t take long to pack. I’d been living in much the same clothes – jeans and T-shirt – for weeks. For a conference, though, I would need something dressy and felt pleasure at the thought that it might be the perfect chance to debut my new blue leather jacket. I did a mental stocktake of the clothes in my bag and decided that I had to go shopping. A day spent shopping among Roman fashion boutiques would distract me from returning to the Pantheon.

      Though I was in a crowded and bustling city, it seemed that each day as I walked I saw familiar faces: the old woman with the terrier, both stiff-hipped and wearing matching red tartan coats; the white-haired man who stood at the door of his apartment and watched the world go by at any time of the day; the young nanny with her three charges, two boys and a baby in the pram whom she handled with the love and ease of a parent.

      Four hours later, I returned. I had managed to overlook the stylish and expensive designs to find, with considerable effort, simple black pants and a jumper, truly a Melbourne girl. But I surprised myself with the thrill I had in buying stationery for the conference – the leather-bound journal nestling in the tissues of its box, and an overly ornate pen. An iPad would not have cost that much more, I reasoned, but I felt great satisfaction as the pen slid easily from its sheath and I swept my hand as though writing invisible calligraphy in the air.
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        * * *

      

      Madeleine returned looking furtive, but content. She didn’t give away much about her day and, when I asked, she steered the conversation back to mine. But even as I related my shopping trip, and showed her the purchases, she seemed to be forcing herself to concentrate. She overcompensated with repeated exclamations of: “Great!”

      “Are you excited?” she said.

      “About going to a conference? Not particularly.”

      “I bought you something today.”

      I hadn’t noticed the brown shopping bag in her hand until she extended it towards me.

      “Mads… you shouldn’t have! You’ve already bought me enough!” I glanced across at my jacket hanging on the cupboard door.

      “Just something small,” she said, shaking the bag at me with insistence.

      Inside was a fine cashmere scarf in brown and the cobalt blue of the coat.

      “It’s beautiful!” I wrapped it loosely around my neck. The feeling was sensual as it ran through my fingers. I slid the jacket from its hanger, put it on and turned towards Madeleine. She was smiling broadly as she tweaked at the collar of the coat and adjusted the scarf. This time, I felt like her daughter dressing for a date.

      “Perfect,” she said, “you could wear it tonight.”

      Across my hesitation, she continued, “Carlo wants to take us out for dinner before you go.”

      “And whatever Carlo wants…” I protested. I wanted a quiet night.

      “Oh, come on, Dee!” Madeleine was bursting with a mix of enthusiasm and irritation. “London’s not that far away.”

      “Exactly! So why the farewell dinner?”

      She looked upset and I regretted my tone.

      “He’s made the reservation,” she said, with some finality.

      I took off the scarf, hung up the jacket and prepared to shower.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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      The restaurant was close to our hotel and one we both recognised. We had walked past it several times and, in the evenings, the candlelit tables and quiet opulence of the red and black furnishings had been intimidating to two single sisters.

      The maître d’ ushered us to a table set for three in the centre of the room. I’d noticed my sister’s blush of embarrassed pleasure at the immediate attention Carlo’s name prompted. As she walked ahead of me, I sensed that it could be easy for her to slip into the pseudo-royalty of Italy’s jet-set.

      At the table, we sat in self-conscious silence as we waited for our host. While Madeleine pondered the menu with too much interest, I took in the other patrons, mostly couples. Some seemed to be in the animated and slightly awkward conversation of a new relationship. I watched as an older couple exchanged a few words loaded with decades of mutual understanding. Her fingers, heavy with diamonds, paused above the plate – knife and fork caught in mid-air. She smiled at him in acknowledgement of something he murmured to her across the rim of his wine glass. Before replying, she carefully placed the knife and fork on the plate and sipped her wine while he resumed his meal. Several times they worked this way, their conversation a beautiful dance of intimacy.

      At a corner table an elderly woman sat facing the restaurant, my own preferred position. She appeared to be on her own, despite the setting opposite her. At one point, a waitress came to take it away and she waved her off. The woman had a commanding presence, but her eyes held a sorrow. I imagined that the setting was for a husband who was not returning.

      When Julian and I had dined out, I would always choose the seat that faced the other patrons and wondered that he never complained about always facing the wall behind me. I mentioned it once, offering to change places, but he said he didn’t need to look at anyone else in the room.

      I broke off a portion of bread to satisfy the gnawing in my stomach. After 10 minutes or more Carlo entered, and the maître d’ greeted him affectionately. He was dressed in a flaming red shirt and slim black pants and stood to take in the restaurant as though he owned it. Many of the diners paused to watch him. Straight-backed and elegant, he carried with him an energy, heightened by the slight limp that discharged a spark at each table he passed. In the candlelit glow of my sister’s eyes, I could see that she was his conduit.

      “I am the luckiest man in the room,” he said, as he approached us. He kissed Madeleine on both cheeks, lingering by her ear in an intimacy that made me breathless.

      “Bella, Dana,” he said, eyeing my scarf and jacket that I had elected to keep on.

      I acknowledged the flattery wordlessly. Madeleine might be charged by this man’s energy, but he drained my own.

      When he was seated, a waiter poured his wine. I watched as he lifted the glass to his lips, cupping the stem between his second and third fingers, the ring from my dreams angled towards me in a taunt. The dipping and rising of his hand mesmerised me and my peripheral vision became blurred like a memory scene in a TV soap opera.

      The ring’s gold pattern of oak leaves was set against a deep blue background, the colour of the Aegean. Across the enamelled sea, a tiny boat manouevred between golden peninsulas. I focussed closer. The boat was larger than I had first thought and had a deep wooden hull. Within it, semi-naked men rowed to a hypnotic chant that swung between stern and bow like a pendulum. Between their feet, glistening with sprays of sweat and sea water lay an immense brown snake. The men seemed unconcerned by its presence but rowed with a determination driven by their serpentine companion. I zoomed in closer, following the line of the tapering tail back to the head which rested on the bow with the serenity of a sage. As it breathed, each coppery scale detached from the next then contracted back again, and it was this rhythm of breath that set the rowers’ pace. It turned its massive head as though aware of my presence, though acknowledgement came only as a small dilation and constriction of an eye’s lens, so dark and deep it was like a passage to the underworld. It turned its head back to sea in a gesture that willed me to follow. Ahead, the golden oak leaves of land called the boat forward.

      “Dee…”

      My sister’s voice called from behind me. I didn’t acknowledge immediately but stayed transfixed on the journey ahead until the land, sea and the boat dissolved. A glass of sparkling wine from Chianti had been placed before me. Madeleine and Carlo were waiting expectantly, and I thought of the boat being washed by the bubbling spray of a menacing wave.

      “I’m only going to Bath,” I said, clinking my glass with theirs and realising that this might well be cause for their celebration.

      “There is another reason, Dee.” Between the candlelight and the effervescence of her wine, Madeleine’s furrowed eyebrows couldn’t hide her radiance. I glanced again at the ring on Carlo’s hand. The boat waited, and the oarsmen readied for the swell building beneath them.

      “There is?” I said, still not facing her.

      She reached forward and touched the back of my hand, “Carlo has asked me to marry him.”

      I felt the slack of her fingers as I failed to reply. When I finally met their eyes, Carlo was watching me with a look of derision. My sister’s face had relaxed into a form of detachment. I lifted my glass that now felt heavier than before.

      “Congratulations.”
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        * * *

      

      I hated myself for my meanness, and I forced enthusiasm into my voice as I asked for the details. Madeleine enthusiastically recounted Carlo’s proposal, pausing only to place her order with the waiter. It was as clichéd as I would have predicted – lunch in another exclusive restaurant, but with enough patrons to applaud the bent knee.

      “No ring?”

      “He wants to choose it with me in Paris,” she explained. But I wondered.

      “And you did… say yes?”

      “I’ll be back from Paris before you are,” she said, and added hurriedly “We can… go somewhere…” Her forehead creased. She knew it was not going to be the same now.

      “Dana.” Again, that voice greased the space between us. “You are happy for your sister, no?” One eyebrow was propped with sarcasm.

      “My sister’s happiness is very important to me, Carlo. I hope that it is for you, too.”

      Madeleine inhaled and let out a sigh that carried my name forward in a headwind.

      I continued, framing impertinent questions with false politeness. I cross-examined him about his life – the little I knew and what I had read, and he answered me each time with some amusement. My sister fidgeted with the corner of her napkin and gazed distractedly around the restaurant. When the meal was set down, she seemed grateful for the interruption and made too much fuss of simple fare.

      “Your father died. Madeleine has told me. What happened?”

      There was a small flicker of something – rage or sorrow, but I wasn’t ashamed. He hesitated and his aquiline nose flared at the nostrils as he took his breath. He spread his hands on the table.

      “A light-plane accident, Dana… the cause was never determined.”

      “And Sophia?” I continued. “It must have been a great shock.”

      Did the hands twitch?

      “Sì, a shock.” He looked at me gravely. “But, for Sophia, was not great sorrow.” He saw my reaction and continued: “My father was… tyranny.”

      There was an uncomfortable pause and Madeleine was watching me with bewilderment.

      I persevered. “I believe he was a Count?”

      “I told Dana about your father, Carlo,” Madeleine said, giving me a “look” out the corner of her eye.

      When he turned to my sister his face softened. “Sì, Dana,” he said, turning back and clasping Madeleine’s nearest hand on the table. The move was soft, and his thumb stroked her skin. “In Italia,” he said, “these traditions and titles should be… obsolete. My father’s wealth came not from title, but from his business – marble. All Italia is made of marble!” He laughed before becoming serious again. “My mother, she is true Countess.” He touched his free fist to his heart. “She did not know my father’s dealings. Sophia always assumes best… the most decency. Over time she understands her husband is not so decent.”

      “She didn’t leave?” I asked.

      Carlo touched his heart again. “My mother is proud… and has strong belief in God. Divorce is not possible.”

      “Are you religious, Carlo?”

      Madeleine’s eyes fluttered as I asked the question, whether from irritation or not, I couldn’t tell.

      “Sì… of course. I am Italian!” He said it glibly, but his free hand moved to his throat and removed a gold chain and locket from under his shirt. Inside the locket was a Byzantine image of the Madonna, beautiful in its simplicity. The opposite face was empty. “This place,” he said, running his finger inside, “is for Madeleina.”

      I sat back and observed their tender looks. There were moments when he was talking that I could see what my sister saw in him. But there was no photo of her in the locket, no ring on her finger. Was he his father’s or his mother’s son?

      I thought of Sophia, and because of her, I maintained some hope. I couldn’t deny that Madeleine was happy, and I needed to assume that Carlo truly loved her. When I resigned myself to it, I felt a sinking, draining sensation. I was jealous. In Carlo’s presence, I was witnessing the transformation of my sister, though perhaps love had always done that, and I just had never seen the gilding of Madeleine.

      Though she was always warm and humorous, tonight, as the dinner progressed, she became more relaxed as though lit with an internal heat that gave her limbs a languid grace. She was not one of the modelesque beauties who usually surrounded the famous driver, but in that moment, I thought I saw her through his eyes. Madeleine’s vibrancy and inner beauty shone. When Carlo raised a dark, black cherry to my sister’s lips I looked away.

      At another table, a couple paused to clink their glasses in celebration. From where I sat, light reflected from the woman’s eyes and refracted through the champagne bubbles of her glass. The man smiled at something she said and his voice in reply was warm and rich. On the wall above their heads, a painted cornucopia spilled grapes and melons on to a tablecloth of golden silk.

      As we sipped the last of our coffee, silence clung to the air between us.

      “Mads,” I said, “why don’t you stay with Carlo tonight? I’m tired now and I’ve got an early flight.”

      She looked startled. “No way, Dee, I want to see you off!”

      “I’d rather go on my own. The taxi’s been organised,” I lied.

      Madeleine looked hurt. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” I said, picking up my handbag and half-standing.

      The two of them rose with me.

      “Dana, we will walk you home,” Carlo said, already preparing to leave with me.

      “No,” I insisted, “it’s a short block and it’s still early. The streets are busy.”

      He was about to object but saw my own determination.

      “Stay on,” I said. “This is your engagement night!” I kissed Madeleine’s cheek. “I’ll call you from Bath when I get there, and I’ll see you in a week. Enjoy Paris.”

      She looked anxious as she cupped my face and kissed my cheek. “Be careful.”

      At the door, I looked back at them. Madeleine and Carlo were seated, but had turned towards me, their hearts facing each other.
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        * * *

      

      As I hung my jacket in the wardrobe, I turned and took in our hotel room. Though Madeleine’s belongings were still there, it felt as if she had already left. Her bed retained the imprint of where she had sat, preserved like a ghostly reminder of my solitude. Although I didn’t feel a great enthusiasm for the conference, I was glad now that I was going.

      I checked my phone. No messages. I had wanted to escape all that I knew, and it now seemed that I had done just that.
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        * * *

      

      The taxi I had ordered arrived promptly, and I had more time than I needed at Fiumicino Airport. While I waited for my flight, I drank too much coffee and browsed through endless magazine racks until, under the suspicious gaze of one proprietor, I felt the need at least to buy a newspaper. Again, political news dominated the front page, but, on page three, I was startled by a photograph of Madeleine and Carlo, arm in arm, leaving the restaurant from the night before. The caption read simply: “Amore… amore… amore…” Madeleine was becoming another page-three statistic.

      The phone vibrated in my bag that was sandwiched between my feet. It was Madeleine. While she wished me bon voyage, I considered her happy profile in the paper before me.

      “Have you seen today’s newspaper?” I asked. In the brief silence before she answered, I sensed her blushing.

      “Yes, Carlo showed me.”

      Typical, I thought, that he would scan the newspapers for evidence of his popularity. Was my sister just a new angle to keep up his profile?

      “He was angry,” she continued. “He wants us to be left alone.”

      “Perhaps, when you’re married, he’ll lose his appeal,” I offered.

      “For me, or the public?” Madeleine enquired, laughing.

      I took too long to answer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
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          AVEBURY

        

      

    

    
      As Rome diminished beneath the plane’s wings, I felt a small sense of relief. It was the age, the beauty and the passion of that city that had affected me, I decided. My emotions had heightened, I reasoned, manifesting in fanciful visions of the woman. A medical conference would restore my rationality and I would see things more objectively, I assured myself.

      I settled back into the seat, wondering what my sister was doing. Was she looking out at Sophia’s garden and the herbs that she knew better by their botanical names? Would she glance towards the sky to look for me, or had Carlo fixed his position before her?

      I closed my eyes and drifted into a soft daydream. Sophia’s face met mine. She was smiling, though her warm, flecked eyes seemed to be appealing to me to do something, to see something. Was it to do with her son? As I studied her face it began a slow transformation, younger, fair-headed – the woman in the Pantheon. Her full lips puckered around a word that I strained to hear… Who? Soo? Before me she deconstructed into shards like a broken mirror that reflected my own face.

      “Tea? Coffee?”

      I coalesced into the seat. My mouth that had taken on the shape of the woman’s exclamation had to reform around a reply.
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        * * *

      

      The plane landed with a shudder that resonated to my core. Through the window, grey clouds that seemed to follow me from one country to another clustered into brooding, theatrical forms. Predictably, the check-out was painstakingly slow, but I was amazed and relieved to see my bag first out on to the carousel. In Rome, I had felt lonely while Madeleine was with Carlo, but now I relished having time to myself. I elected to take the slower coach rather than the train from Heathrow to Bath.

      In the subterranean world beneath the station, I found the bay and a bus that was already taking passengers. There were few people on board as I settled into a seat by a window, leaving my handbag and jacket on the one next to me as a dissuasion. A procession of travellers began boarding and, reluctantly I removed them as an apologetic-looking man filled the space. I smiled and quickly turned my face to the window, the glass and the concrete wall outside forming a mirror that reflected my companion and me. He was angled away and he, too, seemed intent on a distraction through the opposite windows. I noted his clothing – mid-grey linen suit, white shirt. He was immaculately groomed. His profile, now forward-facing, was of a man in his early forties. He leaned his head back into the headrest and closed his eyes. I turned away from the window and glanced down at his hands that were resting, palm down, on his knees. Manicured fingers; no ring.

      Where would he be going? Why would I wonder?

      It was only when the coach launched itself into the gloomy daylight that he stirred. I resisted the urge to turn away.

      “Another sunny English day,” he said, in a Hugh Grant-style voice, to the rear of the seat in front of me as though he needed the light before he could speak.

      I made a sound of amusement but couldn’t think of anything to add. There was an awkward silence that I knew punctuated too many of my real or potential conversations. I had never been good at small talk. Madeleine, on the other hand, seemed to be able to find endless points of discussion, even with people she didn’t know. Where once this might have irritated me, now I saw that it was an expression of her genuine interest in others, while mine could be seen as a position of arrogance and self-centredness.

      “England – beautiful one day, perfect the next,” I offered, but the moment had gone, and I realised, with acute embarrassment, that he would not be familiar with advertisements for sunny Queensland. It was greeted with bewildered amusement.

      For several minutes, we continued in silence on our journey. Nothing improved outside. The sky, road and buildings all seemed to be variations of grey. Above the murmurs of the other passengers, music filtered through the speakers and formed a sombre soundtrack that seemed to heighten the strain between my fellow passenger and me as if something needed to be said. I wished I’d brought a book.

      “Are you travelling far?” he said, turning to face me.

      I angled towards him “To Bath.”

      He was a man with a handsome profile. Full faced, he was… interesting, that dreaded word that haunted people considered to be plain. But in his case, it was true. Certainly, his eyes were a feature. Thick, fair lashes only allowed glimpses of deep-blue eyes. Nordic came to mind. His face was deeply pock-marked and gave him a craggy appearance. I thought he was very attractive.

      “And you?” I said, a little more self-conscious now.

      “To Avebury.”

      “I don’t know that area.”

      “You’re Australian.” He was speaking to my eyes but there was a sense of my whole face being taken in.

      “Is it the accent?” I said, feigning naivety.

      “It’s charming.” His gaze had moved to my lips.

      I was riveted by those lashes – dark at the roots and long enough to be sun-kissed at the tip. When he looked up the move was languid, sensual. I couldn’t look away.

      “Are you from Avebury?”

      “No,” he said, looking away briefly, “I have business there. Other than its Georgian splendours, why are you visiting Bath?”

      “Perhaps it’s just for its Georgian splendours.”

      Again, his eyes tracked over my face as if making an assessment. “No, I don’t think so. I also have an idea that you would dare not to be a fan of Jane Austen.”

      “She was a brilliant writer.”

      “Don’t disappoint me.”

      I smiled at that. In truth, I wasn’t a great fan. “There’s a conference I’m interested in. Tell me about Avebury.”

      “If we’re going to be that intimate then I think we should exchange names. I’m Elliot,” he said, raising his hand towards me.

      “Dana.” I took it. His palm was warm, but I withdrew my own quickly.

      “Avebury is… quaint,” he said, derisively, returning his hand to his knee, “but every now and then,” he continued, “in such backwaters, a gem is uncovered. Avebury’s beauty lies in its fields.”

      “And the gem?” I said, intrigued now.

      Before he could answer the coach braked suddenly. Other passengers twittered when the coach driver yelled out the window as we lurched past the car in front.

      “Dana,” he said, once we were moving again, “tell me what’s interesting about your conference.”

      I hesitated. Was I interested?

      For the moment, I’d forgotten about it and wondered why I’d ever signed up. At that moment, I was content to chat to this stranger, and to soak up the meagre sun when the clouds parted. I realised that, since Bonnie’s death, I had hardly ever been alone. Madeleine, especially, had always been there. The thought that I wasn’t surrounded by family and well-meaning friends who watched me from the corner of their eyes was liberating. I turned to face my stranger fully.

      “It’s on the history of obstetrics.”

      Elliot’s face twitched. I raised my eyebrows.

      “I’m sorry, Dana. It sounds a bit… dry. What’s to know? Women have always given birth. Are you an historian?”

      I paused. “No, I’m an obstetrician.” From the pit of my stomach something stirred. I could feel its energy run the length of my spine, into my scalp.

      Elliot bowed his head slightly and I thought I detected a rise in the colour of his cheeks.

      “I’m sorry. What a gaff. You must think me to be a real nob. It’s just… you don’t look like a…”

      “Man?”

      “You certainly don’t look like a man,” he said, lowering those beautiful lashes as, again, he studied the line of my lips.

      I shuffled slightly in my seat.

      “The conference then,” he said, looking into my eyes.

      I thought of how briefly I’d scanned the program. “I’ll be there for the lectures on midwifery. There’s a move to acknowledge the role of women in delivery.”

      “A token effort?” he said, showing more interest this time, “But why Bath? I could understand it being in Glastonbury. Or Avebury, for that matter.”

      “Are you associating midwifery with the occult?”

      He paused and looked thoughtful. “I’m a dealer in antiquities, and I’m heading to Avebury hoping to purchase a votive offering that depicts a mother and child. It was found at the site of a Celtic dig.”

      I thought that they would have been common enough and said this to him.

      “Yes,” he said, “but this one is carved in marble. Most unusual here. All other votives found in this area have been carved from local limestone.”

      The bus lurched to a stop. The driver held his hand down on the horn. I waited for another verbal assault but saw only an overweight Labrador saunter to the kerb. The driver huffed through the gears.

      Elliot explained that there had been little trade in the area at the time attributed to the dig where the votive had been found.

      “The Romans?” I offered.

      His smile was mildly patronising. “It predates the Romans.”

      When I asked him how he knew, he looked puzzled.

      “We seem to be very good at insulting each other,” he said. “Rather advanced for us, don’t you think? That usually occurs much later.” He was giving me that look again. I could feel the colour rising in my cheeks.

      “Are you hot?” he said, with mock concern.

      I blazed.

      “It’s very… appealing.”

      My bag was between my feet, and I bent down to it, feeling for the pocket and drew out the letters and stone.

      “This may not be your area, but… can you tell me anything about this?” When I placed the stone in the palm of his hand, it looked so insignificant.

      “I’m not a geologist,” he said.

      Disappointed, I went to take it back.

      “Where did you get this?” He ignored my open palm.

      Though I didn’t understand why, I told him my story, about Bonnie, about the stone and the letters and perhaps because he was a stranger, it had a cathartic effect. As I spoke, he glanced from me to his palm that still cupped the stone, and back again as if constructing a skeleton on which to hang his image of me. Where Alexander had listened with serious interest, I found Elliot’s face hard to read. To the ears of this Englishman, my story must have seemed fanciful. Though his expression gave nothing away, he studied the stone with a professional eye.

      “There’s an unusual pink streak…” he said, thoughtfully. “I should have liked to have seen a larger sample.”

      I told him about Alexander, and how he thought it might have come from the Apennines, but he didn’t seem to be listening. He turned the stone over in his palm. Finally, he closed his fingers over it and gave it back to me, looking at the notes still sitting in my lap.

      “An interesting story, Dana. Do you know who wrote the notes?” He put his hand out as though expecting to see them.

      “That’s a bigger mystery,” I said, as I gave them to him.

      “Sounds like an admirer.”

      I told him how I’d thought about every person I knew, but always drew a blank.

      “The strangest thing is that whoever it is seems to know where I am… and the later letters were posted locally. Then there’s the obscurity of the words, and their connection to the stone, if any.”

      He had been reading the letters as I spoke, and they were still in his lap. “Perhaps you would be better visiting Glastonbury.” I knew that Glastonbury was a magnet for hippies and New-Age culture. Annoyed, I took the notes from his knees.

      There was a silence between us now. The overcast sky and I glared at each other through the window. The coach eased into a curb and an elderly couple seated at the front took their time to get off. They seemed to know the driver as there was a back and forth of conversation. Mentally I pushed them off the bus. I was annoyed with myself now that I’d made the effort at small talk. It never stayed small. When the coach took off again, Elliot was quiet, and I wondered if he thought the same.

      “Again, I’m sorry, Dana,” he said, close to my hair. I didn’t turn to him. I was angry with his insinuation, but, at the same time I felt a rush of adrenalin and something dilating in my lower abdomen. I lay my head back into the headrest and took a deep breath.

      “No problem,” I said, closing my eyes to avoid looking at him.

      “Could I see the stone again?”

      When I looked at him, he was blushing. I took it out and gave it, reluctantly, to him.

      “See this,” he said, pointing to the pink vein in the marble, “I’ve seen this sort of marking before. It was a votive offering from Wessex. The piece I mention was very old, very rare… and sold for a great deal.”

      “And you were the dealer.”

      There was a twitch of pleasure around his mouth. “I was.”

      “Do you think it could be the same rock?”

      “It would be damn exciting if it was, but it’s too small, I’m afraid.”

      “So,” I said, more to myself than to him, “I have one stone, three notes – one from Kos with Greek words attributed to Hippocrates, one from Rome in Latin, and the third?” I offered it to him.

      “Yes,” he said, taking it. “This is early Celtic; I can tell you that for certain – around 800 BCE is my guess. You’d think this would be the easiest of the three notes for me, but the language had so many dialects and, there isn’t that much around. I do have someone in Glastonbury, though…”

      He flinched under my glare but continued: “And I’ll be seeing him this trip, as it happens.”

      “Because of the Avebury piece?”

      He nodded. “Also marble, as I said. I’m hoping as old as the Wessex piece. There’s an inscription on it, I believe, but apparently, it’s so old and worn, it’s barely decipherable. That’s why I need him. He knows enough about the language to put together the most rudimentary clues.” He paused and considered me, “Why don’t you come with me… and bring your note?”

      Before the refusal left my lips I hesitated. I was tempted by the possibility of solving at least part of the riddle. Elliot didn’t wait long for an answer. “We could stay in Avebury tonight, and set out for Glastonbury in the morning.”

      “I’m on my way to Bath… for a conference,” I said, rather feebly.

      “Separate rooms, of course.”
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      Though his gallant assurance was meant as an incentive, I reminded myself that I knew very little about this man. How could I simply get off the bus with him – separate rooms or not? I tried to imagine explaining myself to Madeleine, but all I could think of were the lovesick looks she and Carlo would be giving each other.

      “OK,” I said suddenly and surprising myself. “Separate rooms, and to Glastonbury tomorrow.”

      His mouth curled into a smile that I hoped was not a leer. “Great,” he said, patting my knee and I wondered if I was making a mistake.

      “Avebury’s the next stop,” he said, removing his hand and standing up to collect his bag from the overhead locker.

      “By the way,” I said, “why the bus, rather than driving?”

      He looked down between his arms. “A little matter of drinking and driving.”

      “I see.” My heart was pounding as I picked up my handbag. I looked out the window hoping for some confirmation in the clouds of what I was about to do. Had it been only an hour earlier that I had innocently studied their formation?

      The coach pulled into the curb of what some might call a quaint street. We were the only people to get off and the coach driver gave me a knowing and disapproving look when he handed me my suitcase. He knew full well that I was headed for Bath. When the bus pulled away, taking with it my change of mind, we were left to face each other.

      Standing, my stranger was taller and leaner than I had thought. Face on, without the red vinyl backdrop of the bus seats, he was less robust and less self-assured. A drizzling mist descended on us and seemed to wash away our pretentions. He, too, was looking at me as though he had just seen me. I could feel my hair beginning to flatten around my face in a manner that my mother would call “unbecoming”.

      Elliot reached and cupped my chin.

      “OK?”

      In my peripheral vision, there was nothing but grey, and I thought of another time when I stood with a man in the rain, and we felt like the only people alive.

      “This way,” he said, picking up my suitcase and pausing to consider the non-existent traffic before crossing the street.

      I walked a few steps behind him, I wondered why the bus had dropped us so far out of town, until I noticed that we were in its heart. Avebury looked as though it had lost itself – a scattering of shops and houses with no plan. The buildings were drained of colour and looked surprisingly dusty on such a dank day. Several cars were parked in the main street but otherwise, the only life to be seen was a few sheep grazing near the road behind a barbed-wire fence. Elliot must have read my thoughts; he turned to me and grimaced.

      “It doesn’t get much better, I’m afraid.”

      I shrugged as if it didn’t matter, as if I were free-spirited and adaptable. But that was Madeleine. I placed my hand over the pocket in my bag, reminding myself of why I was there.

      We walked on. Not far into the street Elliot paused outside a double-storey red-brick building without character or signage.

      “This is it,” he said, and gave me a wink before opening the heavy oak door.

      I disliked winks; they always seemed so full of suggestion of something I didn’t quite understand. I thought of how my mother would sometimes wink at me over my father’s shoulder when he embraced her, as if she and I were in some way conspirators against him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Inside, the foyer and reception were a surprise. Despite the dowdy exterior, the interior was modern and light. Instead of the worn, floral Westminster I was expecting, floorboards shone with their lacquer and gave a honeyed glow to the bare white walls. No large vase of dried flowers on the reception desk. Instead, the polished Oregon wood of its counter held only a small temple bell that sat at its centre.

      Elliot placed the bags on the floor. When he lifted the bell, its chime bounced around the walls and floor. From behind the alcove that surrounded the desk, a tiny grey-haired woman stepped forward. When she saw Elliot, her face beamed with pleasure.

      “Welcome back!” she said, with genuine delight.

      He reached across the counter and took her hand.

      “Hello, Mabel. My word, you’re looking frisky.”

      Mabel laughed; the tinkling sound I had expected from the bell.

      “Cheeky as ever,” she said. “What’s brought you here this time?”

      I wondered how often Elliot had visited Avebury. What treasures did this inconsequential region hide?

      “Now, Mabel,” he chided her, “you know I can’t tell you.”

      “We’ll see, when you’ve had a glass or two, how your tongue will wag.”

      Mabel’s eyes shifted to mine.

      “Hello, dear.”

      Elliot turned suddenly as if he’d forgotten that I was behind him.

      “I am sorry. Mabel, this is Dana, a business colleague from Australia. I’m afraid I’ll need an extra room this time.”

      “Hello… welcome to our beautiful neck of the woods.”

      I had only remembered denuded fields and miserable sheep grazing. I stepped forward.

      “Hello, Mabel… Yes, it’s lovely.”

      She turned her gaze back to Elliot. “Well, this must be an important trip,” she said, turning to a computer screen that had been obscured by the desk. “Two singles, is it?”

      I noticed that her hand shook with the Parkinson’s rattle as she plucked at the keyboard.

      “You’re in luck,” she said, hitting enter to confirm our place. This B&B was apparently in demand.

      “Rooms 9 and 10. You’ll know the way, Elliot.”

      I followed him to a narrow flight of stairs that angled away from the foyer. Its wood was older than the floor below, but richly polished and a deep burgundy and black runner buffered the sounds of our inelegant lumbering. On a small landing, Elliot paused to wait for me.

      “Gorgeous, isn’t she? But don’t let that guise fool you. Mabel is truly a Miss Marple – on to everything. I’m sure she’ll grill me about you at some point.”

      “She’s probably used to you.” I avoided looking at him.

      “I see.” It was said with good humour. “You think I come all the way to Avebury for trysts? Believe me, I can find better places.”

      We continued up the stairs.

      That’s not my business, I said to myself.
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        * * *

      

      The runner divided left and right along a corridor where the minimalist theme continued. Outside the gloss-white door of room nine, Elliot waited with my bag. Despite my protests, he insisted on taking it inside “to check” that everything was in order. When I opened the door, I was greeted with a blast of colour and patterns. The effect was shocking, and I gasped.

      “Oh dear, “Elliot laughed, “I forgot to warn you.”

      We stepped into the 1950s. It seemed that everything I’d expected to find in the foyer was crowded into this room.

      “Are they all like this?” I blinked away a potential migraine from the clash of patterns – red, green and white floral carpet and wallpaper covered in diamond shapes whose monotony was broken only by the different pastel shades of bouquets at their centre. A single bed draped in a pink candlewick bedspread took up most of the room. A doll dressed in a white Terylene tutu sat at its centre.

      Elliot placed my bag on the floor. He led me back to the corridor and, outside 10, paused before unlocking it to give me a “ready?” look. I stood in the doorway, stunned. Though the white walls had been continued here, they were framed with a heavy border of royal blue and gold. By the window and facing the door was a large brass and blue statue of Tutankhamen. From the doorway I could see the bathroom where brass taps overhung a marble basin. A large, gilded mirror reflected my astonishment and Elliot’s amusement. For an instant I took us in. We didn’t “match” and the effect was sobering.

      “Are they all themed?” I asked, turning to leave.

      “I haven’t been here that often to know, but I suspect so. For some reason, Mabel thinks this room suits me.”

      I glanced again at his reflection and shifted my eyes to King Tut. Yes, I thought, I can see that.

      “I think she means regarding my work with antiquities.”

      Caught out I could feel myself reddening. I turned a sharp angle and nearly knocked over an oversized ceramic black cat that sat regally on its haunches by the door. Its jade-green eyes held a lazy disdain, but I was drawn to the slit of its pupils. A rush of blood momentarily distorted my perception and it seemed that the pupils dilated slightly, drawing me into their blackness.

      “Steady.” Elliot clasped me around my shoulders. “Though the effect is giddying, I have to admit I quite like it.”

      In the corridor, I made my excuse to leave. I was weary and my head was clouded as if I was about to get a migraine. He apologised that he had to keep his appointment, but that he would contact his friend in Glastonbury, and recommended the tearoom three doors along the street for lunch.

      “There’s only the local hotel for a meal tonight, I’m afraid. See you at seven? Will you be all right for the afternoon?”

      I didn’t hesitate to answer affirmatively and was already considering the cost of a taxi to Bath in his absence.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In my room I lay on the sagging bed cloaked in rose-pink candlewick. The effect was comforting, like being cradled in my mother’s mohair coat, though I couldn’t actually remember her doing that. It must have been my aunt, who always seemed to be hungry for us. The two women were so different, and I wondered who they resembled. My grandparents, who had emigrated from Sussex, had died long before I was born, and the few anecdotes told created an ill-fitting composite of them. The only photograph of my grandmother was of a severe-looking girl dressed in white lace. I remember that her eyes were dark and sad as though she was not comfortable in front of the camera. A nervous woman, my mother would say of her, frightened by storms, electricity, and her six children. She was superstitious, suffered migraines and sought relief in Chinese herbalists; her proud British gentility hiding an abiding interest in the occult.

      From my cosy wrap, I took in the details of the room. The bed faced the window that sparkled with Mabel’s pride, though small smudges along its rim gave away her failing eyesight. Heavy drapes in rose-red and ivory stripes had no dust in their folds, unlike those I’d seen in more expensive hotels. The diamond wallpaper was smooth, and each panel matched the next in perfect precision so that it was difficult to find the joins. Along the skirting board, wear and tear had been patched and repainted in gloss paint that highlighted the occasional white rose in the carpet.

      On the wall to the right of the bed was a winter painting of the Pantheon in the Stourhead Gardens. I had seen its sunny representations many times, but the one I remembered the most was a tapestry that hung on the dining room wall of my aunt’s home. As a child, that room had made me melancholy because I knew that my grandparents had each been laid out there in death. The tapestry became to me a mausoleum in an idealised English after-life. I looked away, but my eyes were drawn back to it again. I pulled the bedspread around me, tucking in my arms and drawing it up around my chin until it enveloped me like a shroud.

      Under a single ray of painted sunlight, the Pantheon’s dome shone like the crown of a skull and reflected the light on the steps that led to its pillared entrance. The gardens and lake surrounding it were covered in snow and mounded beneath the bare-limbed trees. On the steps was a small black mark that spoiled the painting’s pristine beauty. From the bed, it looked like a speck of dirt, but, as I focussed on it, it moved. A fly, I thought, but it seemed to be slowly ascending, pausing before each step. I threw off the quilt and stumbled over my shoe as I went to look more closely; the “fly” had gone. The door to the Pantheon was ajar and inside, revealed through a thin stroke of the painter’s brush, was dark and threatening. I returned to the bed and rolled away from the painting towards the clock. Half past one. Though it was getting late for lunch, I could already feel the shutdown stages of sleep approaching.

      In my dream, I ascended the steps of the Stourhead Pantheon, but my legs were weak and frail. When I looked at the skin on the backs of my hands it was withered and grey and was shedding along my arms. To my right, I could sense the presence of a companion and turned to see the black cat with jade eyes stepping, and pausing, stepping, and pausing, always one pace behind me. It didn’t seem to fear me but willed me to go ahead. I, too, paused and turned to the scene around me. Snow lay like icing on a hurriedly turned cake. Farms were abandoned to the cold and desolation. Though my own blood ran coldly in my veins, my heart was burning with sorrow and grief. I had lost someone. I turned again to the steps and mounted them painfully, the cat now rubbing itself against my leg to urge me on. At the door, the interior was black and cavernous. I did not want to enter but lowered myself with effort on to the cold marble balcony. My companion sat on its haunches and closed its eyes. Together, we waited.
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      A guttural sound in my throat woke me and I couldn’t for a moment determine where I was. The clock read three o’clock. In a half-sleep, my dream replayed itself in staccato. I turned to look at the painting and could not shake the sense of loss. Sluggishly, I rose and washed in the small bathroom that consisted of a green porcelain handbasin, a small, green claw-footed bath and toilet with dark wooden seat. In the oval, gilt-edged mirror above the basin, my face was puffy and pallid. Already I had lost the tanned and bright-eyed health of Kos and Rome. Without lunch, I felt lightheaded and decided that I should eat.

      There was no sound from room 10 as I passed, and I wondered if I should take the chance to leave. But I was not a prisoner and Elliot could not be made the villain. No Mabel at the desk as I left. Once in the street, I found the tearoom Elliot had suggested. Lace curtains surrounded French-paned windows and door, and a bell announced my entrance. A woman in late middle age, a blur of hyacinth from hair to slippers, appeared from behind the counter. She could have been Mabel’s younger sister.

      “Hello, dear, what can I do for you? I’m afraid there’s not much left.”

      I went over to the glass cabinet that housed two vanilla slices, a happy-face biscuit, and three dry-looking scones.

      “Just tea, please… and a scone.”

      “Is that an Australian accent I hear, dear?”

      I smiled.

      “I’ve met a few of you in these parts,” she said, sliding the glass pane and extracting a sorry scone with tongs.

      My head began to spin, and I sat down at the closest table.

      “It’s the stones, dear.”

      I jerked my head from my hand. “The stones?” My heart was beating loudly.

      “Yes, the Avebury Stones. You must know about them. Can’t think of any other reason for you to be here,” she said, with a laugh as she disappeared behind a plastic strip curtain.

      Moments later, she reappeared with a tray, and took great care in putting teapot, cup and saucer on the table.

      “You look sad, dear,” she said, placing a china plate in front of me. The scone, surrounded by jam and cream, looked happier than it had in the cabinet. “Can I help?”

      Her gentle voice and manner, and the way her hand-knitted cardigan pulled tightly across her breasts reminded me of my aunt. Part of me longed to nestle my head into that sea of mauve, to feel the beat and warmth of another woman’s heart. She placed a wrinkled hand on my forearm.

      “It’s never as bad as it seems, dear… This, too, shall pass.”

      Her words reminded me of Sophia, of her gentle wisdom, and I wondered what grief this woman had faced. I looked at the wedding ring on the hand that still rested on my arm. Its gold was dulled with the tiny scratches of age and seemed to be disappearing into the folds of her finger. Her husband is dead, I thought.

      The bell on the door rang behind me and she left to attend to a new customer, patting my shoulder as she went. I poured real tea into the Royal Doulton cup, but there was no strainer. “Hyacinth” was deep in conversation outside in the street, so I let the tea settle and prodded the scone with the knife. When I opened it, its heart was moist and gave off a warm, doughy smell that made me think of Sophia’s kitchen and the scones that the Nucleus had baked in my honour. My phone vibrated in my bag.

      “Hi Mads.”

      “How’s Bath? Dee?”

      With some shame, I realised that I might be a good liar as I launched into anecdotes about my arrival in Bath, and the interior of my hotel room, based on Number Nine.

      “What about you?” I was eager to deflect the focus. “How’s Paris?”

      “Everything’s great… but I miss you.”

      “You don’t need to say that. Just be in love and I’ll see you in a few days.”

      “Actually, Carlo and I thought we might come to you…”

      “To Bath?” I could feel the pulse in my throat.

      “Well, if that’s OK with you. Neither of us has been there.”

      “But I wouldn’t have time to spend with you… and…”

      “You don’t need to. We’ll just tour around the area while you’re at lectures and meet for dinner.”

      I tried to reassure myself that I had every right to change my plans if I wanted to, but that only sent me into a deeper state of panic.

      “OK… that would be great. When are you coming?”

      “Tomorrow evening, about six.”

      “Tomorrow!”

      There was a pause at the other end before my sister’s voice returned, both plaintive and reprimanding. “You don’t want us to come.”

      “I do, I do…” I was tripping over my own guilt. “It will be great to see you there… here.”

      “I’ll call you when we’re on our way from the airport. See you then.”

      “Lovely… can’t wait. See you, Mads.”

      God! I internally roared to my scone and clicked off the phone. I strained the last of the tea between my teeth and could have bitten the side of the cup. Hyacinth had returned and moved her mauve haze into my vision.

      “Can I sit for moment, dear?”

      My teeth edged off the cup’s rim and I placed it delicately on its saucer. “Of course.”

      Hyacinth looked at the inoffensive cup. “Oh dear.” She picked it up and placed it face down on the saucer and turned it as Sophia and my aunt had done.

      From the tarnished silver chain around her neck, she lifted spectacles to her eyes, then studied the placement of leaves in the curved inside of the cup. Her lips pursed slightly, and a furrow formed on her brow.

      “What is it?” I said, to her powder-blue lids.

      “Death,” she said, and looked up. Her eyes were not sad, but tranquil. “It comes to us all… in one form or other.” She turned the cup a semicircle, “There’s a man who waits at the door.”

      “What door?”

      Hyacinth replaced the cup and lifted her spectacles from her nose. “I don’t know, dear,” she said, fingering the chain at her neck. Her expression was still calm, though distant as if she had forgotten what she had just told me. She smiled, patted my arm again and rose to go about her business. At the plastic curtain, she turned to me.

      “Be careful, dear.”

      Superstitious rubbish, I thought as she disappeared. I slid the phone into my bag and left enough money to cover the tea and consultation. At the door, I paused, hoping that Hyacinth would return with the smiley-face biscuit for consolation, but there was no sign of her.
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      In the street, I wondered how to kill the few hours before meeting Elliot. With fewer than a dozen shops, it would test my inventiveness. Directly across was a sign with an arrow pointing right to the Avebury Stones. I crossed and followed the direction, passing a butcher’s window resplendent in its fake grass, a small bakery where the odour of warm yeast seeped through the pores of its brick façade, and the inn where Elliot and I would dine later. Unlike the country hotels at home there was no deep verandah with loose or missing wrought iron filigree. The double-storey fascia was bare except for a string of fairy globes and had been recently painted white; tiny drops of dry paint peppered the footpath in front. A swinging sign identified it rather unambitiously as the Avebury Inn.

      As I walked on, I had a different perspective of Hyacinth’s tearoom – paint peeled from the external walls and the window frames were in need of repair. Behind the glass, I could just make out the mauve haze as the Holland blind was pulled down. I imagined her retiring to a solitary life behind the plastic strips, to a slice of Madeira cake and tea. Did she look for life’s meaning in the bottom of her cup? Further down the street, the road tapered in. The shops here were smaller and two were separated by a cottage turned into a B&B more welcoming than the exterior of our own. I was glad we weren’t staying in it – too intimate, and I would never pass as a “business colleague”.

      At the end of the shopping strip where the town ran out of confidence stood a stone monolith. I came upon it so suddenly that I was momentarily fixed to the spot. Angled in a vertical plane it would have once pointed to the heavens but was now worn by a thousand years of wind and rain. Under the overcast sky, it was a sombre figure and, as I approached, I was aware that I was walking on the balls of my feet. There was a plaque formally identifying this as one of the Avebury Stones, but the rock’s imposing presence demanded something less trite. Unlike Stonehenge, I was able to touch it and my fingers caressed it as they had at the Asklepion and at the altar to Minerva.

      The road snaked on across flat, green fields that spread broadly towards the hills in the distance. A hundred metres or so further on, a second stone could be seen to the left of the road and, with eyes straining, I could just make out a third. These stones, like Stonehenge, formed a circle. I followed along the informal track created by the feet of pilgrims and wondered about those feet across the years – barefooted, sandalled and clothed in brand-named runners. I wondered, too, why pilgrims came – for curiosity? for salvation? Or simply because the stones called them as they did to me now.

      I hadn’t anticipated the sun dipping so soon behind the distant hills. Halfway between the second and third stones, I found myself in a twilight world of gunmetal grey. Even the roadside herbs that had cheered me along the way looked melancholy now. The third stone waited. I hurried along the path and when I reached it, stood in its long, blurring shadow. It was taller than the others, more regular, more regal. I sat on the small outcrop at its base with my back against its cold stone.

      After the rattle of Rome, the dense silence that hung over the fields was difficult to adjust to. As I sat, I was aware of my mind shouting its random thoughts. That was why I preferred cities, I decided; they helped to block out the internal noise. With the hills and fields behind me, I looked into the epicentre of the circle. From this position, I faced the town and could see there were more houses at its rear. Here and there, lights were being turned on; life was happening in those homes.

      I thought of Hyacinth and Mabel and guessed that even if they did live alone, they had their place and their memories. I thought of my parents still in our family home; of my mother dusting around the memorabilia of a life lived in the glow of my father’s love; of Madeleine creating her own beauty, as she always had and, with a gripping of my heart, I thought of Julian perhaps now making a life with someone else. And here I was sitting at the feet of a cold stone in a foreign field watching their lives. But, I reminded myself, there is a man in those lights who will be waiting for me tonight and we will talk about the day and, whatever follows, does.

      The stone at my back suddenly became warm and I turned quickly. In the light that was left, the darker grains of the rock were apparent. When I looked more closely, I could just make out three letters at eye level: “S”, then “U”, but the third was becoming lost in the shadows.

      “Sooool.” I thought I heard it on the wind that now wrapped around my ears, though there was no movement in the grass at my feet. I remembered the lips of the woman in my dream forming the word and looked again at the grains; “L” now stood out clearly.

      SUL, SUL, I repeated the word over and over, but it made no sense to me. At that moment, I doubled over as my lower abdomen was gripped with a deep and spreading cramp. My period had finished a week earlier but I checked my underpants for spotting. When I tried to get up the pain hit me in a wave, and I sat down again. My hand searched for my phone but as it started up, the pain subsided. One missed call.

      “Dee.” My sister’s voice was a mixture of irritation and concern. “Where are you!”

      I stood up, stiff from the cold and began walking back the way I’d come, free from pain in my abdomen but winded. Though I didn’t want to return her call, I knew the longer I delayed, the worse it would be.

      “Thank God!” she said immediately, “Where the hell are you?”

      “In Avebury.”

      “Where? You didn’t say that earlier… what’s going on?”

      I was surprised that she was so incensed and wondered if Carlo was beside her, pacing around in circles and goading her on. My mind became scrambled with half-truths. I told her about Elliot, though he became older and doddery in my description, the contact in Glastonbury and the possibility of solving the riddle of the third note. I didn’t tell her that I was now walking in near dark, alone in empty fields. I tried to quicken my pace.

      “When do you plan to be in Bath, then?” she said in a clipped tone too similar to our mother’s.

      “Tomorrow evening… to meet you.”

      “What about the conference?”

      “I’ll get there.”

      She must have heard the intended finality in my tone. “OK,” she said more gently, “see you there.” She clicked off.

      I hurried towards the lights of the town. Under the first streetlamp, I checked the time. I had been in the fields for four hours and had only 30 minutes before meeting Elliot. As I passed the desk, Mabel was sitting at the computer. Highlighted under modern down lights her hair was a white halo. Without looking up she spoke softly: “Have a nice day, dear?”

      I stopped, breathless from the walk.

      “Mabel, is the woman in the tearoom your sister?”

      Her mouth pursed, as Hyacinth’s had, but in disapproval rather than concentration. She gave a small sniff and jerk of her head. “Yes,” she said, still not looking at me and clicked the mouse of her computer with finality.

      As I went up the stairs, I could hear her long, irritated sigh.

      A golden light seeped from the base of Elliot’s door, and I hurried past.
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      Once showered and dressed, I considered myself in the long mirror on the back of the door and was glad that I didn’t have many clothing choices; nothing was going to look good enough, I thought as I picked and pulled at the hem of the black jersey dress.

      I sat on the bed to pull on black tights when I felt the cramping begin in a deep point of my abdomen, then spread in a surge that felt as if something was being stretched. It was quicker than before and less intense. In the bathroom I checked my underpants again; no sign of a period but the tights felt uncomfortable around my waist, and I pulled them off. Back in the bedroom, I lay on the bed and prodded my abdomen looking for swellings and reminding myself that I’d had a full medical examination only a month earlier, but there were some worrying symptoms.

      When the pain subsided, I put on black heels and quickly filled my clutch bag with credit card, cash, lip gloss and comb, and grabbed my new blue jacket as I left. Elliot was preparing to knock when I opened the door and was wide-eyed with surprise.

      “Hellooo,” he said, with an appreciative grin and took me in with that slow sweep of the eyes. “Splendid.”

      He was fresh-faced and pink from the shower and smelled of soap and a subtle cologne. The perfectly pressed business shirt had been replaced with a royal-blue polo that set off his Nordic eyes to a stunning effect, even in the dull light of the corridor. He knew it.

      “Ready?” he said, reaching out to take my hand. I clasped it uncertainly and pulled the door behind me, realising, as I did, that I had left the key inside.
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        * * *

      

      Mabel was not at the desk. In the cool air outside, Elliot took my jacket and draped it around my shoulders. Facing me, he pulled it gently over my breasts. I looked away.

      “I don’t bite,” he said with a laugh. “Well, not too hard.”

      “How was your day?” I said, accepting the crook of his elbow. As we walked across the street, I imagined Mabel at the window. Business colleague indeed.

      On the other side of the street, Elliot pivoted on his heel to answer my question. “Ahhh… I have some persuading to do.”

      He’d be good at that, I thought. “Did you see it? The votive?”

      “Oh yes… a real treasure… beautiful.” His tone was soft, and I was impressed with what seemed to be genuine appreciation of the artifacts he dealt in.

      “I would love to see it.”

      “You will… tomorrow.”

      We passed the butcher’s, with its red blind rolled down signalling the end of the day; the bakery was cold and odourless. Where the inn had looked drab during the day, it now glittered with the fairy lights that framed the building. The one window that looked on to the street glowed from the muted lighting inside. Outside, two men were leaning on a bench drinking ale from large jugs and laughing. Although I’d never been a part of the pub culture in Australia, I now wanted to find, inside this hotel, a motley collection of locals taking up their respective positions around the bar, and an amiable publican who might, as he came to the punch line of his joke, slap the counter in welcome when he saw us come in. But there was no one at the bar and a stern-faced waitress looked up as we entered a very red dining room. Without speaking, she picked up menus from the station and led us towards a table by the wall. As she walked ahead, I took in her crisp, if not starchy, white shirt and a black skirt that sat too snugly over her buttocks and caused her to walk rigidly. A colloquial Australian saying came to mind.

      There had been some attempt, in the past, to give this room a look of opulence, but the red flocked wallpaper was beginning to peel along its joins, and several globes had blown in the larger-than-necessary chandelier that hung precariously above a table for four. Each setting included a small candle nestled in a ruby glass holder. The rosy glow helped to flatter skin tones and I wondered if it helped to disguise stubborn stains on the stiff white tablecloths.

      Elliot’s order for pinot noir was taken before I could speak. Irritated, I picked up a menu.

      “Will you be ordering my meal as well?”

      He looked bewildered and embarrassed. I remembered that I had made Julian look that way more than once, and he had been far less deserving.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, and meant it.

      In the candlelight, Elliot’s eyes looked innocent and soft. “No need. Is there anything you would prefer to drink?”

      “No, a red would be nice,” I said. It was my due to be embarrassed.

      When it was brought to the table, I noted the Yarra Valley label. Elliot sampled and poured my wine with a glance that shifted from the glass to my face, as if he was administering the elixir of life. The soft clink of our glasses in meeting was like a kiss and I sipped with pleasure, remembering the previous night when I had sat in a different restaurant with my sister and her lover. The couple beneath the cornucopia came to mind, the sparkle of the champagne and her eyes. In my own glass, light seemed to have disappeared.

      “What did you do with your day?” he said.

      The simple domesticity of the question caught my breath, though I couldn’t tell if his interest was genuine. I told him about Hyacinth, and about the Avebury Stones, but I didn’t speak of how I thought the grains of rock spelt out “SUL”, or how I had imagined that the wind whispered it to my ears.

      “My sister will be meeting me in Bath tomorrow evening.”

      Elliot’s face had been impassive, but it was now bewildered.

      “I thought you might… that we might… stay on in Glastonbury and…”

      “I’m on my way to a conference, Elliot. When we’ve met with your contact tomorrow, I’ll have to go. What time are we to meet him?”

      “Eleven o’clock,” he said to the flocked wallpaper, then sipped his wine. When he replaced the glass, he spoke to his fingers in a monotone. “I pick the piece up at nine.”

      “You can take it?” I said, feeling a hot thrill run through my body. “I thought you would just copy the inscription…”

      “Yes, it’s not unusual. I need to authenticate it before I buy.”

      He had met my eye and suddenly I was aware that he was as lonely as I was. I resisted the impulse to reach out and touch his hand, aware of the beguilement of candlelight, wine and attentive company. “Tell me about it.”

      When he spoke about seeing the votive offering for the first time, he became animated, and blood ran in its enthusiasm to his face. “I’m certain it’s authentic. It’s just a matter of having proof – for resale purposes.”

      “Do you find it difficult to part with some of the treasures you’ve come across?”

      “At first, but you don’t make money that way. I’ve held on to some favourites, though.”

      “What sort of things?”

      He considered before answering. “An odd collection, actually, that has more aesthetic appeal than monetary value. There’s an Egyptian scarab that was found at the site of a recent dig,”

      I thought of my own, lying in the jewellery box at home.

      “Because they’re quite common, it’s not worth a great deal, but at the time I came across it, I was going through a difficult period and… it just seemed to cheer me.”

      I noticed that he became subdued, but we were interrupted by the waitress.

      While he ordered his meal, I considered what he had said. “A difficult period… and recently.”

      The waitress tottered away.

      “Are you all right now?” I asked.

      He paused, “Oh… yes, I think so. A breakup – it happens.”

      “How long were you together?”

      “Six years.”

      I noticed that he was lightly tapping the tablecloth with the middle finger of the hand that rested on the table. Without prompting, I told him then about Julian, his transfer to London, and our separation.

      “You couldn’t maintain a distant relationship?”

      His question stabbed at my heart and my conscience. Julian’s words echoed. The irony was that I had thought that it would be impossible to sustain it, yet here I was only an hour’s drive from him.

      “You’re not over him,” Elliot said quietly.

      I could feel hot tears ready to flow but dug my thumbnail into the palm of my hand. I couldn’t speak. He raised his glass and offered a toast. “It seems we have more in common than we thought.”

      Over venison and field mushrooms, I learned that Elliot was from a middle-class background and that he had been awarded a scholarship to study history at Cambridge. I asked him why he’d become interested in antiquities. He coloured.

      “My grandmother’s brooch. I know, it hardly belongs in the antiquity category, but when I was seven, she gave it to me and asked me to take care of it. I was a serious young boy, and I did just that. It was silver and sparkled with marcasite. I thought it must have been worth a fortune, but it was, of course, just costume jewellery. She lived alone in a rented second storey of a house in Knightsbridge. Mostly it was one large living room, but it was enchanting. The wooden floors always seemed to have been freshly polished and the soft smell of floor wax has remained a favourite scent for me. There was a large rug that took up most of the floor space. It was royal blue and gold and, though I can’t quite remember the design, I don’t think I’ve ever seen one quite the same, or as beautiful,” he mused. “My grandmother was a minimalist.” He looked away for a moment, lost in his memory and I noted that his ears were perfectly shaped. “Though I doubt she would have called herself that. There were few ornaments and, years after she died, I discovered that those I thought were made of gold were just brass.” He took a sip and his lips rested on the edge of the glass. He moved them away slowly, seductively, “A bit like the brooch, not quite the real thing. But what I loved about it all, what I loved about my grandmother, was her capacity to create beauty out of the ordinary.”

      “Yes,” I said, thinking of Madeleine’s and Sophia’s gardens, and my tiny scone with its scoured leaves made in Sophia’s kitchen. “And yet your work deals with the truly authentic. I’m sure you’d be unhappy if you had been duped by the beauty of a fake!”

      “Very true, but I think my grandmother’s legacy was to give me an eye, an appreciation for beauty.” He paused and the air between us seemed to be heated by more than the candle.

      I buttered a piece of bread I had no hunger for.

      He continued, “My grandmother came from another era, and the brooch was my connection to it. I feel that way about all the pieces I come across. When I hold or see one for the first time, it’s like I’ve been catapulted back into another time.” He looked down at the flame between us, breaking the connection of our eyes. His brow slightly furrowed, and I was able to imagine the serious young boy wrapping the brooch in a silken handkerchief and storing it, tenderly, at the back of a drawer.

      “What about you?” he said gently as he looked up. “Why obstetrics?”

      I opened my mouth to give the standard response to the question I’d been asked many times, but I couldn’t remember what I would have said.

      “You wanted to change the world?” he prompted.

      “Something like that. Certainly, I wanted to make a difference… to be there at the moment of birth… to ensure that all babies, and their mothers in my care, survived, and experienced a positive and life-affirming moment.”

      In my mind Bonnie’s lids flew open and her eyes rolled upwards as her body began to arch on the bed. I felt her gasp for air caught in my own chest. My hand shook as I brushed a hair from my eye. Without speaking he reached across the table and rested his palm on my other hand. I felt cold and began to tremble. The candle on the table quivered in my exhalation. Elliot lightly squeezed my hand in support.

      “It still happens in the West. Mothers and babies die. Had it never happened to you before?”

      “Yes, there had been two others. One was a baby with serious defects, and, in the end, it was a blessing, and the other was a woman with a history of chronic heart disease who had been warned against becoming pregnant but did. There was nothing wrong with Bonnie beforehand. It was unexpected.”

      “What did the autopsy find?”

      “Cardiac arrest brought on by preeclampsia.”

      “You were exonerated?”

      “Yes.” I could still see the husband’s haunted look when the verdict was handed down. A woman standing next to him was holding a young baby who cried in her arms. When she looked up at me, her eyes filled with grief. She was holding Bonnie’s baby.

      Elliot savoured his wine and took me in. “You must forgive yourself, Dana,” he said, pouring me another glass.

      In the glow of the candle, the wine was the colour of pomegranate juice, lit from within by its own life force. I sipped and felt the energy of it run into my veins. The muscles in my shoulders began to slacken and the face of this “stranger” became familiar and comforting.

      “You are a beautiful woman,” he whispered across the rim of his glass. Feathery lashes fanned his eyes in hypnotic, slow movements. He leaned closer. The flickering light beneath his chin cast deep shadows around his eyes and the scars of his adolescence formed a lunar landscape.

      As my own gaze lingered on his lips, I felt as though I was caught in a page of a romantic novel. Would he cup the back of my head with one hand and draw me to his lips? The warm pleasure of my arousal took me by surprise.

      “Should we retire for the night?” he said, drawing back from the flame and I smiled inwardly at the expression.

      Mechanically, I collected my bag and jacket as the waitress returned with the receipt. As we stepped into the street, he again placed the jacket around my shoulders and threaded my arm in the crook of his. When we walked, we had to readjust our pace to synchronise, and it occurred to me that Julian and I had always been in step. I shook off the thought and pressed my hand into Elliot’s arm searching for the muscle beneath his shirt. He flexed and drew my hand in closer.

      Though it was early, Mabel had already locked the front door. Elliot produced a key, and I was irritated that I hadn’t been offered one of my own. I remembered, then, that I’d left the key in my room. Perhaps Mabel had given Elliot the master key.

      “You can’t get into your room? What a shame.”

      At the top of the stairs, I turned quickly to catch his expression, but his face was deadpan. He headed for my door and, with his back to me, wrestled with the handle.

      “I’m afraid you are locked out.”

      “What about Mabel? She lives here somewhere, doesn’t she?”

      “I have no idea,” he said smoothly, “I’ve never had to look. You’ll have to come in.”

      Embarrassed, but still feeling languid from the wine, I took a step towards him and softly tapped his chest with my fists. We laughed and he drew a protective arm around me. “I like it,” he said, guiding me towards his door.

      Elliot closed the door and slipped the jacket from my shoulders. Before I could move, his hands ran up my arms and gently kneaded their muscles. He stepped closer and, when I felt his warm breath in my hair, then on the nape of my neck, I leaned back into him. A soap-opera came unbidden into my mind, though the reality was more awkward than the slick seduction scenes I had witnessed. In truth they had provided me with some distraction on lonely afternoons of recent months.

      When his hands slipped through my arms, I was startled. When I turned, his lips were parting. The wine had stained the inside of his mouth so that it formed a deep chasm and a flickering bulb outside the window captured the hypnotic movement of his tongue in rapid still frames. With my breath suspended, I moved towards it, parting my lips to receive it. There was urgency, and a violence in that kiss and I dipped and withdrew with pleasure and repulsion.
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      In the morning, I woke to the pressure of Elliot’s arm across my waist. I slipped from beneath its dead weight, careful not to wake him, and went into the bathroom. In the mirror my eyes were light-lidded and bright, and colour had returned to my cheeks in an oestrogen-fed bloom. For a moment I wondered if we had consummated the passion of the previous night, but remembered the abdominal cramp, and Elliot’s concern. He lay now deep in sleep and had experienced an angelic conversion in the steady morning light.

      The bedside clock read half past seven, and I wondered if Mabel was already at the desk. My dress was crushed beneath the blankets and, when I slipped it on, I made a feeble attempt to straighten it. Mabel would not be fooled. From under the bed, I retrieved my bag and shoes, stepped defiantly past the ceramic Abyssinian cat, and closed the door behind me. When I tried the door handle to my own room it opened with ease. Under the shower, I let the water run down the length of my spine while I prodded at my abdomen, pressing under the rib cage toward the liver, and down into the pit of my groin. There was no sensitivity and I felt better than I had in a while.

      I dressed slowly, thinking about Elliot and wondering how he would be this morning. When I’d packed my suitcase, I checked the phone. One missed call – Julian. My fingers fumbled as I retrieved the message, and my hand was unsteady as I brought it to my ear.

      “Dana… it’s Julian.”

      There was a pause.

      “I’m just calling… to see how you are.”

      Another pause.

      “Dana…” His voice was soft and plaintive, and I waited.

      “I’ll try you again later.”

      I replayed the message, listening to his tone, and even more to the silences, but it told me nothing. The cramp returned and I lay on the bed and closed my eyes.

      “Dana… Dana….” Julian was calling me, and I was searching rooms in a dark and cavernous house guided only by the sound of his tapping. Door after door was opened, but inside were only windowless rooms and sinister, dark recesses. His tapping became more urgent, and I scrambled along slippery corridors towards a crack of light that seemed to be angled at a height above me. As I came closer the tone of his voice changed.

      “Dana… Dana….” I rushed to the door of my 1950’s room, stumbling over my bag in a sleep-induced haze. Elliot was standing on the other side.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Yes, thanks.” I tried to hide my disappointment and gathered my things.

      He didn’t mention the previous evening, and neither did I. At the desk, Mabel was polishing the counter with vigour. When she looked up, she greeted Elliot with a smile.

      “You’re up early. So … when will we have the pleasure of your company again?”

      “Not for a while, I’m afraid, unless there is something I might be interested in.”

      She looked beyond him to me and was about to speak but seemed to think better of it. I stepped forward as Elliot was getting out his wallet.

      “I’ll settle my account too, Mabel,” I said.

      She looked at him.

      Elliot turned to me. “Please Dana, you’re here at my invitation. After all, I derailed you.”

      Mabel flicked at a bit of dust on the counter, her face settling into an expression of amused anticipation while she waited. I tried to decline Elliot’s offer, but gave up under his insistence.

      “Lovely to meet you, dear,” she said when all was settled, and we picked up our bags. “I hope you enjoyed yourself.”
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        * * *

      

      In the foggy street, the cab, a black vintage Humber, was waiting. When we had settled into the back, Elliot spoke with the driver, whom he seemed to know, then turned to me while he placed his briefcase at his feet. “Still happy to go?”

      “Yes,” I said, “definitely.”

      We still hadn’t mentioned the previous night and I wondered if Elliot really believed my physical discomfort. I rested my hand on his arm as way of reassurance and, perhaps, apology. He returned the gesture with a “don’t worry about it” pat as the taxi pulled away from the kerb.

      The interior of the cab seemed disproportionately large to the outside. The seats were a worn deep-brown leather. A sliding glass pane separated us from the driver, who wore an oversized hat that sat over his ears; I hoped that he could see past its peak. We left Avebury through the main street and along the road I had walked the day before, passing the stones that loomed as ghostly shadows in the mist.

      “How far to Glastonbury?” I asked, once we were on the motorway.

      “About half an hour,” Elliot said.

      “Do you have the piece already?” I said, looking at his briefcase.

      Carefully, he lifted it to his knees and the clicking of the locks as they opened sounded portentous.

      Without a word, he produced a bubble-wrapped package that was small enough to fit in one hand. He returned the briefcase to the floor and rested the parcel on his knees, unwrapping it with the slow care of a loving parent. When he lifted it out, I thought of the moment of presenting a newly born child to its parents. Even the plainest, like this old piece before me, inspired love.

      The votive was simple – a woman squatting in childbirth. Elliot offered it to me, and I cupped my hands to receive it, surprised by its weight. The woman’s closed eyes and mouth were single lines and years of weathering had worn a smile into the fixed and determined face. Her short, thick body was naked, and her crooked arms and hands were moulded into bent thighs. Between her legs the vulva was swollen around the bulge of a baby’s crown. Though the piece was covered in mineralised sediment, her round breasts and vulva shone with the smooth white marble beneath. I ran my thumb over them and imagined a woman, in a distant past, doing the same. When I turned her over, so that she rested face down in my palm, I saw the inscription on her back. It consisted of seven symbols—vertical strokes, semi-formed letters and circles, all of which I recognised from the last of my letters.

      “How old do you think?”

      Elliot had been quiet beside me and seemed to be lost in his own thoughts. “I’d say circa 800BCE.”

      “That’s older than Hippocrates… as old as Asklepios,” I said, thinking aloud. “Who do you think she is?”

      “Name your earth goddess.” He held out his hand. “There were many back then, but it depends on where this one has come from.”

      Reluctantly I gave it back. “And you think your contact in Glastonbury will know?”

      “Not necessarily, but if he can translate the symbols, it will help.” He returned it to the case.

      “What’s your gut feeling?”

      He clicked the locks with finality, and looked at me directly, sadly. “That you’re still in love.”

      I sank back into the seat, not sure what to say. My lips made an effort to deny it but they had lost their energy.

      Elliot turned to me, “It’s all right, Dana. I know how you feel.”
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      On the road to Glastonbury, I learned that, for all Elliot’s bravado and smooth talk, he was grieving for a woman who, it seemed, no longer cared. I reached for his hand. He accepted mine and, together, we sat in silence for the last 10 minutes of the journey. I was reminded of a schoolyard friend on our first day of school and for the several weeks that followed. Each day we would find each other at lunchtime and hold hands. He became an obnoxious brat not long after and lost interest in me, but I still recalled the comfort we felt in each other as we weathered the storm of our new lives.

      The outskirts of Glastonbury were like those of most cities I’d seen. Renovated and neglected homes stood side by side, the former showing the latter what they could be. I had expected to see more young people with dyed hair and alternative clothes, as I might if I was approaching Byron Bay, but there seemed to be mostly middle-aged conservatives.

      The heart of the city, on the other hand, was as expected. As our driver followed Elliot’s directions, shop after shop displayed their wares in technicolour but, in a relatively quiet lane, Elliot asked the driver to stop. He nodded towards a single-fronted shop with one beautifully upholstered chair in the window. Above the door, a swinging sign read “Under Cover”. I was puzzled but, after paying the cabbie, Elliot was holding the door open for me.

      We collected our bags from the boot and stood at the shop’s door as the cab left. Elliot knocked and, while we waited, I noted the intricate pattern of the chair’s fabric, a fine gold leaf set against an olive-green suede. A dead moth lay wedged in the crease of the seat. There was a shuffling sound behind the door and an elderly woman opened it with effort, blinking into the daylight. Her face, framed with wisps of white hair, was heavily lined and hurriedly applied face powder accentuated the pores of her nose and cheeks. When she had adjusted to the light, her irises were small blue cornflowers and, for a moment I wondered if she, too, was a relative of Hyacinth and Mabel. She looked up at Elliot and there was a pause while her neurons fired slowly.

      “Hello, Deirdre,” he said.

      I smiled to myself at the thought that hot-blooded and lustful Elliot seemed to be intimate with a range of elderly ladies.

      “Elliot!” There was a singsong lilt of the Welsh in her voice. When she smiled at him, I could see the young girl she had been. Like Mabel, she was slow to register my presence and I wondered if the “inner girl” of both women was still a vibrant flirt.

      “Hello,” I said, “I’m Dana, Elliot’s business colleague.” I could feel Elliot’s amusement beside me.

      “Welcome, Dana,” she said, stepping aside with her back to the open door. “Clive is expecting both of you.”

      Elliot walked purposefully down the narrow corridor, and I followed. In a windowless room lit by a single globe hanging from the ceiling, an elderly man was sitting at the kitchen table. He wore a navy-blue cable-knit jumper, and his white hair was caught in a long, thin ponytail. He seemed to be unaware of our presence and continued to flip through the swatches in the upholstery book in front of him, pausing to record some detail in a school exercise book.

      “Clive!” Deirdre’s effort to rouse him startled me. “Deaf as a post.”

      When he looked up, his face was the same shape as hers though the white of his beard and moustache accentuated the blue of his eyes. When he saw Elliot, he slapped the table with pleasure and, with the agility of a younger man, jumped up to greet us. We were introduced and, patting Elliot’s arm as he passed him, he gripped my hand.

      “Welcome, Dana.” And in his beautiful Welsh lilt, I felt that my name had been truly pronounced. “Well, well, you’re a beauty,” he said. It seemed that Clive’s inner man was also a flirt.

      “Excuse my brother,” Deirdre said from behind me. “He’s all talk… or so I’m told.”

      Clive whooped and squeezed my hand tighter. “Not all talk,” he said with a laugh. “She’s just asking the wrong women.”

      He motioned me to a chair at the table. Elliot was already sitting and was watching us with wry amusement while he unlocked the briefcase on his lap. Clive was still chuckling to himself but sobered quickly when he saw the marble woman on the table. He sat down quietly, respectfully and, in answer to his questioning eyebrows, Elliot handed her to him. Deirdre continued to the next room which, from the echoes of her movements on hard surfaces, I assumed was the kitchen.

      “Ohhh,” Clive held the woman in the palm of one hand and stroked across her marble breasts. Gently he turned her over and felt the rough surface for the inscription. He lifted the spectacles that were hanging around his neck to his nose and the puckered expression of concentration made him look a much older man – a ponytailed Merlin. Without speaking to either of us, he turned to a fresh page in the exercise book and began to reproduce the symbols of the inscription.

      Near me, I could sense Elliot’s suspension of breath and glanced at him. His face was taut and pale, and under the stark light of the globe, the pockmarks of his skin created shadowed polka dots. I thought of the adolescent Elliot, how he would have dealt with ridicule when his skin was raw. There was an edge to him, of defensiveness and vulnerability under the external smooth, and I wondered if my “rejection” was accepted with adolescent resignation. When Clive had finished transcribing, he placed the woman on the table to face me. Between her legs, the swollen vulva was shadowed and the baby’s crown, as smooth as its mother’s breasts, shone under the light. He pointed to the first two symbols. “Great Mother,” he said, glancing at us over the rim of his glasses. He looked back at the book and pointed to the next symbol – a horizontal waving line. “‘Of the waters’… a crude translation on my part.” He lifted the spectacles from his nose and left them to hang. “The rest of the inscription is too worn to read, but my guess is that it’s a fairly standard invocation.”

      “How old?” Elliot was leaning forward.

      “Circa 800, give or take 100 years either way.”

      “I knew it!” Elliot was beaming. He was good, I had to admit. When I looked up he smiled at me with childlike pleasure.

      “Who is she?” I said to Clive.

      “This woman? Just a mother giving birth…”

      “Who is the Great Mother of the Waters?”

      He considered before he spoke. “It could be Brigid – she was a major deity at the time – but I think it’s more likely Sul… yes, Sul.”

      Both men heard my gasp. Spittle caught at the back of my throat, and I coughed violently. Elliot was out of his chair patting me on the back while Deirdre returned with a glass of water. Clive hadn’t moved but seemed to be assessing me with deep interest. “You’re shocked. Why is that? Do you know our Sulis?”

      “No.” I shook my head as I sipped at the water. “Who is she?”

      He didn’t seem persuaded and continued to watch me closely. “She’s a goddess of the Druids… of healing and fertility, paralleling the Egyptian Isis or the Greek Demeter. Her temple was in Bath, at the spring that was there. The Romans, of course, took over the site for their baths.”

      Elliot shot me a look and I could see the mental connection he was making. “Do you have the note?” And then to Clive: “The one I mentioned on the phone.”

      I took the third letter from my bag and slid it across the table towards Clive. His wild eyebrows shot up while he returned the spectacles to the bridge of his nose. He unfolded it and held it at arm’s length, his face again pointed in concentration. Deirdre, with a dishcloth still in one hand, stood behind him looking over his shoulder. Both had their heads cocked slightly to the left and, in that moment, I couldn’t fail to see that they were twins.

      Clive laid the note on the table and flattened it so that we could see where he was pointing.

      “Again, we see the reference, ‘Great Mother of the Waters… return…’ no, ‘bring to me,’ no, ‘bring me to,’ I’m not sure but it might be ‘new life’. ‘Great Mother of the Waters bring me to new life.’ An unusual order for a fertility invocation. Usually it would be: ‘Bring to me new life.’ Perhaps it’s a mistake. Where did this come from?”

      I shook my head and Elliot filled him in on the story of the letters.

      “Whoever wrote this,” Clive said, folding the letter, “knows his stuff.” He handed it to me. “And you have no idea?”

      “None,” I said, “and I can’t imagine who it could be.”

      “Someone’s trying to tell you something, Dana. The gods are talking to you.”

      I let out a spontaneous laugh that was too loud, almost manic.

      “Call me eccentric, but that’s what I believe,” he said, leaning towards me, “but then, I do live in Glastonbury.” He chuckled and leaned back into his chair, at the same time exchanging a look with his sister.

      “But I’m just going to Bath for a conference,” I said with not as much conviction as I wanted.

      Deirdre smiled and patted me on the shoulder as Hyacinth had as she returned to the kitchen. Clive and Elliot resumed their discussion of the marble woman who squatted between us in what now seemed a stance of ridicule. I tried to convince myself that I was simply on my way to a conference in Bath; Clive could invent all the reasons he liked, but there was nothing more to it than that.

      Speculation and unproven theories were surrounding me like a thick fog, and I was beginning to feel agitated. I wanted to throw away the notes. I wanted to dispel the fanciful visions and dreams I’d been having. I wanted to talk about quantitative data; about oxytocin levels and ways of reducing the risks of anaesthesia. I wanted to leave. Suddenly, I longed for the rationality of science. I should be in Bath, I told myself.

      Elliot must have sensed my agitation. While Clive was speaking, he placed the woman carefully back into his case and stood. “We must be going,” he said. The older man rose effortlessly, shook his hand and then embraced him.

      “Always a pleasure, Elliot.” Clive held out his arm to enfold me and I complied. The coarseness and smell of his woollen jumper reminded me of my father, and I lingered briefly in the comfort of his arm. “Don’t discount it all,” he said, pulling back to look me in the eye. “Sul awaits.”

      I wanted to dismiss it, but there was an authority about Clive that undermined my rationality. Deirdre returned and was surprised to see that we were leaving. “I was about to make a pot. Won’t you stay?”

      Elliot took her hand. “We’d love to, but perhaps next time.”

      “We’d like that.” She led the way down the corridor.

      As we stepped into the street and turned to say goodbye, brother and sister stood in the doorway. In unison, they raised a hand to wave, then disappeared behind the door.

      In the cobbled lane, I turned to Elliot. “Where would I catch a bus to Bath?”

      He didn’t answer immediately but nodded his head to the right of the lane.

      “This way,” he said. He wasn’t looking at me but was walking ahead, talking over his shoulder. Suddenly he stopped and waited for me to catch up. “Dana, won’t you stay?” Those beautiful lashes brushed in slow strokes over his eyes, and, despite the chill of the morning, his face was flushed. For a moment I hesitated.

      “I have to go, Elliot.”

      He stood, looking at his shoes then reached into his jacket. “A cab,” he said, bringing out his phone.

      I would have argued, but I wanted to leave, and quickly.

      We were no further than the end of the lane when the cab from Avebury pulled in.

      “Is this your private car?”

      He shrugged and smiled as he held the door open. When he didn’t get in, I felt a small grip of panic. He leaned in and, holding my chin gently between his fingers, covered my face in soft kisses.

      “Thank you,” he whispered close to my ear. “Take care of her, Harold,” he said to the driver.

      I gripped his arm as he withdrew, but my throat had constricted, and I made an inadequate sound of goodbye. When he’d spoken with the driver he returned to my window and made a comical gesture of appeal that made me laugh. As the cab moved off, his smile disappeared, and he turned away suddenly. When I looked back, he was walking away, the crouching woman in his case beside him.
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      The journey from Glastonbury to Bath was unmemorable, although the fields were greener than those of Avebury. I needed a distraction, but the driver was not one for conversation and my meagre attempts were answered with a simple: “Yes, Ma’am.” The quiet hum of the engine, the sameness of the scenery intensified my thoughts of Elliot walking away.

      Fragments of the previous days revisited: the sibling tension between Hyacinth and Mabel, and I wondered if the same potential existed between Madeleine and me, the pattern repeated with Deirdre and Clive, though perhaps tempered by their different genders; the Stourhead Pantheon and the Abyssinian cat who guarded the door. Small towns passed in hypnotic similarity and led me further into thought. The Avebury stones, like ghosts within the fields interplayed with other images—of “SUL” scratched into stone and whispered in the wind; the crouching woman in childbirth appealing to the Great Mother of the Waters, and the knowing look in Clive’s eyes when he translated the note.

      Elliot entered the cluster of images and I tried and failed to shutter my mind against him. The brash Elliot of the bus was replaced with a more humbled version, the slow blinking of his lashes interpreted now as vulnerability rather than a con. I remembered, too, how gentle he was when I was gripped with pain and wondered if he was relieved that we didn’t make love. In truth, I wasn’t sure if I was relieved or not. Although I knew I didn’t owe Julian any loyalty now, I still felt that I did.

      I closed my eyes and listened to the rhythmic drumming of the tyres on the corrugated bitumen and felt his breath at my ear. “Thank you… thank you,” The words replayed but with each repetition, the accent changed until it became Julian’s voice, now calling my name.

      Next to me, the vibrations of my phone in my bag drew me to the present.

      “Julian?”

      “Hello, Dana.”

      Between our suspended breaths, the silence formed a deep chasm.

      “How are you,” he said finally.

      Still, I couldn’t speak.

      “Dana?”

      “I’m fine… and you?”

      There was a pause. “Where are you?”

      “On my way to Bath.”

      “Is everything all right?”

      I felt a rush of guilt but reminded myself that my life was not his business anymore.

      “Yes, why?”

      “It’s just that…”

      I saw it clearly then. “You’ve been talking to Madeleine.”

      “Yes. She was concerned…”

      My guilt had transformed to mild rage. “She had no right to call you… and, by the way, why are you calling?”

      There was silence at the other end until he spoke. “I’m sorry, but I was worried, too. Madeline said you were meant to be in Bath, but…”

      I tried to suppress the anger in my voice, “So, did she tell you where I am and why?”

      He was silent, then: “Not the whole of it.”

      “Well, I’ve finished my business now,” I said too quickly, “and I’m on my way to the conference. I’ll still be meeting them as planned.”

      “Dana,” Julian said softly, “is everything all right between us?”

      I didn’t know how to answer him. Elliot had said that I was still in love with Julian. Madeleine had said that he was still in love with me.

      “Yes,” I said, wondering where we really stood with each other. “Why wouldn’t it be? We’ve both moved on, haven’t we?”

      The words struck the air discordantly as they tumbled from my mouth.

      “I see,” Julian said, his voice, in contrast to mine, soft and measured.

      “I saw you in Rome,” I said.

      “In Rome? But…” Suddenly he didn’t sound so in control. “Dana… Madeleine has said that you’ve been… exhausted… and…”

      “I saw you in Rome, Julian, with your friends and… that’s OK… I’m seeing someone now.”

      It felt as though every red blood cell rushed to my aid. I breathed my lie deeply.

      “He’s with you now?”

      “No, he has business…” I was becoming enmeshed. “I’ll see him after the conference.”

      “Madeleine didn’t mention…”

      “I can’t see why she would need to.”

      “No… of course. It’s good that you’re feeling better now.”

      Was I feeling better? If Julian thought so, and hung up now, I felt that I would lose my only lifeline, no matter how frayed it was, but I reminded myself that he had a new life, and I didn’t want to become an object of his pity.

      “Yes, I’m feeling well now. Elliot,” I said and, as I spoke the name, I felt that I’d snapped the last thread of that line, “has been wonderful.” I was trembling, with lies, with fear and the impending sense of what I was about to lose.

      “I’m happy for you, Dana.”

      Was this a relief for him? Could he shrug me off now and get on with his life? I was stricken and mute, afraid of betraying myself.

      “By the way,” he said, “I received your letter… thanks.”

      I’d almost forgotten about the letter. What had I said back then, in Kos? Now it seemed a lifetime ago. It was written before I saw him in Rome, before I knew that he was getting on with his life. “I was in a bad, mental space then, Julian.”

      “I see.”

      Again, the abyss. I scanned it for clues to his emotions.

      “Well,” he said slowly, “I must go. I just wanted to be sure you were OK… and you are, so that’s good.”

      “Yes, I’m fine.”

      “Goodbye, Dana.”

      I could feel him drawing away. I wanted to reach through the phone and hold him there.

      “Goodbye, Julian.”

      As I shut down the phone with a trembling hand, I stared at the wrinkled and paling leather of the seat in front.

      “Are you all right, Ma’am?” Harold’s voice jolted me.

      “Yes, thanks… far to go?”

      “Not far now, Ma’am, about 20 minutes.”
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        * * *

      

      I looked out the window and saw that the land was gently undulating and there was a sense of climbing – into the seven hills of Bath. Scattered within the hills were large, imposing homes, the English equivalent of the Roman villas where Sophia lived, though these appeared to be constructed to capture as much sunlight as possible. Although it was midday, the morning sun was like a vapour that clung softly to the trees and slid easily down the large, double-glazed windows. Behind one I could see the full body of a woman looking out at the hills. She looks lonely, I thought, but almost on cue a man came to stand beside her and looped an arm around her waist. I wanted, then, to go home, to the clarity of the Australian sun and the glaring intensity of its summers, of air that crackled with radiant heat and the crunch of exhausted cicadas lying among eucalyptus twigs beneath my feet.

      Twenty minutes later, as promised, we began our descent. Harold crooked his head towards me.

      “Bath, Ma’am,” he said, and I recognised that he said it with great pride.

      Before me the city spread out from a knotted heart along the arteries of roads and into the hills. Even from a distance I could sense Bath’s splendour, as if it knew that it was a blessed city.

      The Humber descended the hills quietly. The outskirts of the city showed none of the usual signs of a city’s decaying, forgotten edges. Along the pavement, a group of school students in immaculate navy-blue-and-white uniforms clustered around a teacher who, by the waving of his arms towards the building in front of them, seemed to be explaining some facet of local architecture. A mother with a baby in an oversized and expensive pram went to skirt around them and I noted how the students respectfully stepped aside to let her pass.

      As we came closer to its heart, the homes became smaller and Georgian terraces dominated the streets. The pedestrian and car traffic were much busier and so was its pace.

      “Where to, Ma’am?”

      I rifled through my bag for the address and told him the name of the guesthouse.

      “Yes, Ma’am.”

      “You know it?”

      “It’s ‘The Knowledge’, Ma’am.” He touched the peak of his cap with a gloved hand and, in the rear vision mirror I saw the skin concertina around his smile. The analogue clock embedded in the walnut dashboard read 11 o’clock. The conference session was not for an hour, so I had time to check in and freshen up. After the events of the morning, I was looking forward to a scientific discussion. I wondered if Madeleine and Carlo had arrived. Would the nobility of this city irritate the egocentric racing car driver?

      The cab pulled up outside a white Georgian-styled guest house that appeared to be centrally located. Harold raised his hand in rejection of the notes I offered.

      “Mr Sinclair has looked after it, Ma’am.”

      I was confused.

      “Mr Elliot…” he explained, keeping a poker face.

      As I closed the door of the cab, I felt as though I was ending a significant hiatus in my journey, though my fingers retained their grip on the handle. It needn’t end here, I thought. He smiled and tapped his cap in farewell. I let go of the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The foyer’s interior was spare and modern, and I wondered if I would be greeted by another Mabel. At the desk was a dark-skinned man in his thirties who looked up from the computer screen as I approached. The stark white of his shirt contrasted beautifully with his skin and highlighted the manicured fingernails that slid reluctantly from the keyboard.

      “Good morning,” he said in Oxford English, flashing brilliant teeth which, I noted, were captivatingly crooked. When I told him my name, he produced a key from the desk and asked me to follow him along the corridor that opened into a large octagonal atrium. As we entered, sunlight blasted from behind a cloud like a spotlight signalling our arrival. The atrium was an extension of the original Georgian building whose rear brick façade was visible through the glass ceiling. It was furnished with tropical colours of red, yellow and green and I half-expected to see a toucan in a cage. Large books on exotic architecture and furnishings were placed for best effect on a glass coffee table. The effect was dazzling and, even though it seemed an incongruous sight in England, in the sun that streamed through the glass, it worked.

      To my left, double doors led out to a paved courtyard filled with white wrought-iron tables and chairs. I followed my guide across the room to a corridor that led to an extension of the building. He stopped at the first room on the left and, when he opened the door, again the sun was there to greet me through the single glass door that faced the courtyard.

      “Perfect,” I said.

      He gave a small bow and smiled with pride that made me wonder if he was the owner, the tropical atrium a concession to his homesickness.

      “Breakfast is served in the dining room from six o’clock,” he said, backing into the corridor. “The Conservatory,” he said, gesturing to the glass room, “is open to guests until 11pm.” He turned towards the telephone on the modest writing desk behind us. “There is 24-hour attendance at the desk, though the kitchen closes at 10.”

      I thanked him and inquired about the distance to the university, noticing that my speech had become more rounded in the presence of his perfect English. Only a 10-minute walk, he assured me, and gave the directions. When he had left, I sat on the single bed and wished that I’d allowed myself the luxury of a double room. This time, I was truly on my own. Solitude, I was beginning to realise, was only appealing when there were others waiting for you to return to them, and I now looked forward to my sister’s imminent arrival.

      In the street, I turned left as instructed and followed the busy road. Before long, the university grounds were clearly in view about 300 metres ahead. Large expanses of lawn swept back from the street, buffering the buildings from the road. Hundreds of students speckled the lawns, some in groups chatting, others solitary figures reading or asleep in the sun. I thought of my own days at university and felt a small thrill, an echo of that time, as I followed the path to the imposing stuccoed façade.

      There was still 30 minutes until the session on the history of midwifery. A sign directed me to the Obstetrics Conference with an arrow pointing along a path to my left. At its end was a rust-red building attached to the central core of the university by a glassed artery. Double oak doors stood ajar, and I entered the foyer whose deep burgundy walls reminded me of a womb.

      Several people were conversing on the landing at the rear of the entrance. A woman turned as I entered and came down to greet me. She smiled as we approached each other, and I was struck by the familiarity of her face.

      “Buongiorno,” she said, extending her hand in greeting. She was tall and thin, and her fair hair was swept back into a clasp above the roll neck of her black sweater. When she spoke her kohl-lined eyes were warm and expressive. She was not young, perhaps late forties, but she was beautiful. I scrutinised her, trying to jog my memory.

      “I am Lucia Lorenzo,” she said, as she took my hand.

      Mentally I repeated her name, trying to find a connection. When I told her mine her eyebrows arched in surprise.

      “Dottoressa Cavanagh.”

      “Have we met?” I said but was suddenly struck with the realisation that this was Lucia Lorenzo of the Fatebenefratelli Hospital. I scanned her face looking for proof that she was the woman in the Pantheon, the woman of my visions, but the idea seemed absurd.

      She considered me. “No… we have not met, but I have heard of you.”

      Did she know about Bonnie’s death, I wondered. Suddenly I felt like a sham and wished I hadn’t come.

      “I am very honoured that you attend from such a long way. When I saw your name on the attendance, I hoped that you might speak…”

      “Oh, no…” Inwardly, I reeled at the thought. I had given many papers at conferences over the years, but it now seemed a lifetime ago and, momentarily, I struggled to remember the tenets of my own work.

      She nodded in understanding and accompanied me to the landing.

      “Registration this way,” she said, and directed me with her elegant hand towards the doorway on the right. “Refreshments are available…”

      I thanked her as she left me to join the others.

      In the room she had indicated, I signed my name and scanned the extensive list for others I might recognise. Although practitioners of obstetrics were usually male, there were a large number of women enrolled in the conference. Given that the topic was midwifery, I was not surprised. In my years of practice, I had met only a handful of women who had trained to be obstetricians. Though numbers were increasing, it would take a long time for the gender imbalance to improve significantly.

      Two show bags, one with my name, sat as lonely figures on the table. An announcement was directing people to the auditorium. The lecture theatre was a circular core in the ground floor of the building. It was an old design that didn’t maximise space to an advantage. The central seating was near to capacity and there was a hum of enthusiastic greetings that was muted by the thick carpet. There were empty seats at the very front and I quickly descended the steps as the lights began to dim.

      To respectful and appreciative applause, Lucia Lorenzo took up her position at the podium. As the applause died, I heard the shuffling of a late entrant, the owner of the other bag, I assumed, a few seats behind me. As the introductory comments began, I silently rifled through the show bag for the program. Lucia Lorenzo was listed as chair of the conference and there was a short spiel beneath her photograph. I tilted the program towards the minimal light available. “Dottoressa Lucia Lorenzo is head of obstetrics at the Fatenbenefratelli Hospital in Rome. As advisor to the Italian Government on women’s health, she is a tireless proponent for increasing the role of trained women in the current practices of obstetrics and midwifery.”

      I remembered that the receptionist had said that she was in England. I recalled how shocked I had been by her similarity to the woman in the Pantheon and, although in life she was older than in the photograph, the similarity was still obvious. Yet her interest in me didn’t seem to extend beyond the professional. This woman’s prominence in my imagination was just that, I concluded, my imagination.

      Lucia Lorenzo spoke eloquently, her Italian inflections enhancing the listening value of her talk. Her introduction was an overview of the more recent history of the practices of obstetrics in the West. Slowly scrolling through images of the pioneers in the field that were projected on the whiteboard behind her, she occasionally paused to elaborate an individual’s contribution. In the period up to the end of the 19th century, there were few women, but those who were represented had made significant contributions to our understanding and improvements in childbirth practices. I felt a sense of shame at my ignorance. She scrolled further back in time and away from America and Britain to Greece.

      “The third century,” she said, and paused. Though the image behind her was an artistic representation, the face that filled the screen was captivating. The artist had drawn the large, dark and determined eyes so that they followed the viewer. Above the full top lip was a faint shadow suggesting an indeterminate gender. The hair was hidden beneath the hood of a cloak though there was a sense of arrogance or forthrightness about the figure.

      “Agnodice,” Lucia said with pride and held the image on the screen. She told us the story of the Greek woman who trained to be an obstetrician. The story would be unremarkable if it wasn’t for the fact that women were barred from studying. The significance of the shadow across the lip became clear. Agnodice had disguised herself as a man.

      As I looked again into the eyes of Agnodice I was moved by her story as, it seemed, the artist had been. Over the next hour, I learned a great deal from Lucia Lorenzo. She was passionate about restoring obstetrics to what she saw was its rightful place to women. It was not that she dismissed the significant advances made by the men who came to dominate the profession, but she wanted to restore the feminine, to have acknowledged the ways of knowing that belonged to women.

      When the image faded from the screen, she said: “Agnodice may not have existed at all. Anecdotes of her story have at their roots the customs and beliefs of the time but, my dear colleagues,” and here she seemed to be addressing the women in the auditorium, “we are the living legacy of Agnodice and the women before us.” She turned off the screen. “Tomorrow we will continue our history.”

      The room illuminated in stages and the audience began to rise with it. As the chatter died away into the corridor, I sat a while longer contemplating what I had learned and resolved to come back the following day. I’d thought everyone else had left but, as I collected my bag and notes there was a sound behind me and when I turned, I saw the back of a man disappearing through the rear door. There was no sign of him in the corridor or the foyer. Outside small cliques had formed as phone numbers and academic gossip were exchanged; for some reason, I doubted that he was among them.

      I switched on my phone to check the time and was surprised to see that two hours had passed. The program offered a lecture on postpartum depression and, as I contemplated whether to go, the phone vibrated in my bag.

      “Hi Dee.” Madeleine’s voice was bright, and I inwardly smiled at the sound of it.

      “Hi Mads. Where are you?”

      “Probably about… a mile away,” she said, with exaggerated pomp. “We’re at the Royal Crescent,” she added with a hint of embarrassment. I knew the place and had eyed it lustfully on the drive into Bath.

      “What’s your plan?”

      “Well, you’ve got lectures, haven’t you?”

      The program was still suspended in mid-air in my other hand. “Not until tomorrow.”

      “Oh …” My sister’s voice sounded surprised and there was a hint of something else.

      “You’ve got something else to do?”

      “Well, we had planned to head to Bristol for a few hours, but we can change…”

      “It’s OK, Mads, I’ve got a few things to do anyway. Will we meet for dinner?”

      “Of course!” Her response was immediate and ineffective at hiding her relief.

      We made a time and I offered to meet them at the hotel, a good opportunity to see the five-star-plus interior. With a few hours to kill, I reassessed the postpartum lecture but decided against it and wandered back along the path I had taken to the university.

      At the road, I paused, wishing I’d had the foresight to bring a map and decided that the safest route was to return in the direction of my guesthouse. Traffic moved at a frenetic pace along the main roads into Bath and jarred my nerves more than it had ever done in Rome. When a side street became available, I turned into it, breathing a sigh of relief.
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      In the quiet, my mind turned to Agnodice. Fact or fiction, she had affected me, though I wasn’t sure how or why. Mentally, I searched Doctor Lorenzo’s face again for its resemblance to my mystical woman. Although I could rationalise the similarities – fair hair, aquiline features would be common enough – I couldn’t argue with the instinctive certainty that they were one and the same. But I didn’t understand what it could mean. I acknowledged that perhaps something was tunnelling my vision. There was plenty of inner angst to tunnel it – Bonnie’s death, Julian’s departure, a career suspended in mid-air. If I probed deeper, I could find more – a checkered relationship with my mother, a fear of becoming barren as time went by and, when I admitted it, an envy of my sister’s happiness. Yet none of these, felt like “it” and I wondered if, perhaps, there was nothing at all to explain it.

      As a child, I had been a dreamer, inventing in my sleep wild and fantastic scenes that seemed to be made up of nothing more than insignificant images collected during the day. Was it because now my mind was no longer busy with work and study that it was simply running free? Perhaps I was bored. The thought gave me a sense of relief though I sensed some deeper part of me was not so easily convinced.

      The side street opened into a large mall lined with shops. I wondered how the authentic British experience of Devonshire tea would compare with the one at Sophia’s kitchen bench, but there seemed to be only chic, modern cafés. Resigning myself to a chai latte and organic muesli slice, I noticed, on the other side of the mall, a tearoom almost too quaint to be true. As I crossed over, I internally cringed. While my sister was “over the moon” with a famous Italian stud, I was choosing to spend solitary time with my head in the clouds of the grey and blue rinses that puffed behind the lace café curtain.

      The door opened smoothly; no bell to welcome me as it had in Hyacinth’s little shop. The coifs at the tables were not as cloudy as I’d thought but were impeccably combed. A woman, dressed in a black dress and crisp white apron approached me with a concerned look that suggested I’d stumbled into the wrong establishment. Though I guessed she was in her seventies, her impossibly black hair was parted down the middle and caught at the nape of her neck with a crimson bow. A Brontë fan, I thought, here in Austen country. I targeted her furrowed brow with a smile that disarmed her.

      “Yes?” she said, forcing a smile.

      “Tea and scones please,” I said, aware that my Australian accent had puckered her lips.

      One dyed eyebrow rose theatrically as she turned towards a table next to the refrigerated cabinet.

      “I’d rather this one,” I said, and sat down at a table by the window.

      In barely time to boil a kettle, a pot of tea and bone-china cup were being placed before me. Two robust and perfectly glazed scones sat pertly on a plate surrounded by small dishes of strawberry jam and cream. I was surprised that I hadn’t been given the runts of the litter. “Brontë” rested her pallid fingertips on the table briefly as if waiting for some type of response.

      “They look beautiful,” I felt compelled to say and restrained a chuckle.

      She gave a soft snort and left to attend another table where, I noted, she gushed a blast of unseasonal warmth.

      In a bracket on the wall were several different brochures and I picked out one on the sites of Bath. It detailed facts I already knew – the Georgian architecture, the Jane Austen connection, and the Roman Baths. I opened out to an annotated map of the famous historical site – the Great Bath and the East and West Baths. The King’s Bath, I read, had been constructed at the site of the original sacred spring where the goddess Sulis Minerva had been worshipped in pre-Roman times. I felt as though my heart had stopped. I took a deep breath and read on: “According to legend, the Celtic King Bladud was cured of leprosy by the goddess of healing and fertility Sulis (or Sul), in the natural hot springs in 860 BCE. In the first century, the Romans built baths around the spring and a temple dedicated to Sul, and their own goddess, Minerva, and their adopted god, Asklepios…”

      As I mentally spoke her name, I felt the pain begin as a small cramp in the pit of my abdomen. Slowly it spread in a wave through my pelvic floor, and I braced for the worsening, though it died away quickly. When I glanced up, my finger still pressed into the map, “Brontë” was eyeing me from above the swinging saloon doors that led to the kitchen. From the distance, her black hair and eyebrows gave her a malevolence that was heightened by the flame of the bow at her nape. When she disappeared into the kitchen, I placed the money under the napkin and left.
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        * * *

      

      With the brochure tucked in my bag, I turned left into the mall and followed the signposts towards the Roman Baths. Although my body was weak, my senses were heightened as if electrified, though I was aware that my peripheral vision seemed dulled and grey. I knew that I should see a doctor, but, at my core, I felt calm and strong, and my pace suddenly quickened with the energy of a woman days before giving birth.

      The street entrance to the baths was humble in comparison to the large foyer. A long queue had formed at the ticket box but there seemed to be equivalent numbers leaving. At the booth, an elderly man fumbled with the ticket dispenser.

      “Tour?”

      “No, thanks.”

      He handed me my ticket. “Sul awaits.”

      “Pardon?”

      He smiled but then addressed the person behind in a gentle dismissal of me.
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        * * *

      

      Further into the entrance, groups of tourists gathered around their guides like excited school children, and I wondered if I’d made the right decision to go it alone. I knew little detail about the history of the baths, but somehow, I felt that I was here for the present.

      When the first tour group moved off, I tagged along behind at a discreet distance. On the terrace that overlooked the magnificent Great Bath, I learned that it was lined with lead sheets and that the encircling pillars would have supported an enclosing roof. From here, I followed the directions to a museum on the site of what was thought to have been a temple. Inside, there were scores of people milling around the artifacts that were cordoned off in the centre of the building. Despite the crowd, the atmosphere was relatively quiet, and people talked in hushed tones as they stopped to inspect the various treasures. A gilded head of a goddess, larger than life, attracted the most attention. When I managed to get closer, I read that it was the bust of Sulis Minerva. I scrutinised the face, but the representation had no meaning for me.

      At the rear of the building a broken section of a small marble altar was just visible through the crowd. I jostled closer to get a better view. A plaque named a figure of a man with outstretched arms as Apollo. Beneath his feet, a double line wove around the altar’s base. At intervals, the space between the lines was crosshatched to represent the scales of a snake – Asklepios – and, as I followed its path at the back of the piece, I saw that it wound up and through the braided hair of another figure before coiling down into her open hand – Sulis Minerva. Beneath her feet, an inscription was crudely hacked into the rock. Its translation read simply: “Truth.”

      The pink tint in the marble, that I now recognised, gave an almost lifelike quality to the sculpture. Although the altar was fragmented and chipped, a small piece missing from Sul’s palm caught my attention. On instinct I rifled through the internal pocket of my bag and brought out the packet that contained the stone. Discreetly, and disguising my moves with a tissue to my nose, I manouevred the stone in my fingers. I reached out and pressed it into the cavity in Sul’s palm holding my breath in case an alarm should ring. At first it didn’t fit, but I took it out and spun it around and tried again. It sat perfectly.

      My hand retracted as if it had been scorched. Further down the room a security guard was watching. Frozen with anticipation, I waited for him to approach but he smiled and turned away. I looked back at the altar, doubting what had just happened, but Sul’s palm was smooth. I couldn’t distinguish where the stone had been inserted.

      Stone steps worn with age and capped with rubber strips led to a passage on the lower level, the King’s Bath. Here the air was sulphurous despite the vents cut into the rock. Ahead, reflected light danced on the walls in a repetitious code. My hand strayed to touch the wall next to me and I could feel the low hum of air conditioning reverberating somewhere above.

      When I turned the corner around a worn and braced pillar, I held my breath. A pool of water large enough for 40 Romans was lit by submerged lights and, beneath the wispy clouds of steam, the water was green and surprisingly clear. At the opposite end of the chamber, a young couple was the tail end of a tour group and, behind me I could hear echoes of the next group approaching. I walked along the barrier, taking it in and read that this was the heart of the baths, built on the sacred spring where Sul had been worshipped long ago.

      I sat on a recessed bench as a small group entered the chamber. They made sounds of wonder but passed to the other end where the guide gave them a potted history. Sul had brought me here. The thought caused an involuntary shiver down my spine to its base and spread, now in surges of pain, through my pelvis. I leaned back against the seat breathing deeply, aware that beads of sweat were forming rivulets down my abdomen. Five or six people passed but seemed to be unaware of my presence. I opened my mouth for help, but my throat was constricted and dry and my arms would not move.

      Between muscular contractions I laid my head back against the seat and watched through hooded lids as the steam formed soft, cumulus clouds above the water. Animated bodies of women moved forward with outstretched arms. Fear and relief closed my eyes, and I gave my body into the gentle insistence of their hands. Between them I was lifted and placed on a rudimentary chair with back and arms constructed into the shape of pi. The seat had a crescent-shaped opening and was positioned beneath my perineum. Sweet and pungent-scented oils were rubbed into my breasts and abdomen and, as another intense contraction racked me, a wad of diluted vinegar was placed into the birth canal.

      There were five women, dressed in simple robes and each had silver ribbon woven through her braided hair. They were familiar to me and when the pain subsided, I took in their faces—Ruth, Madeleine, Sophia, my mother and my aunt; they massaged my limbs and wiped my forehead when the next wave curled me out of the seat.

      Across the waters of the spring a new body formed. Instantly I knew the aquiline nose, long fair hair. I called her name as she drifted forward and embraced me. The other women stepped aside for Sul to take her position on a small stool they had set in front of me. Together my five women sang sweet songs as they stroked my body. With one hand on my belly, Sul gently parted my thighs and, with her other, placed her fingers into my opening. A surge of pain, this time electrified and rolling, bore down through my pelvis and I writhed with pain, feeling as if my inside was being forced outward. Then, with a great heave, it was over. I closed my eyes and wept with joy – the pain already forgotten. When I looked again, Sul had gone, and the women were dissipating into the mist. Exhausted but exhilarated, I fell into a contented sleep.
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      “Dee?”

      Gentle rocking woke me and when I opened my eyes the face was so close, I had trouble adjusting my vision. Madeleine was leaning over me, and I looked beside her for my mother, aunt, Ruth and Sophia.

      “Dee,” she said again in a small plea.

      I wanted to answer but it was as if my body was still locked in a deep sleep. I wondered briefly if we were in Kos, or Rome. Was there a plane, a train to catch and I had overslept? At a deeper level, I knew this wasn’t the case. I felt different, physically lighter as though I had shaken a heavy burden.

      My eyes slowly adjusted to my sister’s face. She was sitting back on the bed. When our eyes finally met, she smiled and gave a sigh that sounded like relief. I looked past her to take in the unfamiliarity of the room that was furnished more opulently than the others we had stayed in. There was a tall shadow in my right peripheral vision, and I turned my eyes to towards it. Carlo was leaning against the wall.

      “Buongiorno, Dana,” he whispered as he pushed off from the wall and came to stand beside Madeleine. He, too, looked relieved and seemed to have physically changed since I’d last seen him. His face was less angular and sharp and there was a softness in his eyes. He rested a protective hand on Madeleine’s shoulder and when she glanced up at him, I was able to envisage the many exchanges like this that would occur between them in the future. They were in love, and I felt genuinely happy for them for the first time.

      The next day, so I have been told, I lay motionless in the bed and drifted in and out of a dreamless sleep. All that I remember was the feeling of a warm hand softly and gently stroking my forehead and the murmurings of a male voice. When the doctor came to re-examine me and to take blood samples, she stood by my bed looking perplexed. If I could have spoken, I would have told her that there was nothing wrong with me. I felt stronger than I could remember. I was healing from the inside out.

      Whenever I woke, Madeleine was sitting beside me, and she would talk about trivial happenings of the day. She seemed to be alone at those times and busied herself adjusting my sheets and monitoring the amount of light in the room. On the third day, Carlo came in with Sophia. The sight of her stirred incredible emotion that was soothed by the stroke of her hand. As she and Madeleine looked down at me in the bed, I recalled my five women at the spring and their tender care. When Sophia leaned over me to speak, I looked into her eyes and saw a tannin-coloured pool in the shade of an oak tree. I smelled warm fruit offerings and saw Sul rise from the underworld. As she stepped on to the bank beneath the vast tree, the snake of Asklepios slithered from the waters and wrapped itself around her feet. Together they were beseeching me to do something.

      When I turned to look behind me there were many people who had come to worship. Some were looking with fear at something on the ground. I went over to them and saw a woman in childbirth reaching out in pain; blood seeped down her thighs. Some threw charms beside her, but others turned away; children were in fear. Three women were standing near and I beseeched them to help me. As they stroked and calmed the woman, I parted her legs and felt for the baby’s crown. Sing to her, I told them, and their sweet voices enveloped us. The woman’s pelvis began its natural rhythm and into my hands a boy was born. When I had laid him on his mother’s breast I turned towards the tree. Sul, and the serpent, had gone.

      On the second day Madeleine placed the tray on my lap and plumped the pillows behind me. She sat on the bed and studied me while I sipped tea.

      “What’s the matter?” I said.

      She seemed to be wrestling with something to tell me. “Nothing.”

      “Mads?”

      “Well, we haven’t talked yet about what happened to you.”

      I put down my cup and told her what I could remember, though I had little memory of it then beyond falling into a deep and restful sleep. She was silent and blank-faced as I spoke, nodding every now and then, but seemed to be holding something back.

      “And so,” I said, “we haven’t spoken about how I came to be at your hotel.”

      She raised her eyebrows and let out a sigh as she leaned back.

      “Dee… I’m not sure that you’re well enough.”

      “Madeleine!”

      She shifted her body on the bed, but her head was angled slightly away from me as though she was expecting a blow. “Julian found you.”

      My head jerked back into the pillows as though I was the one who had been slapped.

      “Julian found me.” The words made little sense to me.

      “Yes,” she said quietly and, I detected, guiltily. “He stayed with you in the ambulance on the way to the hospital, but you put up such a fight about not wanting to go there, they transferred you here instead.”

      There was so much she was telling me that I couldn’t think where to begin, though at a deeper level I felt the shift of something coming into place.

      “You told Julian I was in Bath?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      Madeleine coloured. “I was worried about you…”

      “Where is he?”

      She looked down at the bedcover, “In his room down the corridor. He’s been here every day.”

      “In his room down the corridor.” I replayed the words, trying to extract something solid and real in the syntax. Madeleine hadn’t moved but was watching me carefully.

      “He’s been here every day?”

      “Yes.”

      “How… is he?”

      “Shattered.”

      “Why was he following me, Mads?”

      She let out an exasperated laugh, “He’s not following you. He loves you. He’s been worried about you since the court case, calling me every day during that time… more if he had spoken to you earlier. Do you know he was there the day you were exonerated?”

      “But why didn’t he tell me?”

      “You pushed him away, Dee. Julian never left you. You left him.”

      It was true. I knew it deeply. Another shift took place.

      “It was Julian who sent the letters, wasn’t it?”

      Madeleine coloured. She studied the bedclothes waiting for my rebuke.

      “He loves me,” I said, instead.

      She looked up. “Will I tell him to come in?”

      Despite my longing to see him, I needed time to process all that had happened and all that I was hearing.

      “No, not yet… I need time… to think.”

      Madeleine gave a small sigh of exasperation and raised her hand from her lap. She was holding something and moved it hesitantly towards me.

      “What is it?”

      “A letter… no, not one of the letters.” She laughed but it had a nervous, anxious edge. It was handed in to reception, for you.” Now my sister met my eye and held it. “I saw him, the one who left it. He’s good looking, in a gigolo kind of way. Not your type.”

      I shifted my position a bit higher on the pillows and took the envelope from her hand, though she seemed reluctant to part with it. The front was simply addressed: “Dana.” On the back was a single initial “E”.

      I slipped it under the sheet to read in a quiet moment. Madeleine seemed to be about to say something but thought better of it and, without a word, left me alone.
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      The next morning Sophia came again and sat by the bed embroidering a beautiful linen pillowslip.

      “For Madeleina,” she said, holding it up for my inspection. The centre was untouched, but around its perimeter were tiny flowers in red, blue and green. She resumed her stitching.

      “Thank you,” I said to the crown of her head.

      She looked up.

      “For coming.”

      She smiled. “Prego, Dana.” Then she patted my hand.

      While Sophia stitched, my thoughts turned to Julian. I wanted to see him, but I was still numbed and weary. I felt that I had changed, but I didn’t know yet in what way.

      “Sophia,” I said to the peppered hair of her bent head. She looked up, but this time folded the pillowcase and laid it carefully on the bed. Taking my hand in both of hers she tilted her head to the side waiting for me to speak. I talked then, as I had at the villa, about Julian, that I loved him and always would, and I told her about Elliot. I said that I wanted to return to my work, that there would be a difference, that I would make a difference to the training of women in obstetrics and midwifery, but I didn’t yet know how.

      I listened to myself, surprised at what I was saying but knowing it was right. Sophia might not have understood but she nodded and stroked my hand; it was enough simply to be heard as layers of me shed. When I had finished, when I felt cleansed, she left and returned with a pot of lemon-balm-and-rosemary tea. Over the steam of our cups, she talked in her native tongue and, though I didn’t know what she was saying, I understood that it was therapy, for both of us, simply to talk.

      That night I dreamed I was in the Stourhead Pantheon. It was late spring, and fruit was budding within the vibrant green leaves of trees. The air that whirled lightly around my body was a mixture of warmth and of cold. The Abyssinian cat strolled out to greet me from beneath a nearby shrub. It wrapped itself around my legs and arched its back in anticipation of my stroke. The steps to the balcony merged with the tiers of the Asklepion and together we climbed as we had done in a past winter, though this time with youthful energy. At the door, we waited with joyful expectation. From the depths was the sound of footsteps ascending.

      There was a pause, a slight creak as the door opened and, into the light, I stepped.
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      Audrey put her foot to the accelerator. ‘What on earth was I thinking?’ she said aloud, the tone of her voice sounding insipid to her ears as it dissipated into the fabric of the empty passenger seats. She stole a glance at the old house retreating in the rearview mirror, just as a breeze rustled through the onion weeds protruding through the wire fence, their flowers bidding her a cheery farewell.

      She’d been driving past it on her way back to the ferry and something about it had made her stop. It wasn’t enchantment—the right light, a sunny day full of potential and optimism. Instead, it was cold, and grey, the sort of Sunday afternoon that sometimes resulted in a hefty dose of melancholy. But she’d gotten out of the car, had stepped onto the house’s sinking verandah, inspected boards and had gone as far as the back garden with its overgrown beds, and even entertained the idea that she and the house had a destiny. That was, until the veil of optimism cleared, and she saw it for what it was, for surely what everyone else would see—that it was crumbling; a house that had passed its time. If it were to survive, it would need to find someone else, someone wealthier. Just as Campbell had done. Since her separation, Audrey was learning that what her idea of life should be, and what it really was, were poles apart.

      Rain slapped at the windscreen in pulsing sheets, with such force that she was tempted to construe it as a punishment. It’s just rain, she told herself, pulling over to the curb and turning off the engine and the wipers before they broke under the strain; the noise of it on the roof so loud it muffled her thoughts. When she felt the car tilt slightly in the back-left-hand corner, it didn’t require too much imagination to know what had happened.

      Restarting the engine, she applied a light pressure to the accelerator. The front wheels strained to move forward but the back wheels resisted and were making a sinister, grinding sound. She released her foot and slapped the steering wheel as though it had been part of a conspiracy.

      ‘Damn it!’

      Riffling through her handbag on the passenger seat, she took out her mobile phone, checked its reception and tossed it back with frustration.

      As suddenly as it had started, the rain stopped, and Audrey saw through her side window that she was parallel with the double-storied villa she’d observed earlier from the yard of the old house. To its left, set back from the road, was a small vineyard, the gnarled and leafless arms of the vines looking tortured as they spread across the supporting wires.

      The force of the rain on the unsealed road had carved out muddy rivulets that flowed beneath her feet as she stepped out of the car. Zipping up her jacket and slinging her bag over her shoulder, she crossed the road to the villa’s driveway. It was long and covered in scoria that had freshened in the rain to highlight its red tint, providing a striking contrast to the soft green of the olive trees that she saw were the predominant planting.

      The driveway widened at its end, then forked, with one prong directing right towards the broad marble portico of the house, and the other left to a three-car garage with a black and muddied Land Cruiser parked in front.

      She double-checked her phone in hope—still no signal. As if to hurl a further insult, a thick cloud unleashed a new torrent that had her running up the steps into the shelter of the portico.

      A dribble of water meandered down her forehead. Feeling her hair plastering around her ears and neck, Audrey clasped the large knocker clenched in the jaws of a brass lion head. She knocked once and was poised to knock again when the door was opened, and she was faced with four people standing inside the wide entrance as though they’d been anticipating her arrival.

      ‘Buongiorno.’ A small and robust middle-aged woman stepped forward. Audrey could hear the small tut of her tongue. ‘Bella ragazza... come... come in.’

      Audrey obeyed, sensing that this was how it would be for anyone in her presence. Still mute with surprise, she stepped over the threshold and quickly took in the others—an equally stocky middle-aged man and a young man with bright, dark eyes who had the colouring of the other two who were immediately in front of her. The man to her left, still holding the door open, was taller than the others and bordering on being underweight. She hadn’t yet turned to face him fully but sensed an aura of darkness, a brooding about him, though in comparison to the others who were beaming at her, she wondered if she appeared the same.

      The woman who had now gripped her arm was attempting to move her further into the house that was radiating terracotta warmth, even on this dull day.

      The ferry! The thought brought Audrey to a standstill, resisting the woman’s effort to propel her forward.

      ‘The ferry,’ she said, turning back to the others. ‘I’m bogged and I’m going to miss it.’

      ‘You’ve already missed it,’ the man by the door said as he closed it. ‘The next one’s not for two hours and there’s a good chance Bill will decide not to cross in this sort of weather.’

      Audrey turned to face him. This “prophet of doom” had an expression of concern that Audrey guessed he might wear regularly, suggested by the shadowed creases at the sides of his mouth and the deep line between his eyebrows. The implication of what he was saying began to sink in and she could feel a familiar rise of anxiety. Had she lost time? How could she have missed the ferry? ‘But I need to get back,’ she said, looking at each of them in turn, hoping that one of them would manifest a solution.

      ‘I...’ Audrey hesitated. What good would it do to explain to them that she had an important meeting at work in the morning… that she should have been working on a presentation for it at home right now?

      

      Earlier that morning, she’d been sitting at her desk in Melbourne pondering the correct choice of words for another PowerPoint presentation when she became distracted by her surroundings. It was as though she were suddenly seeing them for the first time; a bland room in a bland apartment she’d had to rent while waiting for the settlement on the property—her warehouse apartment that Campbell had never paid a cent towards but had successfully claimed half the proceeds of its sale. She could have stayed there until it was sold, but there were too many memories that haunted her, especially at night as she lay awake in their bed.

      It had been impulse and anger that had propelled her out of the apartment. Impulse had taken her driving for hours east to the coast and had her boarding an old ferry to cross a narrow section of the Pacific to an island she’d never heard of—Hibernia. And impulse had her stopping at an old, abandoned house.

      The For Sale sign, hanging diagonally between two rudimentary pine posts, flapped in the wind. With her head aligned with it in parallel, Audrey had read its lean description. Two bathrooms were a surprise—the house was old, in the Federation style of the early 1900s, and while three bedrooms might be common, certainly a second bathroom was not. It must have been added later, she reasoned, though from the front perspective it didn’t look as though anything else had been touched since the house was built. The once white paint was peeling off the lower weatherboards. From where she was standing, she could see that although the exposed boards beneath had deep fissures from weathering, they looked solid and were still in place. The verandah was another matter, sagging almost to the ground at the right-hand corner like a crooked smile that had reminded her of her grandmother, Florence, after the stroke, and she wondered if the house in front of her held as many memories as her grandmother had held behind the drooping facade.

      Placing her hand on the gate and confident that no-one could see her, she pushed it open. She smiled to herself—the fences either side had long gone, just a few remnants of rusted wire disappearing amongst the onion weed. But the gate had a dignity that called her to respect its purpose. Again, she thought of Florence.

      The house sat off-centre, to the right of the block. On the left, there was a broad expanse of ground covered in couch grass that had been recently mown. Here and there, tall stalks ran in a line, suggesting that whoever had mown it was either short-sighted, or rushed. In the middle stood a large and healthy date palm, so commonly seen in the yard of farmhouses of this era that, despite its size, it hadn’t been the first thing to attract Audrey’s eye. She’d been pleased that it was there and imagined it casting shade on the patio she would have built… imagined herself sitting there in a wicker chair sipping a gin and tonic, watching the entry and exit of parrots into the fronds and listening to them squabble over its fruit. The thought had formed a small knot in her viscera, a reminder that as a divorcee, she would be sitting there alone.

      

      And now, here she was in damp clothes and sodden hair in the home of these strangers, on an island cut off from civilisation because its old ferry couldn’t handle a storm. It wasn’t even that far across to the mainland, and Audrey thought with resentment of the house down the road that had waylaid her, knowing full well that it was all her fault. Because it usually was.

      The woman had returned her arm around her waist. ‘What is your name?’

      Audrey felt herself flush with embarrassment that she’d all but storm-trooped this home and was mentally railing against this archaic island and the whimsy of “Bill”, the ferry operator.

      ‘Audrey, Audrey Spencer,’ she said, humbled.

      ‘Audrey,’ the woman said, ‘I am Rosa, and this is my husband Beppe, and our grandson Dion. And this is Quentin, our friend.’

      ‘Just Quin,’ the man said with a nod in Audrey’s direction, as he reopened the door. ‘Beppe,’ he continued, ‘I’ll have a look at Audrey’s car. I’ve got a tow in the back of mine.’

      ‘I’ll help!’ Dion’s movement towards the door prompted a rush of instruction from his grandmother in rapid-fire Italian.

      ‘Sì, Nonna,’ he said, a broad smile stretching his face as he lifted a raincoat from a brass coat rack. Although Audrey would have thought him to be in his mid to late twenties, his response and his movements were those of a much younger boy.

      Rosa issued a further instruction, this time directed to her husband, who halted in his tracks as he moved to accompany the other two.

      Audrey didn’t need to understand the language to know that the older man, who moved with stiff hips and bowed legs, would be of little help. She saw his shoulders slump and felt a rush of sympathy, but when his wife turned from him, he slipped out the door. Good for you, she thought. There was something about him that was vulnerable, as though he’d lost his way and was trying to reclaim it. She could relate to that. It seemed to Audrey that she’d spent the last twelve months clawing her way back to something that resembled herself.

      ‘You stay here tonight,’ Rosa said, patting Audrey’s arm and steering her again towards the living room.

      Audrey stopped again; this time alarmed.

      ‘Thank you, Rosa, but no. I’ll just go back into town.’ What she could remember of the “town” was a scattering of shops; a general store that doubled as a post office, a small visitors’ centre, a sign that advertised yoga—that had surprised her—and, of course, a hotel offering cheap counter lunches, dinner, pool table and Live Music.  Perhaps they had accommodation, too, she wondered.

      ‘There’s nowhere to stay, mio caro,’ Rosa said, voicing Audrey’s worst fear.

      Anxiety sent her thoughts spinning. If “Bill” decided not to take the ferry across, she would be stranded in this house with people she didn’t know, though, she had to acknowledge, they didn’t feel like strangers. There was such warmth and generosity in their open-heartedness—something she hadn’t experienced in a long time. There had been no inquisition at the door, no reserve or assessment of her, just a genuine response of kindness to someone in need. Whatever their plan for the afternoon had been, it was adjusting for her.

      Rosa guided her through the living area with its view through concertinaed glass doors to the expansive vegetable garden. To its right was a small orchard. Though the trees were bare of leaves, the thick swelling of buds and first bursts of blossom were evidence of their vitality. Audrey thought of the twenty trees she’d counted in the overgrown and abandoned garden down the road and was surprised by a feeling of protectiveness towards them.

      There had been a lull in the wind as Audrey had made her way down the side of the old house and, in the relative calm, she’d heard a soft, regular thud coming from its rear. The noise had drawn her on and when she reached the end of the house and turned its corner, she’d come to an abrupt stop. The backyard, dense with bare-limbed fruit trees and garden beds blanketed in weeds and herbs going to seed, sprawled the width of the building. Audrey moved into a central position behind the house to get a better view. A brick path mottled with mould like age spots extended ahead of her and, at its furthermost limit, a thick band of dark grey ocean met the sky in its paler version. She realised that the sound she could hear was that of the waves beating against the coastline.

      Audrey followed the path, mentally counting the fruit trees in varying degrees of vitality. Some, she saw, needed heavy pruning, but the tips of many of the branches were already swelling with the new buds of early spring. Twenty, she’d counted, and soon they would blossom. Wondering what this garden would look like when they did, she’d turned around to take in the rear of the house and the vantage point of its one-time occupants. A window that ran its length revealed, through skewed and broken bamboo blinds, a deep room—a typical sunroom extension. The sight of it had pleased her and as the sun cracked through a small break in the clouds and cast its light and warmth on the weatherboards of the original rear of the house, her smile had broadened.

      

      She snapped back to the present. ‘Rosa, who owns the old white house down the road?’

      They’d stopped at the base of staircase. Rosa’s face seemed to cloud over.

      ‘This belong to Harold, our neighbour.’

      ‘Is he still alive?’

      ‘Sì,’ Rosa breathed the word out with a long sigh. ‘In a home for old people. Harold’s daughter put him there!’ Rosa threw her hands up. She looked bewildered. ‘Now she sell. What if he want to come home?’

      They made their way up the stairs.

      Audrey knew the scenario well enough and knew, too, that many such as Rosa saw this as an abandonment of family. In some cases, Audrey would agree, but she also knew from first-hand experience that there were times when there was little choice. Her parents had been adamant that Florence, her father’s mother, would live with them when she was no longer able to take care of herself, but after the stroke she went downhill so quickly and needed constant medical care beyond her parents’ capacity and community home help.

      ‘The house is old,’ Audrey said. ‘And needs a lot of work.’

      ‘Sì.’ Rosa nodded and paused, holding onto the banister. Audrey waited. ‘Beppe help fix, but... he getting old too!’ She laughed spontaneously as she said it and Audrey could tell that she would do this often.

      ‘You like it, Audrey?’ she said more seriously, but with a glint in her eye.

      ‘The old house?’

      ‘Sì.’

      Audrey had been intrigued by it. She’d never renovated a house, having lived in one new apartment after another, and more recently in a converted warehouse with Cam, but there was something about this one that had sparked a desire to create. As co-director of a chain of popular art galleries, there was plenty of mental stimulation and the opportunity to meet and mix with the highly creative. Once, it would have been enough but, these last twelve months, she’d begun to feel dissatisfied, as though enhancing others’ creative visions was leaving her as dry as a bone. This had been made more acute since Cam, whom she had not only nurtured in exhibiting his art but had also provided with a steady income stream when he couldn’t work because he felt ‘burnt out’ by public expectation, had left her for another woman—not younger, but certainly wealthier.

      Audrey considered Rosa’s question. Yes, she’d imagined the old house’s renovation, but the sharp eye of rationality had made her see it for what it really was. That’s how she would see things now, she told herself—without whimsy, without romantic notions.

      She shook her head. ‘No, Rosa. I’m a city girl.’

      

      At the top of the stairs, several rooms opened off a wide landing.

      ‘This way, Audrey,’ Rosa said, leading her to a bedroom on the far right and ushering her into its modern ensuite. She brought out a lilac robe and a bath towel from a cupboard behind the door. ‘You give me clothes to dry and have warm shower.’

      Audrey took them from her and undressed behind the closed door. The robe was soft against her skin as she handed the damp jeans and jumper to Rosa, who was waiting on the other side.

      ‘Bene. When you ready, come down to kitchen for a cuppa.’ Rosa closed the door behind her.

      ‘Cuppa’. Audrey smiled and knew that Rosa had said it to make her feel at home. She hadn’t considered having a shower, but as she eyed the wide recess, the thought was very appealing.

      Warmed by the flow of blood from the shower’s heat and comforted by the softness of the robe against her skin, Audrey stood at the bedroom window and marvelled at the same view of the Pacific Ocean she had seen from the end of the garden down the road. The wind had calmed and shafts of sunlight breaking through the clouds spot-lit sections of the water. Had a dolphin leapt and arched through the rays, she wouldn’t have been surprised.

      She looked towards the old house. Though the back garden was obscured by tall gums and tea-trees that ran its length, she recalled the charm of its overgrown beds and the pleasure of finding the leaves of the crocus plant that offered themselves like a secret.

      As she’d picked her way between the garden beds that revealed herbal treasures of the hardiest varieties—lavender, rosemary, a thyme bush with a dense mat of tiny new leaves at the base of its old stalks that looked like a grounded sea urchin—Audrey had pulled aside delicate and fleshy stalks of spurge to reveal crocus leaves already flaccid and browning. Amongst them were the remnants of wilting purple flowers. Though she was no expert on crocuses, she recognised this variety from her mother’s prized kitchen garden.

      ‘Be careful, Mi niῆa querida,’ her mother, Isabel, would whisper as she handed her daughter the tweezers. ‘Take it gently.’ There was reverence in her voice as, together, they harvested the plants’ stigmas.

      Audrey closed her eyes as the memory prompted another—the odour of slow-cooked lamb simmering in onions, turmeric, cardamom and cumin seeds as her mother would take the lid from the tagine to add just a few of the precious stigmas. There had been a time when she had been embarrassed by these very odours coming from their kitchen and had wished that Isabel would adapt to the simple, if not bland, Australian diet that her friends’ mothers cooked. Audrey’s forty years had seen considerable changes in the culture of her country of birth.

      The house itself seemed to be more expansive in this view from the villa, and she counted five chimneys in the tiled roof that, she noted, looked to be in good condition.

      Turning away, she took in the room behind her. She’d expected to see photographs and evidence of family life, but it was surprisingly bare—a queen-sized bed with a thick and richly textured spread in gold and black, a mahogany dressing table with curved barley-sugar legs, but without adornments, and a long mirror with pedestal legs in the far corner. She wondered if there were other grandchildren besides Dion.

      At the sound of a heavy thud of the front door closing, Audrey gathered her handbag and stole another glance at the ocean beyond the window before she left the room.

      From the landing, she could hear voices in a languid murmur of familiarity, punctuated now and then by a bass tone. Quin, she thought, the man at the door. Audrey hoped that he’d been able to extract the car from the ditch, though what she would do then was another matter.

      As she reached the bottom of the stairs, the volume of the voices became louder and there they were—all four of them, standing beside the dining room table. Dion and Quin were facing her as she came into the room and her hand automatically tugged together the gown’s lapels at her chest.

      Dion’s eyes widened when he saw her, but Quin, she saw, had cast his down.

      ‘You’re beautiful!’ Dion said, breaking free of the others and approaching her. His wide smile revealed irregular teeth that enhanced rather than detracted from his looks. His eyes were almost too wide, too bright, and Audrey realised then that he was not like other twenty-year-olds.

      Rosa placed a steaming cup of tea on a coaster on the table and let out a low growl. Dion paused in his tracks but gave Audrey a wink before he returned to the others.

      ‘Good news, Audrey,’ Rosa said, smiling at her, then scowling at her grandson as he moved back to stand beside Quin.

      Audrey saw the older man’s hand move to pat Dion’s shoulder.

      ‘The ferry,’ Rosa continued, ‘she’s going. Milk? Sugar?’

      Audrey shook her head and thanked Rosa as she picked up the cup and sipped the welcome brew. It never failed to comfort her, but she suddenly longed to be sharing tea and hummingbird cake with her parents at their kitchen table in Ballina.

      Beppe cleared his throat as though unused to speaking. ‘The weather is good now.’ It was a gentle voice, and Audrey already felt endeared to this man. Though he bore no physical resemblance to her own father, his unassuming way reminded her of him. She resolved to call her parents as soon as she returned home.

      ‘That’s not good news!’ Dion’s voice contrasted sharply with his grandfather’s. ‘I was hoping you’d stay.’ He’d said it without guile and Audrey felt certain that this would always be the way with him. ‘Don’t we?’ he continued, looking at Quin for support who smiled at him.

      ‘Audrey has to get back to work, remember?’ Quin said, passing her a fleeting glance.

      Work. How dull that sounded to her. Audrey could feel a heaviness around her heart as she pictured herself presenting at tomorrow’s meeting—if she ever got there.

      ‘I’m afraid so, Dion. But thank you. I’m disappointed, too,’ she added.

      ‘Then stay.’

      ‘Enough, enough, Dion.’ Rosa clapped her hands as though conducting primary school children. ‘I get your clothes, Audrey. How long until ferry, Quin?’

      ‘Fifty minutes. It will only take you five to get there,’ Quin said, addressing Audrey.

      Rosa hurried off to the rear of the house. Quin stepped forward. ‘The car’s fine.’

      He was standing only a few feet away and Audrey was able to take him in. Closer, in the light of the living room, he looked younger than he had in the shadowed entrance. Mid-late forties perhaps. She’d thought that he might be a farmer from the island, but his complexion was not weathered like other farmers she’d known. There were lines, some deep, between his eyebrows and around the sides of his mouth. His eyes, though, were soft, coloured the green end of hazel. His hair was fair but beginning to grey around his temples and in the fine stubble around his chin and cheeks. He was dressed in jeans and a pale blue denim shirt and Audrey noticed that one side of the collar had not folded down completely, as though he’d dressed quickly. She wondered about his relationship with this family. He and Dion were obviously close, but the style of the man in front of her seemed somehow at odds with the others. He had an educated tone and she pictured him living on a large property that had an expansive home with a wide verandah. But, she decided, he could equally be at home in the corporate world of the city, a maverick who, in a quiet way, called the shots.

      Audrey shook her head to clear her thoughts, reminding herself of her resolve not to give in to whimsy. He probably owns the local pub, she thought.

      ‘Q, I told you that you need accommodation at The Island.”

      Dion’s voice cut through her thoughts, and she realised that this was the name of the hotel she’d seen in the “town”.

      ‘Q owns our only pub,’ Dion continued, as though plucking Audrey’s thoughts from her as fast as they came.

      ‘I’ve only recently bought it,’ Quin said, in what sounded like an apology.

      ‘And I’m going to be working there, aren’t I?’ Dion said, with apparent pride. ‘When it’s ready.’

      Audrey felt as though her mental dialogue was starting to dictate her reality.

      ‘Yes, I saw the hotel. Hard to miss it,’ she said. She remembered that it was an imposing single-storied building of red brick, with a laced, wrought-iron verandah, typical of those built in the early 1900s.

      ‘It’s in need of a lot of work,’ Quin said, and Audrey had to agree.

      ‘And he’s going to open a restaurant,’ Dion’s voice was becoming louder with excitement, ‘and I will be... What’ll I do again?’

      ‘You’ll have an important role,’ Quin said, turning to the boy with a smile.

      Dion coloured with pleasure.

      ‘Have you owned a hotel before, Quin?’ Audrey hoped her curiosity wasn’t too apparent. In her mind, he just didn’t fit the bill as the owner of a country pub, though she knew that some hotels were becoming gentrified. In her travels with Campbell, a self-asserted wine buff, they’d visited a few that successfully catered to both the tourist and local trades and Audrey had sometimes envied the tree-change lifestyle of the once-urban owners.

      ‘No, this is the first.’ There was a steely look on his face, not directed at her, but as though he was lost in a thought.

      What’s his story? she wondered and was forming another question when Rosa reappeared with jeans and jumper in hand.

      ‘All good for you now, Audrey.’ Still holding the clothes, Rosa beckoned her back in the direction she’d come from.

      Audrey turned back to Quin and Dion and saw that Beppe had disappeared once again.

      She thanked the others for their kindness, though the words didn’t seem to convey the depth of her appreciation.

      ‘I’ll follow you to the ferry,’ Quin said, ‘in case there’s a problem.’

      ‘There’s no need.’ Her reply sounded too quick in her ears, and she reconsidered. ‘But if it’s not too much trouble, I’d be grateful,’ she added.

      ‘I’ll come, too,’ Dion said, with his trademark enthusiasm.

      ‘I’ve got to go home from there, mate.’ Quin’s tone was patient.

      Rosa’s voice cut across them all, first in Italian to her grandson and then apologetically to Audrey. ‘Come, Audrey, or you miss the ferry.’

      In a smaller and older bathroom than the one upstairs, Audrey took off the robe, reminding herself to look for one exactly like it when she got home. Her clothes were still warm from the dryer when she put them on, and their familiarity was comforting.

      Still in socked feet, she returned to the living area. The others had moved from where she’d left them and Beppe came towards her, holding her shoes that she had left, wet, at the door. When she took them from him, they too felt warm, and she realised that he’d dried them. He coloured as she thanked him.

      It was like a different day outside the villa than when she’d arrived only an hour or so beforehand. The thick band of clouds had deconstructed and the sunlight that now bathed the portico held the promise of the warmer months to come.

      Her car was waiting for her in the driveway. It looked cleaner than she remembered and there was no caked mud on the back wheels. Just inside the doorway of the opened garage door, she saw a pressure cleaner. She knew it was Beppe who had cleaned the car and turned back to see him, Rosa and Dion standing in the entrance to see her off.

      ‘Thank you, Beppe.’

      Beppe smiled and nodded his head.

      ‘Come back soon, Audra,’ Dion said, moving towards her with arms outstretched.

      Another instruction in Italian was issued from his grandmother that included the correction of her name, but Rosa smiled when Audrey accepted his embrace. Despite his occasional bravado, the hug was tentative. When he released, he stepped back and tucked his chin to his chest. Audrey could see that his face was flushed with colour.

      This time, Rosa’s voice was soft and crooning as Dion stepped back to stand between his grandparents and Audrey was surprised by a thick ball of emotion forming in her throat. She swallowed.

      As she said her goodbyes, thanking them again, she resolved to return before long with a gift for their generous hospitality. The thought of coming back sat well with her.

      

      Audrey checked her rear-view more often than she needed to on the muddy road to the ferry. Quin had offered to lead, but she’d insisted that she was fine and knew her way, as much to regain a sense of her own composure as anything else. He would follow then, he’d said, just in case there was a problem at the other end. Now she felt somehow exposed and wished she hadn’t been so hasty. When she checked the mirror again, he flashed his lights and she saw that she’d almost missed the turn-off to the jetty.

      As they turned into the car park she saw, to her relief, that the ferry was docked. She drove towards it and waited at the start of the metal ramp until she received the green light to board. Checking her mirror again, she saw that Quin had parked his car and was walking towards her. There was a quiet confidence in his gait, and he held himself very formally, almost rigidly. Audrey wondered if he’d ever served time in the military. He came to her window as she opened it and leaned in.

      ‘All’s well. I spoke to Bill earlier and he’d have waited for you, anyway. He’d remembered that you were only planning on coming for the day.’

      Audrey now recalled the brief conversation with the ferry driver that she now knew as Bill and felt guilty that she’d remembered so little about him. Had she been so inattentive? Had she even been dismissive?

      ‘Thanks again, Quin, for all you’ve done. I don’t know what I…’

      ‘Think nothing of it,’ he said as her voice trailed off. ‘Perhaps we’ll see you another time, if you would ever want to come back to the island.’

      Audrey wasn’t sure if she could hear the trace of an invitation. ‘I could stay at the hotel... if you had any room.’ She’d meant it as a joke and laughed to cover her embarrassment.

      ‘You’d always be welcome. But we’re a way off that yet.’ He was smiling, but there it was again, that far-off look.

      Whimsy! she warned herself. He was probably just a daydreamer, or vague.

      ‘The light’s green,’ she said, and he drew his head back and stood upright.

      ‘Safe journey, Audrey.’ Quin patted the leather padding of the window and stepped away.

      She moved the car forward, her heart racing at the thump and clang onto the metal ramp that was the only thing between her and this shallow strip of the Pacific Ocean. Once fully aboard, she looked once more into her rear-vision to see Quin standing beside his car with one hand on his hip and the other waving her goodbye.
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      Audrey stirred the hot chocolate with absorbed attention as though searching for life’s meaning in its mocha froth.

      The presentation had gone over very well, Bruce had said with what seemed to be genuine appreciation, indicating that the investors were happy with the galleries’ profit margins. Once, she would have been buoyed by the praise, but not now. Once the production of exhibitions would have satisfied her creativity—she was good at it, there was no doubt—but increasingly, she came to realise that, in the end, she was merely an administrator of other people’s creativity. She was great at enabling their dreams, but not her own. The bigger problem was, she didn’t even know what her dreams were.

      There had been a moment, a pause when the investors were discussing aspects of the new proposal to expand the city venue, when her attention had been caught by something outside the window—two horizontal bands of grey, one on top of the other, that mimicked that of the sea and the sky she’d seen on the island from the garden of the old white house.

      

      Seagulls flew overhead and her ears tuned again to the pounding of the sea. How does this garden survive its salty blasts? she’d wondered, as she continued the path’s subtle ascent. At the top of the land’s rise, she stood in wonder at the sight before her. The ocean was vast, and she could hear it hurling itself violently against the cliffs fifty metres below.

      In front of her was a low fence and a gate. Behind it was an expanse of grass only marginally protected by the salt bushes and low tea trees at the cliff’s edge. She opened the gate and walked to its centre. The wind buffeted so strongly that her cheeks stung as though from a slap. The sight before her was wild—whitecapped waves angled in irregular patterns, evidence of the wind’s fickle mood. It could have been foreboding—the ingredients to fuel melancholia that seemed to visit her more often now, thickening and deepening since the separation—but she felt calm as though she’d stumbled upon a moment when unseen forces coalesced; a moment to savour…

      Flashes of memory like this had visited her often over the three weeks since she’d been to the island, taking her by surprise. She’d remembered the verandah sagging at its righthand corner, the stem of wisteria thick as a man’s forearm wrapped around one of its posts. When she’d looked through one of the front windows veiled in thin terylene, cupping her hands around her temples to keep out light, she’d just been able to make out the bare floorboards, solid but hungry for oil, and at the rear of the room, the black marble mantle. Through the other—a bay window whose curtain didn’t quite reach the sill—she could make out a faded brown Westminster carpet. Lying on it was a cardboard coaster with an upside-down photo of a building and The Island written across the top, the words almost obscured by the round stain where a glass had been regularly placed. She’d forgotten about that coaster until she’d come home. Quin’s hotel. She remembered how excited Dion was to work there when it was renovated, the gentle tone of Quin’s voice when he spoke to the boy, and the sight of him in the rearview waving goodbye.

      

      ‘Thanks, Nina.’

      Audrey’s fingers hesitated on the keypad of her phone until the cup had been removed, then typed in her search and waited for the real estate listings to load. There were several in the region and she scrolled quickly through the new subdivisions on the mainland to the only one on the island—the old white house. Audrey stared at the banner across the top of the photo—Under Offer—unsure if she felt disappointment or relief. The price at the bottom of the photo was affordable, and too high given the amount of work it needed, but her argument lacked conviction.

      ‘That’s that then,’ she muttered, putting the phone on the table. Her shoulders relaxed and she began to feel lighter, as though the house and the memory of that day had become a slight weight. But she knew it wasn’t over yet; there was a promise she’d made to herself, to return to the island with a gift for Rosa, Beppe, Dion, and Quin.

      Audrey was putting the phone into her handbag when it rang in her hand. The sight of the name on the phone startled her and she considered ignoring it, though she was slightly intrigued.

      ‘Cam.’

      ‘Audrey.’

      His tone was soft, and she was momentarily caught in a time warp, a residue of memory when her heart would accelerate at the sound of his voice, as it did now, but, she reminded herself, for different reasons.

      It was the first time they’d spoken in months. The divorce would go ahead in a few weeks’ time, but there’d been no need to speak. She didn’t want to speak.

      She waited for him to continue, and when he did, his voice was hesitant, nervous.

      ‘I want to thank you...’

      For what? she wondered. She’d had no choice in agreeing to splitting the assets, even though the warehouse, and the apartments—one after the other when he’d gotten bored and wanted to move on—had only been possible because she’d owned the first one outright and had made enough profit to fund subsequent moves. As much as she was upset with him about it, she was annoyed with herself for her weakness.

      ‘Cam, what’s this about?’

      There was a pause at the other end. He would be pacing as he made this call, she thought, and he’s stopped to consider his next move. It was always this way with him. Her suspicions rose.

      ‘I want to see you... take you out... for lunch, as a gesture of my appreciation.’

      I want. If there was a phrase that summed him up, it was that one.

      She was on the verge of ending the call when his voice cut into her thoughts.

      ‘There’s something I need to talk about.’

      How quickly her resolve began its disintegration. She felt it and tried to restore its integrity, but she and he had a history and, despite all that had happened, it still meant something to her.

      ‘Talk about it with Caroline.’ Audrey was aware of feeling something akin to sympathy for her—Caroline—the new woman who would, sooner or later, reach her use-by-date. Perhaps it was sooner than she thought.

      ‘Aud—’

      ‘What, Cam? I’m not your confidante anymore.’ God knows she’d filled that role often enough.

      ‘Please, Aud.’

      So many times, she’d heard that appeal. Please Aud—I need more time, I need more love, I need more...

      ‘You can tell me on the phone, Cam.’

      She heard his sigh and something else—a catch in his voice. She gave in.

      ‘Okay, I can meet you later today.’

      ‘Thanks.’ His tone was laboured, tired. ‘Café Romano?’

      No, she thought, not there. It had been their favourite place for an afternoon drink. He’d meet her there on her return from the gallery, after he’d been painting all day. They’d both be tired but pleased to see each other, to talk about their day, to relax over a drink. The little things.

      But you’re over him, she told herself in a challenge to her own courage. ‘Sure. See you there at four.’

      When they’d ended the call and she was putting her phone away, Audrey wondered if she was making a very big mistake.

      

      It would have been quicker to catch the train, she thought as the tram ground to a halt once again. Meeting Cam at this hour when the traffic was at its worst was unwise, but Audrey doubted there was much wisdom involved in agreeing to meet him anyway. The tram was crowded and there was an uncomfortable lack of personal space between standing passengers. She was fortunate to have found a spot in a recess away from the door, but a man in a smart blue suit had moved into the space in front of her with his back to her and was reading a news article on his phone.

      His collar’s up. I wonder if I should tell him. Audrey could feel her fingers itching to turn it down. What if she did? How would he react? It would be misconstrued; it was an intimate thing, to turn down someone’s collar. Perhaps the upturn was deliberate, she thought, but he wasn’t of the generation and the style of the suit jacket suggested he was conservative. As though reading her mind, or sensing her staring at his neck, the man turned slightly towards her. Audrey averted her eyes, but the collar still bothered her. He’d want to know, but what she really meant was that Cam would have wanted to know. She imagined Cam leaving his new house—Caroline’s house—the Victorian terrace in one of Melbourne’s leafy, opulent suburbs, so unlike Cam to want to live there, and she, Caroline, would catch him at the door and might say, ‘There, that’s better,’ as she turned down his collar. Would she lean into his neck to savour his aftershave? Strange, she thought, that in the absence of a scent you can still smell it, still feel the same surge of emotion. She wondered if the man in front of her was wearing the same one and felt for a moment that her mind and muscles would betray her logic to make her lean in. When she looked back at him, he’d turned away and the collar had somehow turned itself down.

      Life folds and unfolds without you, Audrey, she thought, further confirmation that any control she might exert on her life was an illusion. It was a lesson she really needed to learn.

      

      She was five minutes late and searched the crowded tables for him. Of course he’s not here, and couldn’t remember a time when he would be there before her on those afternoons, even though he’d been home all day at the apartment, just a five minute walk away.

      From her vantage point at the door, she saw a couple leave their table at the rear and manoeuvred her way to claim their chairs, nodding at a few familiar faces, though the level of noise restricted all but up-close conversation.

      When she was settled on the high stool at the equally high table and facing the entrance so that she could assess Cam from a distance—something she had done habitually to determine his mood—Audrey checked her mobile phone. There was a missed call from Bruce, and she dug out her earphones while she waited for the message to come through.

      Bruce’s voice was animated and high as though he’d been drinking. After she’d listened a fourth time, she took out her earphones, folded and then refolded the wires and returned them to her handbag in an automated sequence. Slowly, as she sat staring at the entrance of the café for reasons she couldn’t quite remember, her thoughts coalesced.

      ‘The investors want to expand the gallery franchise,’ Bruce had said. ‘In London, and they want you to head it up. If you agree, it will be effective immediately.’

      ‘Aud.’

      The voice so close to her ear startled her and Audrey was surprised to see Cam standing beside her.

      ‘You were far away,’ he said, as he settled onto the stool in front of her, placing wallet—new, she noted—and car keys—Audi, she couldn’t fail to notice—on the table. Café Romano was a long way from where he lived now, and she doubted now that he did miss the stroll down the road.

      He’d convinced her that it was perfect for them—an old, inner-city warehouse that had been renovated to perfection—open plan living, skylights that bathed the mezzanine bedrooms, studio space for him and the living area downstairs in a warm light, winter and summer, a rooftop garden with views to the city. No office space for her, though; she would set up at the end of the oak dining room table when needed. He’d offered her the studio space, but she knew as well as he did that it was impractical. ‘Really, it’s no problem for me,’ she’d said, and Audrey knew that this had been an all-too-common expression.

      It hadn’t taken too much convincing; she’d loved it too, though it had meant a small mortgage, a fact that seemed to give Cam more leverage when it came to claiming half the proceeds from the sale. His elation had been contagious, and Audrey had hoped that it would finally make him happy, that he’d settle and perhaps even think about having children.

      For the first year, it seemed to work. When they would meet at Romano’s, he would be buoyed by the day’s work, eager to tell her about the breakthroughs and progress on the latest work, sometimes several paintings on the go at the one time. On occasion, she would see paint residue in his hair and under his nails even though he’d shower before meeting her, and for some reason this gave her great joy, as though a positive portent for their future together. When he was creating, Cam was happy, calm, loving and optimistic, but the dry spells inevitably came and she came to realise that there were no external factors—the apartment, and herself included—that could prevent them. In these times, Cam alternated between a great restlessness and the need to be entertained by some new experience—travel, parties—or, more frequently, he slept for much of the day, meeting her here in a sullen and pessimistic mood.

      Audrey assessed the man in front of her. Which man was he today?

      It had been months since she’d last seen him, when they’d sat opposite each other at the solicitor’s office, a cold shaft of light on the documents spread before them spotlighting their failure. Afterwards, he’d offered to buy her a drink at a local bar and seemed relieved when she declined. Audrey didn’t want to celebrate his future freedom. For her, it would be the ending of a dream, a fanciful, hopeful and irrational dream. She’d stepped away as he tried to kiss her forehead goodbye, and headed home to her rented apartment, picking up a bottle of gin on the way.

      He looked tired, she thought now, and felt a small internal sag of something in her intestines, a vestigial reaction. She took in his face as discreetly as she could, its familiarity momentarily taking her breath away as though every fair hair of his eyebrows and lashes was known to her, the scar beneath his nose an old friend. His hair was shorter than she ever remembered and made him look older. Thinking of the man on the tram with the upturned collar, her eyes wandered to his neckline, and she realised that, like today, Cam preferred a black t-shirt, very rarely wearing a shirt. How could she have forgotten?

      ‘Hi,’ she said, wondering what it was that they’d talked about in those afternoons, and it struck her that he’d seldom been genuinely interested in her day.

      Audrey felt an urgency to get this meeting over with. Bruce’s message was still playing in the back of her mind, and she needed time to think it through.

      ‘You look well, Aud.’

      ‘So do you.’

      Cam looked down as though sensing her lie and studied his fingers that were reading his wallet and keys like braille.

      ‘Drink?’

      Oh, for God’s sake get it over with, she thought, but nodded in agreement instead.

      While he was at the bar, she listened one more time to Bruce’s message, not trusting that she’d heard it correctly. It was a great opportunity and a recognition of the passion and energy she’d invested over the years. But Audrey couldn’t deny that her most immediate reaction was anxiety. ‘Here you go,’ Cam said, as he placed the glass in front of her. It was an uncharacteristic expression and she wondered if this was how he spoke with Caroline. Was he becoming someone else? Had the Cam she’d known been a reflection of herself? The thought unsettled her.

      The seconds crawled as they each took a sip from their drink. Her foot slipped from the rung of the stool, betraying her discomfort.

      ‘Cam. What do you want to talk about?’

      He placed his glass down, took a deep breath and spoke to the table.

      ‘I miss you, Aud.’

      

      On the way home Audrey replayed the scene she’d just left.

      At first, she’d forced the feeling of indifference, reminding herself that the man in front of her had betrayed her. But she couldn’t deny the history they shared; they’d seen rough moments, but also good times of love, laughter and intimacy. Cam was a paradox, but Audrey also knew that their marriage had not been a total sham—she hadn’t been a fool, she hadn’t been conned, and she hadn’t been blameless.

      His relationship with Caroline was floundering, he’d said, and had seemed sincere and humble. He’d realised that he’d made a terrible mistake, that he found himself thinking of Audrey more and more each day.

      ‘It’s funny, you know, but it’s the little things I miss, the things you did for me—the cup of tea that you’d bring into the studio before you went to bed, the crustier portion of lasagne you’d serve for me, the missing button on my favourite jacket that you replaced after you’d searched the haberdasheries. I noticed, Aud.’

      He’d looked up and searched her face that she’d tried to keep as impassive as possible.

      ‘But I didn’t tell you, back then. And now it’s too late.’

      Had she heard it as a question? There’d been a flicker of something in his eyes. Had it been hope? Audrey had felt her pulse quicken and knew that the adrenalin was working its way into her muscles. She’d placed the glass down carefully and looked away from him. At a table by the wall, a couple were sitting very closely, talking directly, lovingly, into each other’s faces. As though on cue, the background music changed from a rhythm that was keeping pace with her heart, to a mellow and lazy jazz, the sound that had filled their Sunday afternoons.

      She’d look back at him.

      ‘Yes, Cam. It’s too late,’ she’d said.

      

      As she stepped into the apartment, its silence felt like a scream of failure and loneliness. All the effort she’d made—leaving the warehouse and renting it out so she wouldn’t be surrounded by memories, sorting through boxes and eliminating evidence of him, reducing herself to reading “self-help” books on grief and loss—had been pointless. She hadn’t purged him from her mind or her heart, only buried him deeper. And now that she’d seen him, had heard him, it was as though he’d been released to wander her psyche.

      She slumped onto the arm of the sofa as though she’d been drained of life force and knew that she needed to change her life. Her index finger hovered briefly over the recall button on her phone.

      ‘Hi, Bruce.’ She mustered enough energy to convey a sound of enthusiasm, even if it was a lie. ‘That’s such wonderful news. I’m shocked... and honoured.’

      Bruce gave her the details—a one-year contract initially, flights home to visit family, settling costs, and told her she had a week to think it over. He’d be able to manage the galleries here while she was away, he said, thanks to all the work she’d put in.

      ‘It’s a wonderful opportunity, Bruce, I’d be foolish to give it up. Thanks for your endorsement of me. I’ll let you know before the end of the week.’

      She paused before adding, ‘But I think I know what my answer will be.’

      She sat a while longer on the arm of the sofa. It was a once in a lifetime chance and she would say yes. The stars were surely aligning in her favour. But she felt deflated.
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      The mainland road to the ferry had been resurfaced in bitumen since she’d travelled it only three weeks before, and Audrey noted that some of the newly subdivided housing lots had been sold, especially those closest to the tidal flats that looked towards Hibernia. The wheels on the new surface were relatively silent, and she remembered how much she’d loved the crunching sound of them on the old scoria, as though a reminder that she’d gotten off the beaten track.

      Ahead, she could just see the glassed cabin of the ferry, the rest of the boat being obscured by a dense band of mangroves, and she felt a sudden acceleration of her heartbeat. She lowered the window and breathed in salty air tinged with the sulfurous odour of anaerobic sand. In the city, she was beleaguered by allergies that narrowed the internal layers of her nostrils, but now, with each breath sucked as though through a straw, she could feel them relaxing and widening. With her head angled out of the window, Audrey took a deep inhalation as a soft breeze licked her face and she exhaled a long and audible sigh.

      Turning into the parking bay in front of the ferry, she was surprised how much closer the island appeared than on her last trip. That day, the wind had whipped up a salty spray that had created a veil of mist between it and the mainland, but today there was only a breeze, and, in the sun, she could see clearly to the make-shift marina on the other side, and the carpark behind where Quin had waved her goodbye.

      Two other cars were boarding ahead of her, and Bill was collecting money through the driver windows. When he saw her pull up behind the ramp, he waved and smiled in recognition and, spontaneously, she returned it as though greeting an old friend. She remembered how she had thought unkindly of him when she’d been close to being stranded on the island.

      He waved her forward and she edged the car onto the ramp with more confidence than she’d felt last time.

      ‘Hello, love. Audrey, isn’t it?’

      ‘That’s right. How are you, Bill?’

      ‘Good, good, love. Can’t keep away from our island, eh?’

      There was no reason for her to blush, but she could feel her face warming and was about to launch into an uncalled-for explanation as she handed over the fare, but he gave her window a friendly tap and went behind her car to draw in the ramp.

      There was a remnant of winter chill in the breeze as they crossed the stretch, but Audrey kept the window open. With her hands off the steering wheel and cupped instead around the eco-cup she’d had filled with espresso at the last café on the mainland, she relaxed into the seat and felt the muscles in her shoulders slowly releasing. The ferry moved slowly, giving a sense of the island being further away than it was—three kilometers, she’d read, but it would take more than thirty minutes to get there. ‘I’m in no hurry,’ she said aloud and repeated it to embed it into her psyche.

      As the ferry moved through the water, Audrey’s thoughts turned to the pressing subject of London and the job offer. She’d called her parents to tell them about the offer but didn’t mention the meeting with Cam as she knew they’d be concerned. Though they’d never said anything, she was aware that they didn’t think he was good enough for her and had initially put it down to their parental protectiveness.

      For her sake, they’d tried to embrace him as their son-in-law, but Cam had retained an almost formal distance. When she’d questioned him on it, he’d adopted a look of bewilderment—‘I don’t know what you mean, Aud. Isabel and Max are... good... simple people. Of course I like them,’—and she suspected that he thought they weren’t good enough for him. Her parents’ life together was simple, humble, but it was through choice rather than economic circumstances. Max’s long tenure as a professor of environmental science had enabled them to travel extensively, which they still did, and to fund building projects in Timor-Leste. Their house by the sea in Ballina was modest, eco-friendly and their substantial garden a permaculture haven. Over the years of her marriage to Cam, she had more often visited them alone.

      There’d been a small silence when she told her mother about the job in London before Isabel finally spoke. ‘It’s a wonderful opportunity, my darling,’ she said, and Audrey was about to agree when she continued, ‘but is it what you want?’

      Audrey allowed herself the admission. ‘I don’t know, Mum; that’s the trouble.’

      She had discussed it on the phone with her friend Poppy, who lived in Paris. ‘The only good thing about that job is that you’ll be closer to me!’ Poppy’s voice had the tone of a mother berating a child. ‘But it’s not you anymore, Aud. What about you? Find yourself, my darling.’

      They’d been the best of friends since their first meeting when Poppy was a struggling artist. Not in the clichéd sense that Audrey had experienced with some others—full of self-grandeur and disdain that disguised their insecurities and bitterness. No, Poppy’s was a true talent, with an enthusiasm and love for her work that was contagious. She painted and sculpted purely for the love of it and took any job on to support it. When Bruce had “discovered” her work at a local market, he took a risk and signed her up for an exhibition at the gallery. A star was born. Poppy moved to Paris to study and exhibit her work, returning for a few months to support Audrey in the early days of the break-up.

      ‘He’s an arsehole anyway,’ had been her first words, as she’d embraced Audrey in the arrivals lounge of the airport, making Audrey laugh for the first time in weeks. Poppy could always be relied on to make her laugh.

      Finally, she decided that she would take the position. In a way, Cam had been the deciding factor, but she still had a few days left until she needed to commit and once done, there would be a whirlwind of things to do. The Board members were keen for her to come as soon as possible. The reconstruction of the old warehouse in Waterloo was near to completion and Audrey would be required to advise on the finer details of its refurbishment. Bruce was already working on contracts for some big names in the UK to exhibit at the opening in July and the next months would move at a frenetic pace.

      ‘It seems very late in the process to be appointing a director,’ she’d said to Bruce, as they studied the photos that had been sent by the Site Manager.

      Something flickered across his face, and he looked guarded. ‘Yes, well, the original Director they had in mind took up another offer, in New York, I believe.’

      So, she’d been the second choice. Audrey wondered why she was not surprised. Bruce seemed to sense it and was quick to add that the Board members were very excited to have her if she accepted.

      Audrey leaned back into the seat of the car and closed her eyes. Today, she would not think of the gallery, of London, or of Cam. He’d called her three times since their meeting, and she’d deleted the messages without listening to them. She glanced at the screen of the phone lying at the top of her open bag. There’d be no reliable signal on the island anyway, she remembered, and this time she’d be glad of it.

      The ferry began to softly shudder as it slowed down on entry to Hibernia’s dock. There’d be four hours to kill until the return trip and once she’d visited Rosa and Beppe and given them the gifts, she’d take another tour of the island.

      The two vehicles ahead of her—an old Ute that looked as though it was held together by its rust, and a sedan with two straw sun hats sitting on the back shelf, began to disembark. Audrey couldn’t see either of the drivers, but assumed they were locals by the way that Bill had stopped at each window for a chat. She smiled when she saw him tap the open driver windowsill—it seemed to be his trademark move. He approached her car.

      ‘Y’over for the night, or heading back today?’

      ‘Back today, Bill,’ she said, liking the easy familiarity that was developing between them now.

      ‘Okay, love. We’ll be heading back at four. No weather issues today, like last time.’ Bill turned around to take in the island and the sea, his smile reflecting something akin to pride and contentment.

      ‘You’re becoming a regular,’ he added and there was something mischievous in his voice. He didn’t wait for a response but turned away, not before patting the window as he left.

      ‘I’ll see you then,’ he called over his shoulder. ‘Have a good one, love.’

      

      With the back wheels of the car safely onto land, Audrey let out a sigh of relief as she headed up the drive to the road. Fear of deep water had embedded itself in her psyche. Apart from being held underwater in a backyard pool by the teenage son of family friend when she was seven, she couldn’t think of any other reason for it. Phobias just creep up on you without a cause, she reasoned.

      There was no sign of the other two cars, or anyone else, and she eased off the accelerator to savour the island’s air that tasted of salt and smelled of warm straw.

      The roadside was thick with saltbush, Salicornia and low tea-tree, and small birds—a stunningly blue male wren and his harem of brown females, white-faced finches, and wattlebirds darting through the shrubs. Audrey stopped the car to watch them. On the sandy roadside, large bull ants crisscrossed each other’s paths, while the small sugar ants maintained an ordered line. A cabbage moth, early for this time of the year, took a break on the bonnet of the car, then alighted and resumed its lonely journey. In the background, Audrey could hear the thudding of the sea and was reminded of the same sound that had drawn her to the backyard of the old white house, and how the Pacific Ocean had stretched out before her.

      How different the island seemed to her on this calm and beautiful spring day, though its tempestuous mood had equally excited her. Before her visit three weeks ago, she had rarely left the sterile confines of the city except to visit her parents, and her grandmother when she was alive, and even then, she had flown.

      The left-hand turn was coming up that would take her to the villa. Audrey mentally rehearsed what she would say to Rosa, Beppe, Dion and Quin, and hoped that they liked the gifts she’d brought for them. As she’d forgotten to ask for their landline number, and there was little to no signal in spots on the island, she hadn’t been able to call beforehand, so if they weren’t there, she’d simply leave the gifts at the door, with the cards she’d pre-written in case. It was a long way to come on the off-chance they’d be home, but she had to admit she was drawn to returning to the island, anyway.

      Twenty metres ahead was a sign to the island’s Post Office. On impulse, she turned right in its direction, crossing the bridge over a mangrove-lined river, and away from her route to Rosa and Beppe’s.

      The Island Hotel looked as though it was once again shrouded in a mist and, as she approached, a puff of white dust billowed from the open double doors and windows. A male figure emerged in what reminded her of a scene from an old sci-fi movie. He wore overalls and a dust mask hung on its straps below his chin. His hair was coated grey and when the cloud began to settle, she saw that it was Quin. The muscles in Audrey’s foot above the accelerator began to flex, but Dion, like a powdery carbon copy, had followed Quin out and turned towards the car as she approached.

      ‘Audra! Audra!’ He was moving quickly towards her, and she slowed down to a stop.

      ‘Dion,’ she called back through the open passenger window, ‘how are you?’

      ‘It’s good to see you!’ As he leaned in towards the window, dust particles projected forward, some catching in the back of Audrey’s throat and making her cough. In her peripheral view she saw Quin coming towards her.

      ‘Hello, Audrey.’ He stood beside Dion and removed the mask to below his chin. The fine layer of dust on his face accentuated the lines around his mouth and forehead and the ends of his eyelashes were tipped in white. ‘It is good to see you.’

      When he smiles, his eyes crinkle, she thought.

      She cleared her throat. ‘I was on my way to see Rosa and Beppe, to thank them... and both of you... for all your help the other week.’

      ‘You’ve come the wrong way then, Audra,’ Dion said. ‘You turned right when...’

      ‘It’s “Audrey”, Dion, but lucky for us she did,’ Quin cut in.

      ‘Are you staying this time, Audra?’ Dion said, his eyes wide with hope. ‘You’re welcome, you know.’

      ‘No, Dion, but thank you. I’ll just visit Rosa and Beppe and I’ll have to get back.’

      ‘You’ve got four hours. Don’t let Nonna talk to you for that long. Come back and I’ll cook you lunch. I’ll wash first, I promise.’

      ‘Actually, that’s a good idea,’ Quin said, smiling approvingly at Dion then turning to Audrey. ‘Will you?’

      It didn’t take too much consideration before Audrey agreed, thinking that it would provide her with a chance to give them their gifts. She wondered, on looking back at the hotel, where he would be doing the cooking. Dion beamed as she accepted.

      ‘How’s the renovation going?’ she said to Quin.

      He turned to look at the hotel, then back to her. ‘It’s a bigger project than I thought. But we’ll get there.’

      ‘Yes, we’ll get there,’ Dion added. ‘One hour with Nonna and Nonno, Audra. That’s all, okay? He consulted his watch again. ‘See you at twelve-thirty.’

      Audrey couldn’t help but smile at his serious expression.

      ‘Will do,’ she said.

      ‘Perfect. I’m setting my timer now.’

      Quin, who was standing back, smiled at her over Dion’s shoulder.

      ‘You better not be late,’ he said, ‘or we’ll hear about it all afternoon.’

      ‘Right. I’ll be here.’

      Both men stood back as she took off.

      There were smiles on all their faces.
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        * * *

      

      Audrey placed the large bag she was carrying on the portico before accepting Rosa’s embrace.

      ‘What pleasure, Audrey,’ Rosa said, stepping back to take her in. She turned and called through the open doorway behind her. ‘Beppe, Beppe!’

      Audrey could hear the shuffle of feet on the terrazzo floor. Beppe came into view and her heart was stirred once again by the sight of his gentle face and humble demeanour.

      ‘Hello, Beppe,’ she said, moving forward and resisting the urge to hug him in case she embarrassed him.

      He nodded shyly in acknowledgement. ‘Hello, Audrey. Is good to see you.’

      ‘Come in. Come in, mio caro,’ Rosa said and slipped her arm around Audrey’s waist as she guided her forward in a replay of three weeks earlier.

      The living space ahead, Audrey remembered, had been filled with light even on that dull day weeks ago, but today it looked as though it was aflame as the sun hit the terracotta tiles and off-white walls. Beyond the glass doors, the bright green of new citrus leaves provided an almost shocking contrast, and tall leaves of fennel softened the herb gardens in a feathery blur. A cabbage moth dipped and rose, and Audrey was pleased that the solitary one she’d seen on the road near the ferry might find a mate after all—that is, if Rosa or Beppe didn’t see it first.

      This time, Rosa steered her to the right of the living area and to the kitchen, which, unlike the open plan of many newer homes, was a separate room. Every bit of wall space seemed to be utilised—Blackwood cupboards, racks with jars, hooks for cooking utensils and pots of various sizes. A very large stove was centrally placed directly ahead of the doorway and was surrounded by marble-topped benches. In contrast to the walls, they were bare except for a knife rack, a large, green-glassed bottle that she assumed contained olive oil, and a salt cellar. In the middle of the room was a wooden table that, although clean, had a washed look as though permanently coated in flour. An industrial-sized pasta machine sat at the end closest to her. The room had retained the odour of garlic and onions and rich sauces that conjured thoughts of delicious, hearty Italian fare.

      Rosa issued an instruction to Beppe who had followed them in, and he quickly brought forward a chair that had been nestled in a corner of the room.

      ‘Sit, darling,’ Rosa said, and Audrey obeyed, placing the bag at her feet.

      ‘I make you tea? Nettle? And you stay for lunch,’ she said, having already taken an apron from the back of the door and was tying it around her waist.

      ‘Oh... thank you, Rosa, but... you see, Dion is cooking me lunch at the hotel.’

      Rosa paused. ‘You see Dion?

      ‘Yes, I drove past the hotel. They were working—’

      ‘You see Quin too?’

      ‘Yes,’ Audrey said, noticing the look that Rosa gave to Beppe.

      ‘Bella. This is good, Audrey. Dion will cook you a good meal. This,’ she said with her hands out to encompass the kitchen, ‘is where he lives to be. This is right, Beppe?’

      ‘Yes,’ Beppe said, coming from behind Audrey into view. ‘He’s very... talen... tal ...’

      ‘Talented?’ Audrey offered.

      He nodded, kissed the tips of his pinched fingers and spread them in an almost clichéd gesture that made Audrey smile.

      Remembering her purpose in being there, she lifted the bag beside her to her lap and took out a potted white orchid in a protective cardboard surround.

      ‘I want to thank you, for all you did for me a few weeks ago,’ she said as they moved in beside her. She stood up and gave it to Rosa. ‘You were so kind to do that.’

      ‘Oh, Audrey, it is beautiful... isn’t it, Beppe?... but it was our pleasure.’

      While Rosa carried the orchid to a bench near the sink, Audrey took out a smaller gift that she had wrapped in layers of red tissue paper and tied with bright blue string.

      ‘And this is for you, Beppe,’ she said, ‘for cleaning my car, and drying my boots.’

      Beppe moved in closer to accept it. He fumbled with the string, but as it released and the tissue paper unravelled, Audrey held her breath. His face was a mixture of curiosity and pleasure as he lifted out the square wooden box and studied the sepia painting on its lid—a single olive tree with a thick, gnarled trunk and wide branches that seemed to bend under the weight of its fruit.

      He looked up and his broad smile almost brought a tear to her eye.

      Rosa returned with the Moth orchid now out of its box and sitting on a white saucer of fine bone china. She placed it in the middle of the table, and they marvelled at its single long stem and five delicate white flowers that seemed even more fragile in this hard-surfaced and utility-style kitchen.

      ‘Oh Beppe, this is lovely,’ Rosa said, as she moved next to him and took in the box that was still in his hand. ‘What is it used for, Audrey?’

      Audrey shook her head and laughed. ‘To be honest, Rosa, I have no idea. For some reason, when I saw it I thought of Beppe.’

      Beppe suddenly turned and left the room, taking the box with him. When he returned, moments later, he placed it on the table and nodded to Audrey to open it. Inside were five small plant bulbs.

      ‘What are they?’ she said, not understanding what he was showing her.

      ‘The future,’ he said, looking at her directly.

      On closer inspection, Audrey recognised them as the bulbs of the crocus plant that her mother had grown to harvest saffron. She knew, too, that they grew here, remembering the remnants of the purple flower she had found in the garden of the old house next door.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Good luck for London,’ Rosa said through the window and Beppe confirmed it with a nod and a smile as they stood beside the car. ‘Send us a postcard of Big Bill. You have our address now.’

      ‘I will. It’s been lovely seeing you again,’ Audrey said and, on impulse added, ‘I’ll call you before I leave, now that I have your number.’

      ‘Yes. Do that,’ Beppe said, leaning forward. ‘Come back to see us when you can.’

      ‘Most definitely.’ Audrey checked the time. ‘Well, I’d better get back to the hotel.’

      ‘Sì. You don’t want to keep Dion waiting,’ Rosa said, rolling her eyes in mock frustration. ‘Or Quin,’ she added, giving Beppe “that look” again.

      When Audrey checked the mirror and saw them standing in the middle of the road waving her goodbye, she resolved to come back on a return trip from London. Once they were out of sight, she paused by the old white house. The Under Offer sticker that she’d seen on her web search was still in place, though curling at the corners, and she hoped that whoever was buying it would not pull the house down but see its existing potential. With its face in the morning sun, the house seemed to cast a benevolent eye over the buttercups and onion weed that had taken hold and were flaunting their blooms at the foot of the tilting verandah. The thick and twisted trunk of the wisteria wrapped around the post had sprouted tendrils that swayed in the soft breeze in search of somewhere to anchor. A swallow darted from beneath the bullnose, flew in a wide arc and returned. Through the open window of the car, she could hear the manic chirping of her babies in their nest.

      There was a glint of metal in the sunlight on the wall near the front door. When Audrey looked closely, she saw the name Hibernia written in fading gold letters on a white metal plate and wondered that she hadn’t seen it before. She was tempted to get out of the car to study it closer, to follow the line of the house past the palm tree whose fronds trembled under the onslaught of parrots, to see again that wild garden at the rear and check if the fruit trees were blossoming, and to hear the roar of the ocean behind. But the house was not hers and would belong to someone else, and soon she would be far away, this house on the island forgotten in the pace of London life. Audrey drove on to the hotel with a heavy heart and the sense of another dream abandoned.

      

      The dust had settled around The Island Hotel and there was no sign of Dion or Quin outside. As Audrey drove into the carpark, she was surprised to see that a section of the wetland she had crossed earlier in the day curved inwards towards the hotel like a glistening lagoon. Each time she’d been here, it had been obscured by either low lying cloud, or dust.

      Fastening her hair in a loose bun with a tortoiseshell comb, she checked her reflection before applying a stroke of clear lip gloss and got out. There was a light, cool breeze so she grabbed her jacket from the back seat.

      After taking the gifts from the back of the car and locking it, she paused to take in the view. This section of the island sat halfway on ascending land that fanned from the marina and mangrove flats opposite the mainland, to the high cliffs that butted against the Pacific Ocean. Most of the land had been cleared many years before for farming, though here and there were clusters of densely planted trees—eucalypts, she assumed—that suggested there were attempts to regenerate the natural flora and to act as wind breaks.

      As Audrey approached the back of the hotel, her sense of smell was blasted by the odours of toasting seeds—cardamom, cumin and fennel—familiar and welcome, that conjured memories of coming in the back door of her childhood home after school, where warmed and fragrant za’atar bread would be waiting for her alongside a small bowl of her mother’s version of baba ghanoush. Audrey remembered that, beneath the knife beside the china bread and butter plate, would be a starched and carefully folded white napkin. It was a simple gesture bursting with the complexity and richness of a mother’s love.

      Ahead of her, she saw that, on a rough-bricked patio, a table had been set for three, complete with colourful Moroccan-styled plates, cutlery and glass tumblers on an Italian-styled red and white check tablecloth. A glass pitcher containing banksia flowers took centre place, and three old wrought-iron chairs with mismatching cushions on vinyl seats were positioned to take in the view.

      ‘Hello, Audrey.’

      Quin had come out from a door at the rear of the hotel. She could see that he had washed and changed into a cream shirt and jeans, though his well-worn Blundstones retained evidence of the morning’s labour.

      His hair was damp and swept back from his forehead and his skin had a sheen from washing and the astringent effect of a subtle aftershave.

      ‘It smells beautiful... the cooking.’

      He smiled in response. ‘Oh, Dion’s cooking you up a storm. I hope you like spices.’

      Audrey was surprised as she’d been expecting something Italian. She told him about her mother’s heritage, and how she had learned from her how to cook Spanish and Middle Eastern dishes.

      ‘I have a passion for spices,’ she added, taking herself by surprise. She’d had a passion, she really meant, until it was subdued over the years spent cooking bland meals. Despite the persona that Cam projected—well-travelled, cosmopolitan and spontaneous—in Audrey’s mind his taste in food was mediocre.

      ‘Yes, I can see the Spanish in you,’ Quin said. ‘Your dark hair and eyes. Quite beautiful,’ he added, looking down at his boots as though studying the patterns formed by the dried concrete dust.

      Silence hung briefly in the space between them until Dion erupted from the door, resplendent in a black chef’s apron and cap.

      ‘Right on time, Audra,’ he said coming over to greet her.

      ‘Audrey,’ Quin reminded him gently.

      Audrey quite liked the new name and gave Quin a look of reassurance. ‘I didn’t want to miss it,’ she said and meant it. ‘The smell is amazing.’

      Dion moved with something like a proud swagger to the table and pulled out a chair, gesturing with a flourish for her to sit down.

      Quin offered her a drink as she placed the bag containing the gifts beside her and took a seat. She’d give them later, she decided, not wanting to steal any of Dion’s thunder.

      ‘Water would be great, thanks,’ Audrey said and then, turning to Dion, she asked, ‘What’s on the menu?’

      He paused and turned to Quin. ‘Audra’s our first customer!’ Straightening his back and turning to her, he continued in a suddenly formal voice, ‘Stewed lamb and preserved lemon tagine with fragrant couscous. I’m afraid,’ he added, with a serious expression, ‘that we don’t have, and never will have, quinoa.’

      There was a sudden burst of laughter from Quin that took her by surprise, and she noticed how much younger he looked. Something inside her smiled.

      ‘Audrey might like quinoa, mate,’ he said, smiling broadly.

      ‘Do you?’ Dion said, alarmed. ‘Are you vegetarian? Vegan?’

      Audrey couldn’t hold back her own laugh at the look of horror on his face. ‘No, no, Dion, I’m a proud omnivore and lamb tagine with couscous is perfect. I can’t wait.’

      ‘Whew,’ he said, with an exaggerated bend at the waist in relief. Straightening up, he checked his watch. ‘Right. I’d better get back to it. It won’t be long.’

      At the wire door to the rear of the hotel, he paused and turned back to them. ‘In the meantime, you two can get acquainted.’

      When he’d gone inside, Quin gave Audrey a look of mock exasperation.

      ‘I’ll be back in a moment,’ he said, ‘with your water.’

      Audrey settled into the chair. The wetland extended from the base of the rise on which the hotel stood—approximately fifty metres ahead of her—to another elevated area she estimated to be two kilometres away. Light filtered through the tall canopy formed by Redgums, their feet submerged in the mud beneath the water. A wood duck appeared from its hiding place in the thick reeds at the water’s edge and was quickly followed by four babies who slid into the water behind her.

      She closed her eyes and watched as her lids became a crimson-tinted screen lit by the gentle sun. Woven into the odour of spices from the kitchen behind her was the scent of saltbush, mud and detritus, not unpleasant, but rich and organic. Close by, she could hear the warble of crested doves and, further away in a harsh contrast, the screech of a sulphur-crested cockatoo.

      Audrey heard the wire door softly close and opened her eyes. Quin was holding a jug of water. A sprig of mint and ice cubes swirled as he poured into the glass in front of her, the ice clinking against the side of her glass in a happy sound that reminded her that hot summer days were approaching.

      He poured one for himself and sat down next to her rather than opposite and she was pleased. It seemed somehow less confronting. Together, they sat in silence looking at the wetland until he spoke.

      ‘Are you warm enough?’ he asked. She nodded, glad she’d put on the jacket.

      ‘It’s a different view in summer.’

      ‘I was just wondering about that,’ Audrey said. ‘Does any of the water remain?’

      ‘Some. It recedes to about half that size.’ He was still looking ahead. ‘Then it reveals another version of itself, another beauty—wildflowers and grasses. It’s never dried out, at least in my memory.’

      ‘How long is that? Your memory of this place,’ she said, turning in her seat towards him.

      He did the same and when he faced her squarely, she felt a rise of blood in her cheeks.

      ‘I was born on the island, though I’ve spent most of my years away from here, boarding at school and university in Melbourne, and then overseas—the US and South-East Asia mostly.’

      ‘For work or leisure?’ she asked, curious about this man in front of her.

      ‘Work mostly. Sustainable construction.’

      ‘It’s a growing industry, I believe.’ She was intrigued but confessed to him then that she knew very little about it other than what her father, Max, had told her. In recent years, he’d been an advisor for a project in south-east Asia.

      ‘Yes, it is growing.’

      There it was again, that look that she’d seen on his face the first time she’d met him. He looked down to his lap and she hesitated to ask anything further, sensing that his return to the island was part of whatever it was that troubled him.

      ‘And you live here now?’ she said into the gap that had opened between them, hoping that the question sounded as benign as she’d meant.

      ‘Yes. I needed to return. For Dion, Rosa and Beppe... and for Hibernia.’

      He smiled, but it didn’t disguise an emotion that was clouding his eyes. Audrey waited for him to go on but, at the sound of the door behind them, he turned towards Dion who was carrying the tagine between mitted hands.

      ‘Are you okay with that, mate?’ he said, as Dion placed it carefully on the table. ‘You should have called me, and I could have brought it out.’ He stood up. ‘What else needs to come?’

      ‘All good, Q,’ Dion said, standing back and looking with pride at the lid of the tagine, as though it concealed a great and wonderful mystery. ‘I’ll get the couscous. What if you get a bottle of the wine?’

      ‘Would you have some?’ Quin said to Audrey, and she saw that, although he was smiling, it seemed forced, as though for her sake and for Dion’s. ‘It’s a special drop.’

      ‘Yes,’ she said. Despite the wine-tasting trips with Cam, she couldn’t count herself as any expert. Fleetingly, she wondered if wine held as much interest for Quin, too. For some reason she hoped not.

      They both went inside, and Audrey could hear a clink of glasses and the two of them murmuring in a tone that suggested great familiarity.

      She wondered what Quin might have told her if Dion had not come out.

      He seemed more relaxed when they returned with three small glasses stacked inside each other in one hand, and a bottle of honey-gold wine in a clear glass bottle with stopper in the other. He was smiling as though he and Dion had just shared a joke. Dion, too, seemed content as he placed serving implements and a bowl with golden couscous and dates next to the tagine. She proffered her plate to him at his request.

      ‘One spoon or two, Audra?’

      She eyed the large portion he was placing on the plate. ‘Just one, thanks, Dion.’

      When done, he removed the lid of the tagine with all the theatrics of a magician, to release a heady aroma of rich meat and spices, then scooped up thick, glistening lamb that he placed tenderly, almost reverently, on top of the couscous. He whipped a cloth from the belt of his apron to wipe the rim of her plate, and she marvelled at the visual impact of the turmeric-stained juice against the mosaic of the deep blue and jade green earthenware.

      When Dion had served Quin, and then sat opposite her and served himself, Audrey felt the desire to offer a blessing—still a ritual in her parents’ home. They weren’t religious, though Isabel had been educated in a Catholic convent in Spain. Their simple prayer was one of gratitude and it was a tradition that Audrey had carried on into her marriage, only silently. As she took in her companions and glanced beyond Dion to the wetland dappled with light and shadows as the sunlight filtered through swaying branches of the red gums, she felt in that moment to be blessed.

      ‘Salute,’ Dion said as the three of them clinked their glasses together.

      As Audrey took a sip, she noticed that the other two seemed to be watching her keenly, but quickly forgot about it as the wine coated her mouth like cool silk. She waited for the flavours to reveal themselves—cashew, something that reminded her of verdant fields, and a hint of honey, but it was that silken texture that lingered.

      They were still watching her as she replaced her glass.

      ‘Nice, isn’t it, Audra?’

      ‘“Nice” isn’t the first word that comes to mind,’ she said. ‘“Exquisite” suits it better,’ she added and meant it. She looked at Quin in surprise, who nodded his head.

      ‘It is, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘Very special.’

      ‘Where’s it from?’ Audrey was still savouring the aftertaste.

      ‘It’s local,’ Quin said.

      ‘It’s Nonno’s,’ Dion added.

      ‘Beppe’s?’ she said, amazed and wondered what other talents he had. She thought of his enthusiasm for the bulbs in the box she had given him and wondered what he planned.

      ‘He’s struck gold this time,’ Quin said. ‘Hopefully, he can reproduce it.’

      ‘Red wine would have been more... appropriate... Is that right, Quin? With lamb? Nonno’s working on one,’ Dion said, then added, ‘Audra, are you going to eat?’

      When her fork touched the lamb, it fell apart, revealing just-pink meat that still oozed its own juices. Breaking some off and mixing it with a small amount of the couscous, she brought it to her mouth, pausing to savour the mix of aromas. When she took a bite, the meat felt as though it was truly melting in her mouth.

      Dion was intent on her reaction until a sudden thought came to him.

      ‘I forgot the bread!’ he said, jumping up and heading for the kitchen.

      ‘My goodness,’ she said to Quin when he had gone, ‘this is amazing. But it usually takes hours to cook.’

      He nodded as he swallowed a mouthful and they both paused to take another sip of Beppe’s wine.

      ‘Where did he learn to cook like this?’ Audrey asked, thinking that this was one of the most delicious meals she had ever eaten. The combination of spices was perfect, and Audrey felt her spirits rise at the hint of the return of a passion and knowledge that she thought she had lost.

      Quin was quiet for a moment beside her. ‘From his mother,’ he said finally.

      ‘She must be remarkable herself,’ Audrey said turning to him. ‘Dion’s parents are here on the island, I assume?’

      He didn’t answer immediately, and she was shocked at the look on his face. It was one of deep grief.

      ‘She died,’ he said after some time. ‘Both his mother and father were killed in a boating accident eighteen months ago.’

      Pieces of the jigsaw began to come together. ‘Was she Beppe and Rosa’s daughter?’

      ‘No,’ Quin said looking ahead. ‘His father, Michael, was their son. Their only child.’ He took a deep breath and let it out as he said, ‘Dion’s mother, Fionnuala, was my sister.’

      Audrey was at a loss to know what to say. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said at last, jarred by the inadequacy of the words.

      Quin looked at her. ‘Thank you. It was a great shock, for all of us, but especially for Dion, of course.’

      ‘This is why you’ve come back?’ Audrey ventured hesitantly.

      ‘Yes.’ He ran a hand through his hair as though a reflex action of stress. ‘Rosa and Beppe are getting on. Dion lives with them, but it’s not easy for them. He has,’ Quin looked towards the door then back to her, ‘special needs. I’m sure you’ve noticed.’

      ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘it would be hard on them.’

      ‘Oh, they don’t complain. And really, they manage him very well. But I didn’t think it was fair on them, so I came back. I help where I can and,’ Quin’s eyes softened and there was the hint of a smile on his lips, ‘I love him. In time, when he’s ready, he’ll live with me.’

      The region around Audrey’s heart felt like it had expanded and momentarily took her breath away.

      ‘I can see that, and that he loves you, too,’ she said gently. ‘It must be very hard for him.’

      Quin was about to answer when Dion returned. He opened his eyes widely as a silent affirmation.

      They each took another sip of their wine.

      ‘You two are getting along,’ Dion said with a grin, as he placed a wire basket filled with quarters of warm flat bread on the table. When he sat, he lifted his glass. ‘To friends,’ he said, and Audrey noticed that, for the second time, he didn’t take a sip but placed the wine back on the table and drank a glass of water instead.

      ‘To friends,’ Quin echoed and tilted his glass towards each of them.

      ‘Salud!’ Audrey replied in her mother’s tongue. ‘To friends.’

      

      After wiping up the last of the juices with a section of bread, Audrey sat back in the seat with her senses more sated than they had been for a long time.

      Since separating from Campbell, she’d had little interest in the things that had given her pleasure. She ate, but only practical, easy to prepare meals eaten in the gaps between working. She no longer listened to music as it seemed that even the most innocuous lyrics made her feel low. She donated to the local primary school fair the herbs and basic leafy vegetables that she had tended with such care on the rooftop garden of the warehouse apartment, after Poppy had eyed her and the plants with the same sympathy.

      ‘Don’t,’ Audrey had said to her, when she could sense a well-meant reprimand coming her way.

      To friends, she thought now, wishing that Poppy were there, and took another sip of the wine.

      Quin stood up to clear the plates, but Dion insisted, with a mischievous smile that he made no attempt to disguise, that he was to stay where he was.

      Once he went inside, Audrey broached the question she’d been wondering about.

      ‘You mentioned that you also returned for Hibernia.’

      ‘Yes,’ Quin said immediately. There was something in the way he shifted to sit up straighter and seemed to bristle slightly, that suggested a problem of a different kind.

      ‘The island is losing its people,’ he said. ‘Industries are closing and there’s little to keep the next generation here, and the environment is under threat.’

      There was a small rush of adrenalin when Audrey heard the words ‘under threat’, as though she had something at stake in the island’s survival. She glanced at the wetland in front of her, then back to Quin.

      ‘The wetland?’ she said.

      ‘Not all of it will be drained, but substantially enough to affect the bird migrations. This section won’t be touched, I have the leasehold on it.’

      Audrey was surprised.

      ‘It came with the hotel... an old arrangement with the council and...’

      ‘That’s why you bought it!’ she said. ‘To protect the wetland!’

      Quin’s eyes crinkled with a mixture of amusement and kindness.

      ‘Yes, and to save the hotel. Is the incongruence of my owning a pub that obvious?’ he said, with a grin.

      Audrey smiled. ‘Oh... I didn’t mean... well, maybe just a bit.’

      ‘What plans do you have for the hotel?’ she added.

      Quin paused, deep in thought before answering. ‘To save it from collapse. That’s the number one priority,’ he said. ‘The building’s a hundred and twenty years old now, and it’s starting to show. Redesign the bar, refurbish the restaurant.’

      In the entire time they’d been sitting there Audrey had not heard a car. Other than the two on the ferry with her, she could count having seen only three on the trip from Rosa and Beppe’s to the hotel.

      ‘The patrons?’ she ventured. ‘Would they come in from farms?’

      Quin seemed unconcerned. ‘I’m hoping to tempt them,’ he said, with another grin.

      They were laughing together when Dion came out. To Audrey’s surprise, he came to stand behind Quin, placing his arms around the older man’s shoulders and nestling his head against the back of Quin’s neck.

      Audrey saw the young boy that he still was, despite his age, and her heart went out to him for what he had lost. From Quin’s reaction—an affectionate pat on Dion’s ear, then a turn of his head to kiss the boy on the forehead—she could tell that this sort of contact was common between them, though she could see, too, the sorrow in Quin’s eyes. She looked away.

      ‘So, Audra, what do you think of the first meal from our hotel?’

      ‘Extraordinary. You’re quite a chef, Dion,’ she said and meant it. ‘That was one of the best meals I’ve ever had.’

      Dion looked suddenly concerned. ‘One of the best, Audra?’

      She held back a smile. ‘My mother’s is the other best.’

      He seemed to approve of her answer and looked at Quin with a broad grin.

      ‘Do you cook other cuisines?’ she said, wondering about the extent of the boy’s talent.

      ‘Oh yes. Thai, African, and Italian of course.’

      ‘Good heavens!’ Audrey said, raising her eyebrows to Quin who confirmed the truth of it with a nod. She wondered if the restaurant idea was for Dion’s sake and hoped it would work.

      ‘And Spanish,’ Quin added. ‘He might give your mother a run.’

      ‘Your mother is Spanish, Audra? That explains it.’

      Audrey was puzzled.

      ‘Why you’re so beautiful,’ he said. ‘I like Spanish ladies.’

      ‘Dion!’ Although he intended the scolding, there was a gentle tone in Quin’s voice.

      ‘Sorry, Audra.’

      ‘It’s okay, Dion,’ she said, knowing that there was no harm in the boy. ‘Now that we’ve eaten, I’ve got some things here for you.’ She gestured to the bag beside her.

      Dion took his seat, eagerly awaiting his gift.

      She took out the green-tissue-wrapped parcel first and placed it in front of him, then handed the red-wrapped one to Quin.

      ‘This is to thank you both for your help the other week. I would have been stuck without you.’

      ‘I wished you’d been stuck to us,’ Dion added, as he began to undo the wrapping. ‘So did you, didn’t you, Quin?’

      There was silence from the older man and Audrey avoided looking at him.

      ‘Oh, this is great!’ Dion yelled, holding out the black apron with The Island in bold white lettering for Quin to see. ‘It’s perfect, Audra.’

      Audrey could feel herself grinning at his enthusiasm. ‘That’s good,’ she said, ‘I’m glad you like it.’

      ‘What did you get?’ he asked his uncle.

      Audrey turned to Quin, who was holding the hand-painted tie with the same design across it in both hands, with a look of surprise.

      ‘Thank you. But how did you...’

      She told him about the coaster on the floor of the old white house and how she’d tried to remember the detail of the building and the font used for The Island that was written across the top. ‘It’s a novelty, not really intended for wear.’

      Dion jumped up and went inside, quickly returning with something white in his hand.

      ‘Here. Look, Audra,’ he said, almost bursting with excitement. ‘See, it’s perfect.’

      He placed the coaster on the table. This one was old, too, but unused and she was pleased to see that her memory had not betrayed her.

      ‘It’s so... thoughtful of you,’ Quin said and there was something in his expression that made her look away, though she wished that she could have held that gaze.

      ‘Do you mind if I keep this’ she said, still holding the coaster, ‘as a memento?’

      ‘You don’t need a memento, Audra,’ Dion said. ‘Just come back.’

      She told them then about the job offer in London.

      ‘And I’ll be accepting it,’ she said, noticing Dion’s face fall.

      There was a brief silence when she’d finished.

      ‘That’s... good news for you,’ Quin said quietly.

      Dion still hadn’t said anything and when Audrey looked at him again, his eyes were glazed with tears.

      ‘No, it isn’t, Q,’ he said suddenly. ‘Audra is going away, and we’ll never see her again. Why do people do that?’ He got up from the chair and strode down the embankment towards the wetland.

      She didn’t know what to do and looked to Quin.

      ‘He’s okay. It’s just... well, he’s not adjusted to the idea of loss yet. None of us are, to be honest.’

      ‘Of course. I shouldn’t have—’

      ‘No, no, it’s fine. It’s not your fault. After all, you hardly know us. It’s a significant offer so of course you’re going to talk about it. Congratulations, by the way.’

      He sounded sincere and Audrey appreciated his reassurance, but as she watched Dion throwing chips of bark into the lagoon, she couldn’t feel an ounce of enthusiasm for the “opportunity of a lifetime”, as Bruce had called it more than once. But she had all but accepted and there was no going back now.

      She checked the time on her phone. ‘I’d better be getting back to the ferry,’ she said.

      ‘Do you need a guide?’ Quin said with a smile, then, more seriously, ‘I’m sure Dion would want to see you off, too.’

      She considered his offer. ‘Thanks, Quin, but I think it might be better if I just go alone.’ What she meant was that she didn’t think she wanted to remember the two of them in her rear vision mirror waving her goodbye because, despite her best intentions, she might never return.

      Dion returned and seemed to have recovered. They both walked her to the car, thanking her for the trouble she’d taken in returning, and from the tightness of Dion’s hug goodbye, Audrey knew she’d been forgiven. Quin’s embrace, on the other hand, was tentative, and when he stood back away from her, he was smiling but his eyes told a different story.

      ‘Good luck,’ he said, and she found it difficult to reply.

      

      Her heart was heavy as she drove away from the hotel, the taste of that exquisite wine lingering on her lips as a reminder. Three hundred metres down the optimistically named, but deserted, Main Street, past the General Store that doubled as the Post Office, past the half-dozen or so shops that included a butcher and a baker that had Audrey mentally chanting an old nursery rhyme as a distraction from the invasion of other thoughts, she saw again the sign that indicated yoga, in the side road simply named Church Street.

      As she turned the corner, she saw clearly why. A hundred yards ahead on the right was a beautiful church rendered in white-grey cement with tall, but narrow stained-glass windows. On the far side of the church were two other buildings—one a single storied red brick house with a wide verandah, and the other, which was furthest away, was double-storied, rendered, and with deep verandahs on the top and bottom floors that looked as though it was, or had been, a convent. On the opposite side of the road was a primary school in the same red bricks as the house. Although the gardens around the church, house and convent had been tended, and the grass mown, the school and yard looked abandoned. Audrey felt a chill as she drove down the street, as though she’d entered a ghost town.

      As she got closer to the convent, she slowed down and came to a stop when she saw a rainbow-coloured banner made of sari material advertising The Sanctuary, strung between the gateposts. Hanging across the top of the arches of the ground floor verandah, Tibetan prayer flags rippled in the breeze, offering a welcome riot of colour. Her phone rang in her bag with an unknown number.

      ‘Hello, Audrey Spencer here.’

      ‘Oh, great, love. It’s Bill here... from the ferry. I got your number from the Cazonis... hope that’s okay. There’s a delay, I’m afraid... old Mick Prescott needs to cross but he’s run into a spot of bother. A tree down or somethin’ across the road, so it’s holdin’ him up. Reckon we’ll be another hour and a half. Sorry, love.’

      Bill was talking so quickly that it took Audrey a moment to digest it, but there was little she could say. Fortunately, she wasn’t in a hurry, but having that much time to kill would be challenging. She briefly entertained the thought of going back to the hotel but thought better of it. She’d already said her goodbyes and didn’t want to put herself, or Dion, through that again. She wondered if his quick attachment to her was common for him, perhaps part of his condition, or whether it was indicative of a need since the death of his parents.

      ‘Okay, thanks, Bill.’

      ‘Good on you, love,’ Bill added, with an audible sound of relief, ‘I don’t always get that sort of reaction. You’re a good sport.’

      She was about to reply but he’d already clicked off, leaving her wondering how she’d received the call at all. She checked her screen—three bars—and put it back in the bag.

      ‘Interested?’

      Audrey’s heart leapt with surprise at the sound of the voice through the open passenger window and she turned quickly to see a woman bending at the waist towards the window, with her head cocked to the side.

      White-grey hair was piled haphazardly in a loose bun and held in place with two black chopsticks, and she was wearing a garish, rainbow-coloured top in the same material, it seemed, as the banner. Audrey assessed that she was middle-aged—perhaps in her sixties. The tone of her skin, the bright blue of her eyes and the definition of her forearms as she leaned in and rested them on the sill, suggested vitality. Audrey liked her immediately.

      ‘Oh... I was just driving by...’

      ‘It’s okay, my love, that’s what everyone says. Lucky for me I like a solo practice.’

      Audrey was confused.

      ‘Of yoga,’ the woman said, with a laugh. ‘It’s just me; it’s only ever me.’

      Audrey smiled and thought about The Island Hotel and her concern regarding the lack of potential patrons.

      ‘Well,’ she said, ‘if I lived here, I would be interested.’

      The woman looked at her directly. ‘Want to come in for a bit?’

      ‘Yes,’ she said, taking herself by surprise. ‘I would.’

      ‘You’ll have to fight for a parking spot though,’ the woman said with a deep and throaty laugh, as she stood back from the car and waited for Audrey to merge into the curb.

      When Audrey followed the woman through the heavy oak front door, she had to adjust to the sudden change of light. The entrance, with its mosaic patterned tiles, was bathed in soft rose, an effect of the sunlight through the long, ruby, stained-glass window that depicted a woman in a nun’s habit, gazing upward towards a dove, set above the landing of the wide staircase directly ahead. The air was cooler in here and, while it would be a welcome relief in the summer months to come, she doubted a building of this age and size could ever be warmed.

      A grandfather clock struck the hour and it felt to her as though the building trembled with the reminder of its own mortality.

      ‘It’s beautiful,’ she said and heard her voice resonating.

      ‘It’s a special place, that’s for sure,’ the woman said, slowly closing the heavy oak front door and draining more of the light from the entrance. ‘This way,’ she added, veering right, past the staircase.

      ‘I’m Lola, by the way. And it’s a long shot, but I reckon you might be Audra,’ she said over her shoulder.

      Audrey was taken by surprise. ‘You know Dion?’

      ‘My love, everyone knows everyone on Hibernia, and he’s painted a very vivid picture of you. Welcome to the island, Audra.’

      

      Away from the austerity of the entrance, the rooms they passed through were used for more homely purposes. In the first, several worn but sturdy armchairs were positioned close to a gas heater; in the next, a large mahogany table was framed by a dozen or so chairs. In here, there was carpet in various stages of wear becoming almost threadbare in the trail that extended through the rooms. Audrey felt as though she was at the edge of a movie set from a period film—everything meticulously sourced and positioned, the light through the windows casting a sepia wash. Only the actors were missing. In front of her, the now dulled brilliance of Lola’s garment was still a stark, almost shocking contrast, like a gaudy tourist at the edge of a set in Downton Abbey.

      Audrey walked on the balls of her feet and felt that anything said in these rooms should be whispered so as not to offend its ghosts. She wondered if Lola thought the same and saw that despite her broad and well-defined torso and the strong muscles of her calves that flexed as she walked, she moved lithely, noiselessly.

      Despite the apparent age of the building, and rooms that had been preserved perhaps for decades in their current state, there was no smell of must or decay, but instead the scents were light and fresh, as though the woman in front of her resuscitated them as she swept through. There was something fortifying in the clarity of her eyes and the energy that rippled through her, tempered by the gracious flow of her loose-fitting dress.

      Lola veered to the left and they entered a large kitchen that was lit so brightly by the sunlight through the clear arched window that Audrey had to blink. When her vision had settled, she saw that a jacaranda tree with blooms that were about to burst was leaning towards the window, as though looking in.

      ‘Take a seat,’ Lola invited, turning to her with a broad smile. Her strong and healthy-looking front teeth were slightly crooked and swept in an angle to her right. She’d gestured to a small table and two wicker chairs with cushions in the same violet that the jacaranda was promising. Audrey wished that she could be here when that tree erupted. ‘Cup of tea? I’m afraid I’ve only got black, though. It’s a bit hard to get anything else here and, anyway, it’s still my favourite.’

      Audrey agreed and sat down next to the slow combustion stove and nestled into the seat, imagining Lola in this kitchen in winter and decided that it would be a very pleasant place to be. Unlike the rest of the building, this room was painted an off-white and was bright. Though not modern, it looked as though it might have seen some renovation in its more recent history. In addition to the combustion oven, there was an oversized stove on the opposite side of the room and large, wooden benches extended from both sides. This kitchen, Audrey could see, had been designed to cater for a number of people and she thought of the dining table in one of the other rooms.

      ‘How long have you lived here, Lola?’

      The woman was at the sink and looked over her shoulder as she spooned tea leaves into a black and gold pot. ‘Coming up for two years. The best thing I ever did.’

      She brought two mugs with hand-painted slogans on them and placed the blue one in front of Audrey. It bore the slogan, You are entirely up to you, written in gold. The other, red with black writing, was placed at Lola’s spot at the table. Audrey tilted her head and smiled as she read it out loud: ‘Die, my dear? Why, that’s the last thing I’ll do’.

      ‘Groucho Marx. A great philosopher,’ Lola said, returning to the bench and pouring the water from the kettle into the pot. ‘Sugar?’ She took a small plate from the cupboard to her left and placed on it two slices from a jar on the bench and brought pot and plate to the table.

      ‘No sugar, thanks. Is Hibernia a good place to live then?’ Audrey said, as Lola took her seat.

      The woman paused. ‘Oh, it is. But it has its idiosyncrasies, that’s for sure. And perhaps now I’m one of them!’ She laughed, then, just as Audrey was thinking that this would be the way with her—to laugh and to be light—Lola’s expression suddenly became more serious. ‘It’s a very precious place,’ she said and leaning forward, added in a quiet, conspiratorial tone, ‘and it needs protection.’

      Quin’s words replayed in Audrey’s mind.

      ‘Developers, you mean?’

      ‘Hmm.’ Lola leaned back into her chair and looked at Audrey directly. ‘Yes, development... and abandonment.’

      

      With the soft, swollen tips of the jacaranda tree brushing the window in a gentle breeze, Audrey learned more about the island and the threats to its survival. The younger generation, educated on the mainland and seduced by its opportunities, were not returning to the farms—mainly dairy—or to the once-thriving fishing industry.

      ‘The network’s so bloody unpredictable here,’ Lola said, ‘thank God. But that’s old school talking and even I miss feeling connected to a bigger world at times. It’s frustrating for the younger generation. Hibernia, it seems, is not a candidate for the NBN—too hard or something—but there’s been promises to remedy it all somehow. I don’t think that’s going to happen anytime soon.’

      The old dairy that had employed most of the island’s other inhabitants—two hundred of the island’s twelve hundred—had become obsolete and a new, high-tech one had been built on the mainland.

      ‘They offered positions to Hibernia’s dairy workers first, to their credit, but the problem is that the only access across is by private boat, which many islanders have, or by ferry, and I’m sure you know how slow and unpredictable that is. The dairy is a few kilometres out from the mainland marina so it’s hard for them to get there. Many took up the job offer and moved across.’

      When Audrey told Lola about the day’s delay, she just nodded her head. ‘Bill does a great job, and he’s a really good bloke, but the ferry is getting old now, and there’s been some talk of replacing it with… I don’t know… a hydrofoil or something.’

      Audrey could tell by the expression on Lola’s face that she didn’t think this was a good thing.

      ‘Why? Who would come across from the mainland?’ she said. In the two trips she’d made, Audrey had not seen a crowd waiting on either side to board the ferry.

      ‘Well,’ Lola said, offering Audrey a home-made muesli slice, ‘that’s the other and perhaps bigger problem. It’s an ageing population here and many of the farmers are thinking of selling, but the land prices are at rock bottom. There’s an anonymous developer, used to be a Hibernian apparently,’ Lola’s eyes widened, ‘who’s offering them more than they’d get on the free market. Wants to build an eco-resort or something.’

      Audrey thought that it didn’t sound such a bad idea, but chose not to voice it, sensing that there might be much more to this story. ‘What about the wetland areas? Are they at risk?’

      Lola looked surprised. ‘Yes. Have you heard?’

      Audrey shook her head. ‘Not any details, it was just that Quin...’

      ‘Quin O’Rourke?’ Lola sat back in her chair and seemed to be considering what she would say. ‘That’s interesting,’ she said, pouring more tea into each cup.

      ‘Why’s that?’ Audrey’s curiosity was spiking.

      ‘Rumour has it that he’s the anonymous developer.’

      Audrey was about to refute it—after all, it had been Quin who had raised the issue in the first place, and he’d seen genuinely concerned—but Lola continued:

      ‘He’s been buying up land all over the place, apparently and The Island Hotel, so I hear, is the first part of his plan.’

      Audrey had no comeback. Once, she would have trusted her instincts—that Quin was a good man and was genuine in his concern for Hibernia—but all up, she’d known him for only a few hours, and she had also come to realise over the last few years how wrong her instincts could be.

      ‘I don’t know him at all,’ Lola was saying, ‘and this is second-hand information. I’ve seen him with Dion, though, and the boy loves him. That’s got to say something about him. It was a terrible thing that happened—the accident. Some say he came back for the boy, after his sister died, but others say it’s something else. How do you find him?’

      Audrey took a deep breath while she considered her answer. She thought of Dion placing his arms around his uncle’s neck and the gentle way that Quin had responded, of them coming out from the hotel kitchen laughing at a shared joke, and of Quin’s face when he talked of the accident, and of the threats to Hibernia.

      ‘Kind, genuine,’ she said.

      Lola’s eyes smiled over the edge of her cup as she took a sip of tea.

      ‘Then that’s how I’ll see him, love. I know what small-town gossip can be like—God knows I’ve been the subject of enough of it. And probably still am!’ Her laugh and lightness had returned.

      ‘Lola, what’s the history of this place?’ Audrey was grateful that the conversation about Quin seemed to have ended and was warming even more to the woman in front of her.

      Lola stood up. ‘Come on,’ she said, ‘let me show you around and I’ll tell you all about it. It’s fascinating. Got enough time?’

      Audrey checked her phone that, she noted, had lost the network bars. She still had forty-five minutes until she needed to be back to the ferry.

      They paused at the top of the staircase that had dominated the entrance. Narrow corridors extended left and right and were flanked by numerous closed wooden doors, only metres apart.

      Lola saw Audrey eyeing them.

      ‘There’s twenty all-up,’ she said. ‘There were that many nuns here in the convent’s heyday.’

      ‘When was that?’ Audrey was intrigued by the apparent narrowness of the rooms.

      ‘Nineteen-hundred to nineteen-fifties saw the biggest congregation—fifty years, but it started to wane in the nineteen sixties after Vatican 2.’

      Audrey remembered her mother talking about the pre- and post-Vatican 2 eras and how the changes to bring the Catholic Church into the modern world were embraced by many, while others, particularly those who’d chosen the religious life in its older form, found it difficult to adapt.

      Isabel had told the story of how some of her religious teachers went quietly, and one very publicly, mad. ‘Their world changed,’ she’d said. ‘They were not ready.’

      Audrey had been surprised at her mother’s compassion because she knew that she’d experienced unnecessary and now illegal punishment at the hands of some of the nuns and wondered if Isabel had been reflecting more on changes in her own life.

      ‘I’ll show you one of the rooms,’ Lola said, breaking through her reminiscences and going to the nearest door.

      When she opened it, Audrey could smell orange-blossom. At Lola’s invitation, she stepped into the room that comprised a single bed covered in a blue candlewick spread, a small vinyl-topped table and single chair, a small cupboard and a washbasin. The walls were bare other than a small crucifix that hung opposite the bed above the doorway.

      There was no window, just a vent high in the wall and Audrey suspected that if she stood in the centre of the room and extended both arms to the side, she’d be able to touch the walls.

      ‘How long ago did the last nuns leave?’ She was fascinated that someone could choose to live a life such as this.

      ‘Well…’ Lola paused to think, then continued, ‘the school closed about five years ago, I’m told—for some of the reasons I mentioned before. In its day, the school had up to a hundred children attending, but as it waned and some of the nuns were called back to Ireland, or died, or went into nursing homes, there were only two remaining here. They were too old to teach by then and in the last years of the school, lay teachers were employed.’

      ‘You’ve kept it preserved.’

      Lola laughed. ‘Well, yes, most of it. I don’t have the money yet to renovate completely, so I keep it as clean as I can and... a bit out of respect, if you know what I mean, for what’s gone before me here. I was raised a Catholic but abandoned it as soon as I could. It’s funny, though, this place sort of brings me back to my roots,’ Lola’s face momentarily darkened, ‘to gentler times.’

      Audrey knew well that many would not view those years of the Catholic Church in such a light, and for good reason, but there was something in the way Lola said it that made her wonder what had happened in this woman’s life. She was vibrant, healthy, and seemed to be happy, but her decision to live on Hibernia, and in this old convent, in an almost self-imposed exile had Audrey guessing.

      ‘I’ll show you what I have done, and the latest project.’ Lola closed the door to the cell and led Audrey further on towards the front of the building. At the corridor’s end were double doors with frosted panes. In front, against the wall, was a statue of Mary in iconic blue and white lit by a small blue glass lamp. As they passed, Audrey noticed that the table beneath them had a just-polished satin sheen that scattered the blue light into its creases.

      Lola pushed open one of the doors that creaked its complaint.

      Audrey wasn’t prepared for the scene in front of her and let out an audible gasp. Gone were the heavy furniture pieces of downstairs, the dulled furnishings and sepia tones. The room ahead of her shouted with vibrant colours. Two large yolk-coloured couches, with sapphire blue and emerald-green cushions that reminded her of the plates at The Island Hotel, were placed centrally around a muted, well-loved and well-worn Persian rug. Indoor palms in lurid ceramic pots created ghostly silhouettes on the polished wooden floor. Large, mismatching cushions were bunched in groups in an invitation for languid afternoons with close friends. But the highlight, directly ahead, was the glass concertina doors that extended the width of the room that Audrey estimated to be ten metres. Beyond the doors was the deep, mosaic-tiled balcony, framed by the rendered arches she’d seen from the street. Large fans that matched the ones inside were poised to take on the summer.

      ‘Wow! It’s stunning.’

      ‘Isn’t it?’ Lola said, with such a contented smile that Audrey envied her in that moment.

      Lola moved to the glass doors, unlocked them and folded two back. A breeze licked through the room and the parlour palms nodded in approval.

      On the balcony, two sets of white wicker chairs and cushions were positioned around small brass-topped tables with carved wooden legs. Though Audrey had seen tables similar to these in the more mass-production stores in Melbourne, she could tell that these were heavier, hand-carved and authentic.

      ‘I lived in Morocco for years,’ Lola said as they moved to the edge of the balcony, ‘as if you couldn’t tell. It’s hardly the same view that I had there, but in summer this room is divine.’

      From their vantage point, they had an almost bird’s-eye view of the primary school yards from the convent. In one section was a playground equipped with iron monkey bars, slides and swings and at their feet grass tussocks had broken through the asphalt. She remembered a playground like this near her childhood home. In summer, the iron heated to scorching point, but it didn’t deter her and her friends.

      Beyond the school, she could see the roofs of the buildings in Main Street, dulled by years of salt and sun, except for one sitting higher than the others at the furthest end that reflected light off its new metal. Audrey could see the side of the building and recognised it as The Island Hotel. She thought of what Lola had said about Quin and decided to remember, instead, the man and the boy, and the peace she felt in their company.

      ‘The other side’s a whole different view,’ Lola said from behind her. ‘Come on, I’ll show you the latest project.’

      Before they returned along the passage, Audrey stole a final view of the room and, beyond it, the glint of sun on the new metal roof of the hotel.

      Past the top of the staircase, the corridor extended ahead of them towards the rear of the building. There were more doors—bedrooms, and one with a small plaque indicating a bathroom. Audrey had seen only one other of these in the area behind them. The light was brighter here, and she could see that the doors at the end of the corridor were open, revealing a room as wide as the vibrant space she had just left. As they entered, she saw that at the far side and sitting centrally on a raised wooden platform, was a large marble altar. In the concave wall, a metre or so behind it, were three long, stained-glass windows, the centre one depicting Jesus Christ with crown and sceptre, on its left, a more humble version of Jesus of Nazareth with hand resting on his chest and finger indicating his bleeding heart, and on the right, Mary, his mother, with up-cast eyes and surrounded by doves. Though Audrey could see that they had been made by a skilled craftsman, they looked sombre without the light behind them, as the sun was already tracking overhead to ignite the colours of the room at the other end of the corridor. Most of the light was entering from the left-hand side of the chapel, through a plastic sheet that was fixed around a gaping and jagged hole about three metres high in the concrete wall.

      ‘Have a look at this,’ Lola said, moving towards the plastic. She bent to loosen the industrial-strength tape that adhered it to the wall and peeled back a section.

      Audrey stood beside her. Beyond the scaffold fixed to the outside of the building she could see the wetland to the left, and across the green pastures directly ahead, the blue Pacific rolled benignly towards a low-lying section of the island’s coast.

      ‘Most of this wall will be replaced with reinforced glass,’ Lola said, turning towards her. ‘Whenever that will be,’ she added, rolling her eyes in mock exasperation. ‘It’s been one interruption after the other—weather, mostly. I’m hoping it’ll be finished before New Year... sign of a new start.’

      Although she was still smiling, there was something in the tone of Lola’s voice that had Audrey wondering again about her story, but she was concerned that even carefully placed questions might stir emotions that Lola would be left to sort through alone.

      ‘It will look amazing,’ she said. ‘What will you use this room for?’

      ‘This,’ Lola let go off the plastic and turned towards Audrey and the chapel behind her with her arms outstretched, ‘will be the yoga, qigong and meditation space.’ She turned full circle then stopped, her face lit with a thought that made her appear more youthful. ‘Come back and see it when it’s done. By the New Year, I should have it all up and running—The Sanctuary. Actually, Audra, come back and stay.’

      Come back and stay… It seemed to Audrey that the sound waves echoed off the walls and the hard surfaces of the chapel to resonate somewhere inside her.

      

      ‘Well, it was great to meet you, my love,’ Lola said, as they walked to the car. ‘If you’re back on a visit from London, you’re welcome, you know.’

      ‘It was great meeting you, too, and good luck with The Sanctuary. I’ll spread the word.’

      ‘Thanks. I’d appreciate it.’

      As Audrey was doing up her seat belt, Lola leaned once again on the sill of open window.

      ‘I hope you don’t mind me saying this, love,’ she said, with an expression of concern, ‘but... I don’t think it’s your path. I’m sorry if that sounds presumptuous,’ and added with that uninhibited laugh, ‘or loony, more like it.’

      Audrey was momentarily taken aback but thought of her mother’s concern about whether this was what she wanted, and Poppy’s advice to find herself.

      ‘But I don’t know what my path is,’ she found herself admitting to this woman she barely knew.

      ‘You need to be quiet for a while, Audra. Allow yourself to be heard.’

      Audrey could feel tears pricking around the edges of her eyes. ‘I will. Well, I’ll try at least.’

      She drove back to the ferry feeling strange. The slogan on the cup in Lola’s kitchen brought a smile to her lips: You are entirely up to you. She wondered if she was beginning to change.
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      A breeze caressed Audrey’s closed lids and her body vibrated as the ocean waves thwacked the shore. She opened her eyes and scanned the wetland, surprised to see that it had spread from the left across the flat land in front of her. When she looked down, her body jerked in shock and her hand grasped for the substance of the bricks behind her, searching for something to stop her plummeting thirty metres to the ground. Closing her eyes in terror, she inched back into the gaping hole, relying on the flapping of the plastic strip to guide her.

      Gasping for air, Audrey propelled herself to sit upright, startling a bird that had been preening its wings on the verandah rail. Its shadow was stretched in grotesque proportions on the bed cover as it eclipsed the low morning sun.

      She was home—not in the cold and empty Melbourne apartment that never would deserve that title, but in the comfort and familiarity of her parents’ house in Ballina.

      Still groggy from the dream, she nestled under the covers and savoured the smell of clean linen—a particular scent she associated with her mother and childhood.

      In the background, she could hear the clunk of a heavy pan on the stove and the metallic ring of cutlery being collected from the drawer. Her mother would be up, and normally her father before her, but Audrey couldn’t hear his voice.

      She thought back to the evening before when they’d picked her up from the airport. They’d been very quiet with each other and a strain between them was evident at first, but as they listened to her news, they’d seemed much better.

      Isabel looked up as her daughter came into the kitchen. ‘Good morning,’ she said with a smile. The deep set of lines around her mouth suggested a different internal monologue.

      Audrey bypassed the place set for her at the table and went over to her mother, who was standing at the stove poking the edges of the chorizo omelette with the wooden-handled egg-lifter. When she carefully embraced her from behind, she heard the sudden intake of air and a sob that rebelled to be released.

      ‘Mama,’ she said softly into Isabel’s ear as she stroked her hair. Once lush and sleek, it now felt brittle under her fingers, as though it had sacrificed its life force to sustain its host.

      ‘Sit down,’ her mother said, releasing herself from the embrace with a half-turn towards her. In one deft move, she flipped the omelette to its other side then, easing it out, placed it gently on the plate beside her. Putting the utensils down, she wiped her hands on the half apron, unscrewed a waiting jar of smoked paprika and sprinkled a fine dust over the glistening omelette, its scent filling the space between them. Despite her frenetic movements, Isabel’s expression confirmed there was something wrong.

      ‘What is it, Mum?’ Audrey said, as they pondered the plate in front of them.

      ‘Él es deprimido.’ Her mother’s reply was immediate, as though it had been waiting on her tongue.

      ‘English, Mama.’ Audrey knew that her mother reverted to her native tongue in times of stress and wondered if it was a form of protection and comfort to her.

      ‘He is depressed,’ she said.

      The very word startled Audrey. She knew that, like herself, her mother was prone to melancholic episodes, but her father had always been the epitome of positivity. With little encouragement, Isabel opened up about it and Audrey learned that he had been slipping so quietly into depression that it had caught them both off-guard.

      ‘Little things should have warned me,’ she said, wiping at the sprinkle of paprika on the bench. ‘His eyes wandering past me as I speak, no answer to ordinary remarks. I had thought that he was going deaf, or that I bored him.’

      Isabel spoke quickly, as though her emotions had breached the wall that had contained them.

      The little things... Audrey watched her mother’s expression as she spoke and wondered how it was that she had not seen the deepening of the line between Isabel’s eyebrows, the look of both despair and pleading in her dark eyes as her voice became more animated in the voicing of it. But it was her hands that Audrey watched more keenly. She had come to read her mother’s gesticulations as a type of sign language that revealed more than she would allow her face to do, and it was this that she had missed on the telephone.

      Her mother, Audrey realised, was lonely. She knew with some shame that she had been so engrossed in her own concerns that she hadn’t even noticed.

      ‘Here, Mama... I’ll take this one to Dad,’ Audrey said, settling the plate on the round tray with the glass bottom that she had bought for her parents years ago at a school fair. ‘Give me a moment with him and I’ll come back and eat with you.’

      Isabel didn’t object and positioned a knife and fork she’d tucked inside a cloth serviette next to the plate on the tray.

      

      ‘Dad.’ When there was no response, Audrey balanced the tray as she manoeuvred through the half open doorway.

      The room was dimly lit, and she’d assumed her father was still asleep, but as she approached the bed, she was surprised to see that he was half sitting up against the bedhead, the pillows haphazardly tucked behind him.

      ‘Hello, sweetheart,’ he said, his voice deep and croaky.

      Audrey placed the tray on his lap when he had shuffled to sit more upright and sat on the edge of the bed.

      ‘Dad... what’s going on? Are you alright?’

      She could tell that he was forcing a surprised expression.

      ‘Yes, love. Of course. Just a bit tired this morning, that’s all.’

      He looks tired, she thought, but Audrey knew now that there was more to it and she wasn’t letting him get away with that. There’d been too many things left unsaid between her and Cam, leading to the breakup, and she’d sometimes wondered if only they had spoken of their feelings earlier, could they have been able to salvage it?

      ‘Mum’s told me—’

      ‘Ah,’ he said, looking down at the omelette as though hoping it would help him out.

      ‘Do you want to talk about it?’ she said, shuffling a bit closer.

      He looked up and she noticed how the little light coming through the blinds accentuated the glassy look of his eyes.

      ‘Not much to tell you, love.’

      Audrey selected her words carefully. ‘Is it boredom?’

      He gave a soft chuckle. ‘Put like that, it sounds... like I’m a spoiled brat. But yes... I suppose that’s it.’

      Audrey laughed, relieved to see a small return of her father’s good humour. ‘Spoilt brat? Nooo! That was Cam!’

      Max’s eyes rolled upward in agreement.

      ‘The redundancy... that’s hit you hard?’ she said, more seriously now. When he’d told her about it on the telephone, she’d wondered how he’d cope, but he’d been his usual cheery self. ‘I can relax at last,’ he’d said with a laugh.

      His face clouded and he shifted his lap beneath the tray. ‘Yes, I can’t deny it, vain old fool that I am. I just... don’t feel old, Aud. Well, I didn’t feel old, but I’m not sure now.’

      Despite the ageing of the man in front of her, Audrey couldn’t relate to her father as being old. The usual Max was vibrant, but gentle, physically and emotionally strong and was only sixty-six.  It hadn’t been unusual for his fellow academics to be working well into their seventies, but new departmental policies had seen several others like himself being packaged off. It was, she agreed, far too early for her father to retire.

      ‘Well, you’re definitely not old, Dad. Perhaps another university...’

      No, love. I think I’ve lost it for institutions.’

      Audrey nodded in agreement and felt it resonate at a deeper level.

      A thought came to her.

      ‘I might need some advice, Dad. Some sleuthing perhaps. It’s about this island called Hibernia...’

      As Audrey told her father about the island, the wetlands and the mysterious developer, there was no mistaking that a glint was beginning to replace the glassy look of his eyes.

      Max listened closely and posed questions in between mouthfuls of omelette.

      ‘What’s your interest in this, love?’

      She paused to consider her response. It was a question she’d asked herself, but the answer was elusive.

      When she hadn’t answered, he continued, ‘This fellow... Quin...’

      Blood rushed to her cheeks.

      ‘... do you think he’s the developer?’ Her father was watching her carefully.

      ‘I’m only repeating what Lola, the woman at the convent said, but no, I don’t think so.’ Audrey paused, trying to conjure Quin’s face though it was already fading. ‘But then again, I don’t really know him at all.’

      Her father was silent for a moment as though sensing something.

      ‘Leave it with me. I’ll see what I can find out.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Babe!’

      ‘Poppy? What’s wrong? It must be three am in Paris!’ Audrey could feel her heart pounding.

      There was a laugh at the other end of the phone. ‘No, actually it’s eleven am. I’m here. In Ballina.’

      Poppy’s voice held its trademark exuberance, but Audrey’s mind was too scrambled to make sense of it.

      ‘What? You’re here? But...’

      ‘I was going to tell you, but when you said you’d be visiting Max and Issy, I thought I’d surprise you instead.’

      Audrey felt herself calm as her best friend sped through her explanation—an unexpected trip to Sydney for her sister’s wedding that had taken everyone by surprise… a few days spare before she had to fly back to Paris to get ready for an exhibition...

      ‘I did, didn’t I? Surprise you, I mean.’ There was an uncharacteristic silence at the other end of the line.

      ‘Oh, Pop... it’s the best surprise,’ Audrey said, to counter her best friend’s sudden lack of confidence, and she meant it.

      They shared a few anecdotes about their week, holding details until in each other’s company.

      ‘So...’ Poppy’s voice was conspiratorial, ‘this Quin guy ...’

      Audrey hesitated. There was an implication in her father’s and now her friend’s question and she thought of the “look” that had passed between Rosa and Beppe.

      ‘Nothing more to tell you, really,’ she said, feeling again the rise of warmth in her face and a note of defensiveness in her reply.

      ‘Okay, okay. I need to talk with you about Cam the Bastard, though,’ Poppy said, ‘when we meet. I’m free this afternoon. You?’

      Audrey smiled. She’d always found a strange comfort in her friend’s direct, even blunt approach. An image of Poppy at her and Cam’s wedding came to mind. Audrey could tell she was forcing composure because her body language was rigid under the strain of it.  She remembered, too, seeing her talking with Isabel and Max, whose faces, she recalled, were not so transparent in hiding their concern.

      

      ‘Bye, darling. Say hello to Poppy.’

      When Audrey had come into the kitchen moments before, she’d been surprised to see both her parents seated at the table.

      Isabel had looked up to say her farewell and Audrey thought that her face was more relaxed, her eyes a little brighter.

      Her father had his laptop on the table and was typing. ‘Have a good day, love. Give Pop a kiss from us,’ he’d said. As he looked up, there was a furrow between his eyebrows. ‘It’s too slow,’ he said, turning to his wife. ‘I think I need a new one.’ Then back to Audrey: ‘Thought I’d do a bit of a search... see what I can find...’

      Audrey left them to the to-ing and fro-ing of domestic interchange. Her father’s depression was not going to be so easily fixed, she knew, and her mother’s predisposition for anxiety would not be cured, but it was a start and as she set out to meet her best friend, Audrey could feel pieces of herself aligning once more in fundamental ways.

      

      There was no missing the jet-black hair and red streak from the forehead to crown above the open pages of the newspaper. Audrey paused to take in the startling effect, musing on the thought of her friend as one of Australia’s deadliest spiders. Oh, she’d come out fighting, alright, to protect those she loved. Though Audrey had never been subjected to it herself, she knew that below Poppy’s laissez-faire demeanour was a venemous bite—she’d seen her in action with Cam.

      ‘Don’t be such a fucking tosser,’ she’d said to him across the table at dinner in an upmarket restaurant. Audrey couldn’t remember what had prompted this reaction and had had to console Cam afterwards. She’d called Poppy out on it the next day over the phone.

      ‘Sorry, my love, but my opinion remains,’ was all she’d said.

      Had Audrey paid attention to the small twist in her gut then, she might have saved herself years of quiet discontent. She’d argued with Poppy at the time but realised later that it was more to convince herself that she hadn’t made a mistake.

      Her phone buzzed in the pocket of her coat. She didn’t recognise the phosphorescent number on her screen and stepped into the alcove of a building to accept the call.

      ‘Hello, Audrey speaking.’

      ‘I know, Audra. Who else would you be!’

      Her pleasure had her smiling into the concrete wall of the nearest building as she leaned in to hear more clearly over the noise of the traffic.

      ‘Dion? How are you? But how...?’

      ‘… did I get your number? Nonna and Nonno of course.’

      ‘Well, it’s a lovely surprise.’ When he didn’t respond, she continued, ‘Is everything okay?’

      ‘Todo... está... bien,’ he said, faltering over some of the vowels.

      Audrey’s Spanish had become rusty over the years away from home and her mother’s spontaneous outpourings, usually when Isabel was excited, but she knew this one well. “Everything is okay.” She thought of how frequently she’d heard it from her mother over recent months—too many times to be convincing, she thought now, still admonishing herself for not picking up on what now seemed so obvious; a trait she was acutely aware was becoming a signature.

      ‘That’s wonderful, Dion. You’re a natural!’ She felt as though his blush came through the phone, the boy with the wide grin and flushed cheeks. ‘How are Beppe and Rosa?’

      ‘And Quin,’ he added with a soft scold. ‘Todo está bien,’ he said, this time with more confidence. ‘Quin won’t be away too long.’

      ‘Away?’ Audrey hesitated, but the question was burning on her lips. ‘Where’s he gone?’

      His reply came as a series of staccato sounds, and she held a hand over her other ear to listen more closely.

      ‘Dion? I can’t hear you.’

      ‘Bloody phone!’ It sounded as though he was shaking it at the other end. ‘Is that better?’

      ‘Yes, that’s better. I can hear you clearly now. You were saying that Quin had gone somewhere...’

      ‘Back to his wife. That’s where Quin’s gone.’

      She felt it first like a soft slap, then as a turmoil in her gut—as though her insides were collapsing.

      ‘Audra? Are you still there?’ Dion’s voice trailed away then returned with more volume. ‘Audra?’

      ‘I’m here... must have been my phone this time. Sorry.’

      ‘Great. Now for my other reason for ringing, other than to say hello.’

      Audrey’s eyes were locked on the irregular pores in the rendered concrete wall and the dried paint that bled from the larger ones.

      ‘Do you know your mother’s recipe?’ The boy’s voice brought her back to the moment.

      ‘Recipe? For the dish I mentioned at the hotel?’

      ‘Yes, the one that was better than mine.’

      Audrey felt herself smiling and an idea came to her. Her mother had been fascinated with the story about the lunch at The Island Hotel. ‘Aah... no, but... how about I give you her number and you can ask her yourself?’

      ‘Really? Oh, yes please, Audra. I’d love to talk to your mum.’

      As she gave him the number, Audrey remembered that the boy had lost his own mother only recently. ‘I’ve already told her about you and that amazing meal,’ she said. ‘She’ll know who you are, and I think the two of you will get along just fine.’

      ‘She’ll know me? That’s... stupendous. Oh... and before I forget, Lola said to say hello. So “hello”.’

      Audrey felt a sudden desire to be in that fabulous and vibrant room at the convent, in the company of the equally vibrant Lola. The easy familiarity of the greeting sent via Dion stirred her, though Audrey wondered if Hibernia might have now lost some of its charm.

      ‘Quin will be back soon,’ he said, and not for the first time Audrey wondered if her thoughts were exposed. She turned away from the building and saw that Poppy had put down the paper and, although she was wearing sunglasses, Audrey knew she was watching her keenly. She knew who Poppy would be thinking she was talking to.

      ‘Well, say hello to Lola from me, Dion,’ she said, resuming her walk to the café. ‘You know, now might be a good time to ring Mum... Isabel. Between you and me, though, I think she might have been a little bit envious about that meal you cooked.’

      ‘Do you think so? What... that I might be better than her?’

      She could hear the excitement in his voice. ‘Hmm, perhaps that’s it. She’ll love talking to you.’ She gave him the phone number.

      ‘Okay. I’ll do that now.’ She heard him pause. ‘Audra, is it all right if I call you sometimes?’

      There was a part of her that wanted to dissuade him, to put Hibernia behind her. But she had to admit, the boy had gotten to her.

      ‘I’d love that, but... I’ll be in London next week.’

      There was a moment of silence at the other end, and she remembered how upset he’d been when she’d first told him that she would be leaving.

      ‘Don’t go, Audra.’ His voice was almost a whisper at the other end of the phone. ‘I miss Quin,’ he added, ‘but he’ll be back soon, I guess.’

      ‘I’ll be back. I’ll come and visit you,’ she said, wondering why he’d attached to her so quickly. ‘I promise.’

      Dion seemed reassured with this, and Audrey knew that she must not let him down. She felt strangely relieved to make the commitment.

      Poppy had stood up and was edging around the table to greet her. Audrey couldn’t help noticing how much weight her friend had lost since she’d last seen her on one of her flying visits to Melbourne. Perhaps, she thought, this perspective was exaggerated by the tight black dress she was wearing. When Poppy removed her sunglasses though, Audrey was shocked to see that the flesh around her eye sockets seemed to have lost its fullness and there were lines she hadn’t noticed when they’d last met only a few months before. Poppy’s dark eyes, accentuated by black kohl and false lashes, seemed to have lost their light.

      They exchanged kisses, and Audrey was on the verge of questioning her, but Poppy broke across the words still forming on her lips. ‘Was that him?’

      Audrey feigned ignorance. ‘Who? Cam, do you mean? No.’

      Poppy nodded with approval. ‘The new bloke then?’

      It stung, but Audrey couldn’t help but laugh at her friend’s lack of guile. She pulled back a chair at the table. ‘Let’s sit down and I’ll tell you all you ever wanted to know but were afraid to ask.’ When they sat, she leaned in conspiratorially. ‘But first, tell me the goss about your sister’s sudden wedding and, of course, life in the City of Love.’

      Over tea and lush hummingbird cake, Poppy related the most recent event in her family life that, Audrey knew well, was never short on dramas—some petty and others more serious, such as her brother’s arrest for the illegal importation of exotic birds. Poppy’s sister, Clementine, was often at the centre of the smaller ones. At thirteen, she’d announced that she was a boy, and that she should be known as “Charles”, but when hormone therapy was offered to begin the transition, she changed her mind and, in a strange twist, embraced her femaleness with gusto. From sixteen, there had been a series of unhappy relationships, and, by her late twenties, she had sworn off men and joined a dubious religious cult that worshipped goats. Clementine’s paradox was that she was a gifted sculptor, but she had never achieved Poppy’s success, blaming the industry, the government, and sometimes, her sister. Bruce had offered to display her work at the gallery, but she’d proven to be so difficult to please that he gave up on her. Audrey wondered if Poppy’s expat life in Paris was really an escape from her family, and she couldn’t blame her if it was.

      Between sips of tea, Poppy entertained Audrey with her sister’s latest escapade—she’d abandoned the goat-worshipping for a sudden marriage to a moderately famous rap artist from Argentina whom she’d met at a club in Sydney.

      ‘The vows were sung in rap!’ Poppy laughed at the memory, but Audrey couldn’t help noticing that something of her usual spark had gone. ‘Okay, your turn,’ she continued, leaning in and sliding her sunglasses along the red stripe to her crown.

      Audrey shuffled in her seat, not sure of what she actually had to contribute. Yes, she’d seen Cam, as she’d confessed to her on the phone, but that at least seemed to have died down for the moment. She knew that her friend was fishing for news about Quin, but what did she have to tell her? They’d met, shared a lunch, and he was now with his wife. Case closed.

      She told Poppy all of this, emphasising her time spent with Dion, Rosa and Beppe, and Lola. ‘Anyway, London awaits. That’s exciting.’

      Poppy sat back and was still scrutinising her friend. ‘Who are you trying to kid, my darling? Your enthusiasm is as convincing as an amateur magician.’

      Audrey mustered some indignation. ‘Oh, but you’re wrong. It’s such a—’

      ‘Wonderful opportunity? I’m not convinced, Aud, but... who am I to know?’

      As her voice trailed off, Audrey was startled by the look on her face.

      ‘Pop, what's wrong?’

      ‘Everything ... And nothing.’

      Poppy had turned as though her attention had been caught by something on the other side of the road. From Audrey’s vantage point, she could see light pooling in the fluid building in her eyes. Poppy turned back to her, blinking rapidly.

      ‘I'm pregnant.’

      ‘What?’ Audrey’s thoughts were raddled. Had her friend just told her...?

      Poppy leaned in and repeated her bombshell news. ‘Aud, I’m pregnant.’

      Audrey’s breath caught in the back of her throat. She breathed deeply as she gathered her thoughts. ‘But... Who?’

      ‘It doesn't matter.’ Her reply was short, almost abrupt, but Audrey wasn’t letting her get away with it.

      ‘Tell me. What’s going on? You’ve never mentioned—’

      ‘I know.’ Poppy spoke to her cup. Her face was distressed. ‘I know, I know... I just thought that if I told you—’

      ‘That I’d be hurt? Jealous? Pop, I’m so... so happy for you…’ Her words faded as she looked at Poppy’s face.

      ‘It’s over. He’s gone.’ Poppy was looking directly at her now and her face was like a stone.

      Audrey reached for her hand across the table and Poppy clasped it with a gentle squeeze. ‘I’m here, darling. Now tell me.’

      

      She’d heard Poppy mention the name Didier several times in past months, but it had been in the company of other names—a group of friends who gathered regularly in the Parisian club scene.

      In phone conversations more recently, Audrey had an inkling that her friend was slowing down, was becoming tired of the constant partying—fewer names had been mentioned, including that of Didier. Now she knew why. He had been a relatively new member of the group; a producer of documentaries and Poppy had fallen in love with him. They’d shared an intimate relationship and then, without warning, he’d left, with no reply to her messages. When she’d questioned a mutual friend, he’d told her very matter-of-factly, as though Poppy would have known, that Didier had returned to Nice for his wedding.

      ‘The next day… the very day before I had to fly out here… I did the test. Before I looked at the result, I knew. I’m such a fucking idiot.’

      ‘What will you do? Have you had time to think it through? And… are you sure? The test could be wrong. It’s only been two weeks—’

      ‘More than two weeks, in fact. More like sixteen.’

      ‘What!’

      ‘Yes, I know. Don’t look at me like that, though I can’t blame you. I’d been ignoring it. It’s not so unusual for my cycle to be erratic. But now that I’ve faced it, I’ve retested every day,’ Poppy said, sitting back in the chair and sliding her glasses down over her eyes.

      Audrey knew that Poppy had never wanted children. At thirty-eight and with a successful career, it had never been on her radar.

      ‘I’m keeping it.’ Her arms were folded across her chest as though in defiance.

      Audrey felt assaulted by her own conflicting thoughts; she couldn’t envisage this as her friend’s future. Words wouldn’t form to express it.

      ‘It’s okay,’ Poppy said, leaning forward to pat the back of Audrey’s hand which was still lying motionless on the table. ‘It’s a lot to get your head around.’

      ‘I’m here for you, darling. Like you’ve always been here for me,’ Audrey responded, and knew that she meant every word.

      ‘Except…’ the skin on Poppy’s forehead concertinaed above the glasses in a small expression of an idea, ‘this time… this is life giving. And about time, for us both, don’t you think... Auntie?’ Deep creases formed around her mouth as she smiled.

      The thought of having her friend just across the Channel pleased Audrey and now, a baby would make it even better. For the first time, Audrey felt a rise of something akin to pleasure and she felt a sense of purpose. Without siblings, this was as close as she’d be to having a niece or nephew. Cam’s sister had three children, but they lived in the States and Audrey had only met them twice.

      Now, picnics in St James Park seemed appealing, and they could take “Junior” for trips along the Seine... when ‘they’ were older, of course. ‘You’re right,’ she said, ‘we do need this. New life, new hope, and a sense of purpose.’

      Poppy’s face beneath the glasses tightened and she looked suddenly sheepish. ‘Will you be godmother?’

      Audrey was surprised. She hadn’t heard the term for years and Poppy had been opposed to the Greek Orthodox tradition of her family.

      ‘I know... it seems weird coming from me,’ she continued, ‘but... I don’t know... I feel like I’m changing.’

      ‘I’d love to,’ Audrey said without hesitation. She didn’t know much about the role, but she was honoured to be asked. She felt protective of this new life. Her eyes wandered to Poppy’s abdomen bound tightly in the dress. When she looked up, Poppy seemed even paler, and sad.

      ‘I’m scared, Aud.’

      ‘We’ll do this together, okay? You’re not alone.’

      Poppy shook her head. ‘I know. Thanks, babe. I don’t think my parents could cope with any more sudden news. They were devastated at Clemie’s wedding, though they tried hard not to show it.’

      ‘But you need to tell them—’

      ‘I can’t. Not yet. It will be apparent soon enough. Mum’s eyes follow me and... well, I think she’s guessed. She keeps offering me food.’

      ‘Are you feeling okay?’ Audrey could understand her mother’s concern over Poppy’s loss of weight. She noticed that she stabbed at the edges of her cake, but very little had been eaten.

      ‘No. I feel terrible. I had morning sickness I think but put it down to stress, but I just feel... hollow. Though obviously I’m not!’ she added, with a small laugh. There was a pause as she seemed to be ruminating over some other thought.

      ‘Aud, to be honest, I’m not actually sure that I can go back—to the apartment, to that life. It’s not good for me anymore, or...’ she placed a protective hand over her belly, ‘for little one here.’

      London collapsed around Audrey, and she felt a weight in her neck and shoulders. The biggest plus of her move there was that her best friend would be close and now she saw herself isolated and unhappy. She knew she was being selfish.

      ‘But what about the exhibition?’

      ‘I’ll go back for that, but... I’m sorry, darling.’

      ‘It’s okay. I understand. You’re right, of course. It is best that you stay here, but... I wanted to be there for you, especially now.’

      ‘Don’t go to London, Aud. You don’t want it, I can tell. Stay. We can find a place together in Melbourne.’

      How appealing it sounded—a perfect excuse to stay. But Audrey knew that this was not her future. Poppy might find love again, someone good and willing to raise the baby with her. Where would she be then? A third wheel, watching others’ lives unfolding. And what work would she do? The thought of staying on at the gallery brought a sinking feeling. At least London was the promise of something new.
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        * * *

      

      Isabel was kneeling in the herb garden weeding and staking young tomato plants in preparation for the warm months ahead. Audrey thought of the crocus leaves in the garden of the old white house on Hibernia, and the bulbs that Beppe had nestled in the tissue of the box.

      ‘How’s Poppy?’ she enquired, with emphasis on the last syllable as her daughter came to stand next to her.

      Audrey was about to give a positive account but reconsidered. ‘She’s expecting a child,’ she said, carefully choosing her words to accommodate her mother’s sensibilities.

      ‘Oh!’ Isabel straightened her back and stood up without effort. ‘Is this... good news?’

      No doubt about it, Audrey thought. Right onto it. She told her mother the facts as she knew them.

      Isabel exaggerated her nod of approval when she learned that Poppy wanted to return to Australia.

      ‘She need to be here with family,’ she said and Audrey knew that the message was as much pointed to herself as it was to Poppy.

      ‘Did Dion call you?’ she said, to deflect it.

      Her mother smiled broadly. ‘Sí. Oh, he’s a very sweet boy! I give him the recipe he wants. He knows much about Spanish food, and we agreed to speak again soon.’

      Audrey sensed a strange liaison happening between the unlikely pair. ‘That’s great. He’d love that.’

      ‘Yes, yes,’ Isabel said, still smiling as she returned to the garden bed.

      Audrey returned indoors. Max was in the study and the rear view of him stooped slightly over the computer was a heartwarmingly familiar sight.

      ‘What are you up to, Dad?’ Audrey said, coming up behind him.

      He turned to look over his shoulder. ‘Hello, love. How’s the girl?’

      Audrey recounted Poppy’s news. Her father’s reaction was similar to her mother’s. No judgement, just concern.

      ‘A shame you’re going away if she comes back home,’ he said. ‘She’ll need her friend.’

      Audrey nodded, noting the sense of a conspiracy between her parents.

      ‘It’s another great reason to come back as often as I can,’ she said.

      Max turned back to the computer. ‘You’re mother’s quite chuffed about that phone call. Dion, is it? Sounds like quite a character. It’s good to see her smile like that, you know, Aud. I realised when she got off the phone that I haven’t see her do that for a while.’

      Even though his back was to her, Audrey knew that her father felt guilty. She went to him and placed a hand on his shoulder.

      ‘Found anything interesting?’ She leant in towards the screen.

      ‘Mmm... I came across this.’ He brought up a page. The company’s logo read Foster-O’Rourke Holdings. In the first paragraph of its spiel beneath it he highlighted a section.

      Company Directors Quentin O’Rourke and Marion Foster.

      Audrey’s hand clasped the seat behind her father’s back. ‘That could be him, Dad. I don’t remember hearing his last name and he was introduced as Quin.’

      ‘Well, I can do better than that,’ Max said, half turning towards her. ‘I’m familiar with the company, though I didn’t have personal dealings with them, but one of my colleagues did and, as far as I know, found them to be reputable. I gave her a call. She mentioned the name “Quin” and spoke highly of the company. They contributed a substantial donation to the Sustainability Fund.”

      Audrey moved around the chair to lean against the desk to face him. ‘Okay.’ She wasn’t sure what she was thinking but felt some comfort in this news. If it was the same Quin, he had a good reputation. ‘Did you find anything about Hibernia? It’s only a smallish island so—’

      ‘Well, it’s not just an island, love. A preliminary search says it’s a significant habitat—wetlands, saltmarsh and a mangrove that doesn’t normally grow that far south. If someone’s developing it... well, that would be a great pity. The main industries—dairy and fishing—have declined significantly.’

      Audrey nodded in agreement and was impressed with how much her father had already discovered. ‘They’ve been considerate of the ecology, in as much as those older, established industries were.’ He rolled his eyes. ‘So much logging for farming, of course—the usual problem. But they left the wetlands be... didn’t have the technology to drain them, perhaps. It was first settled by Irish monastics apparently. You might already know.’

      Audrey hadn’t heard that and shook her head, though it fitted with Lola’s story about the nuns who’d lived there. She mentioned it to Max.

      ‘Yes. The convent makes sense. There’s an old abbey there somewhere, too. Did you see that?’

      ‘No, I didn’t.’ It might be a small island, she thought, but Hibernia seemed to keep revealing little gems. ‘Nobody lives there now, I assume?’

      ‘I don’t know but doubt it. Are you familiar with the name, “Hibernia”?’

      Audrey was but played ignorant. She could see in his eyes that her father had a fire in his belly.

      ‘It’s the old Latin name for Ireland. An interesting little island, though—Irish religious settlement, the once-thriving dairy and fishing industry and, remarkably, it still has unspoiled sections of natural habitats. I wouldn’t mind having a look myself.’

      Audrey thought of the view from the lunch table at The Island Hotel and Quin’s seemingly genuine appreciation of the wetland. If he did own this company her father was referring to, there didn’t seem to be conflict. She was relieved.

      She turned back to the screen and took in again the directors’ names. Dion had said that Quin would be coming back soon. Would “Marion” be with him, she wondered? Audrey had promised Dion that she would return to Hibernia to see him but wondered if time and distance would make it impossible. Perhaps it was better, she thought, if she didn’t go back.

      

      The evening was spent cooking with her mother. Since her conversation with Dion, Isabel seemed to be more energised and moved around the kitchen with quick, light steps as she checked the cupboards for ingredients for the Estofado de Carne con Verduras, or “Spanish Beef Stew”, the very recipe that had prompted Dion to call.

      Little else, besides food, had been discussed between the two over the telephone, but there was no doubting the effect that Dion had had on her.

      ‘How old is he?’ Isabel asked. She had picked up on the discrepancy between the tone of the young man’s voice and the conversation of the boy.

      Audrey filled her in with what she knew—that he was in his twenties, that he had a condition, though she didn’t know its nature, and that he’d lost both parents in a boating accident only eighteen months before.

      ‘Ah, poor little one,’ Isabel said. She’d paused at the island bench where Audrey was stripping and chopping fresh chard from the garden, and her face held genuine concern.

      ‘His grandparents look after him, no?’

      ‘Yes, his father was Rosa and Beppe’s only child.’

      Her mother’s eyes widened and held a look that Audrey knew meant she was assessing the enormity of their loss. Sometimes, Audrey wished that she wasn’t an only child.

      ‘Quin, the man that I met at their house, is his uncle—Dion’s mother’s brother. He’s moved back to the island to help Rosa and Beppe.’

      ‘Sí... sí.’ Audrey saw the furrow in her mother’s brow as she returned to the stove. ‘Poor little one,’ she said again, less audibly, and to herself.

      

      Audrey freshened up for dinner and joined Max at the dining table, where he was reading a brochure from the local council. In recent years, her parents had modernised their home, demolishing walls to open out the space to include a new kitchen, dining area and living room. From the dining table positioned in the middle of the room, she watched her mother at the bench loading colourful platters with steamed vegetables and garnishing them with chopped herbs and crisp, oven-dried chard. She loves this, Audrey thought, widening her nostrils to draw in the odour of toasted and grounded cumin and fenugreek seeds. She began to look forward to shopping at Borough Market in London and cooking in her own kitchen. When she looked across to her father, he was watching his wife lovingly. Some colour had returned to his face, though the evening lighting cast deep shadows where his cheeks had sunken in recent months.

      As Isabel was approaching the table with the loaded dishes, Audrey’s mobile phone that she’d left on the coffee table vibrated audibly. Her mother nodded towards the phone.

      ‘It might be important, corazón.’

      Audrey was going to ignore it, but she was surprised that someone would be calling her now.

      ‘If you don’t mind, Mum,’ she said, ‘I’ll just see who it’s from and I can call them later.’

      She saw that it had been Bruce, and that he’d left a single word as a message. ‘Urgent’.

      ‘Of course, love, call him back,’ Max said, when Audrey told them.

      ‘Sí... we can wait,’ Isabel confirmed.

      

      ‘Hi, Bruce. What’s wrong?’ Audrey was sitting on the edge of her bed in anticipation of something unforeseen.

      ‘Some bad news, I’m afraid,’ he said immediately. His voice sounded breathless, as though he’d run to the telephone. ‘There’s been a fire... in the London gallery... Squatters or vandals, they think.’

      Audrey tried to digest the news. ‘How badly?’

      ‘Not gutted, thank goodness, but... it’ll take a few months to repair.’

      The implications were beginning to dawn on her.

      ‘You still have your job at the Melbourne gallery in the meantime, of course. No problem there. It’s just... well, you’re all ready to go and you’ve let go of your lease... I’m so sorry, Audrey. If there’s anything that we can help you with... finding another place ...’ His voice trailed off.

      ‘It’s okay, Bruce,’ she said, feeling sorry for him. His usual buoyancy had been replaced with embarrassment, but she felt a rise of panic about where she would live now that she’d finalised the lease on her flat. ‘It’s a lot to digest. I’ll see you at work Monday, I suppose.’

      ‘You’re a sport, Audrey. It’s only for a few months. I’ll see you Monday then.’

      ‘What is it, love?’

      Audrey turned towards her father who’d gotten up from the table. Isabel had put down the plates and was wiping her hands on her apron.

      Still holding the phone, Audrey was trying to make sense of the news and its implications.

      ‘There’s been a fire at the London gallery. It looks like I won’t be going anywhere for a while.’

      Although she knew that her parents had reservations about the move to London, nevertheless, their expressions of concern were genuine. Her mother moved towards her with arms moving automatically into the embrace position.

      Max was standing still. ‘Well, that’s... I’m not sure what to say, Aud. That’s a bit unexpected, isn’t it? How do you feel?’

      Her mother had paused, waiting for her answer.

      Audrey tried to accurately assess her thoughts. She was shocked, and rattled, but lurking somewhere deep inside her was a small nut of relief.

      That night after dinner, the three of them talked for hours about the next move. Audrey didn’t need to admit that she didn’t want to go back to the gallery; her parents had already determined that.

      ‘I think you should take a break,’ Max said.

      ‘Sí,’ her mother said, nodding in agreement. ‘This might be a good thing. Time to think.’

      ‘Your mother’s right, love. Perhaps it’s time to reassess your life. You’ve been through a lot recently. I know you’re okay for money... always been pretty savvy that way,’ Max said, with a small laugh. ‘But we can help if—’

      Audrey was considering her parents’ advice. She had been under pressure, and she was starting to recognise that the last twelve months or more had taken a toll in a number of ways.   ‘That’s lovely, Dad, Mum. Thank you, but yes, I am okay and... I think you’re right. I do need a break.’

      Isabel and Max relaxed back into the couch and smiled at each other. ‘How long will you take off? A few weeks? A few months until the London gallery’s restored?’ Max asked.

      Audrey let him finish, but during their conversation she’d come to a decision.

      ‘No, Dad. I’m going to resign.’
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        * * *

      

      It had only been two weeks since she’d seen them in Ballina, but Max and Isabel seemed bright and relaxed when Audrey greeted them at Melbourne airport’s arrivals lounge.

      ‘It’s bare bones, I’m afraid,’ she reminded them, about the flat she was renting.

      ‘That worked well... to be able to stay on, love,’ Max, who was sitting beside her, said. ‘A pity you’d already packed up, though.’

      ‘Hmm... yes, but I’m slowly getting things back out of storage. Quite liking the minimalist look, I’ve decided.’ When she’d rented out the warehouse, she’d had taken what she could fit into the smaller apartment, and stored the rest, including more personal items—the detritus of her marriage.

      ‘Any takers on the warehouse?’ Max asked. ‘Pity the other one fell through.’

      ‘Actually, Dad... just today there was an offer made, and over the asking price. If we accept, I’ll be able to avoid going to auction, which I’m considering.’

      ‘So, he still has a say—’

      ‘Dad, Campbell’s entitled to half,’ Audrey said with little conviction, anticipating what her father would say next. She knew his opinion of her soon-to-be ex-husband. ‘I’ll still have plenty to put down on another property. We bought the warehouse at the right time and we’re selling at the right time too, it seems.’

      ‘Max, your daughter is clever, you know that.’ Isabel’s voice interjected from the back. ‘She always looks after herself, remember?’

      Audrey smiled to herself as her parent recounted, not for the first time, her frugality as a child and when, as a teenager, she’d gotten her first job. She knew this was true of herself, though she sometimes wondered if it was a negative trait. Cam had suggested on more than one occasion that she was “tight” with money. She’d defended herself, but it was only now with hindsight that she knew that it was far from the truth. He’d had expensive tastes that he couldn’t personally afford, and although his own income from art sales was significant when it came, it was sporadic. It had never been an issue for her—she knew the roller-coaster of artists’ incomes and never questioned that, as a married couple, they would share that ride. Now, it seemed to her that she’d taken far more of the load than she should have, though she wondered how much of that was her own fault; he hadn’t been demanding, but Audrey would have done anything to make him happy. Sometimes it worked, but it never lasted for long. She wondered if Caroline was doing the same, though his disenchantment with her might well be because she didn’t so readily concede to his wishes.

      ‘You look so well, corazón,’ Isabel said, and Max concurred.

      Audrey knew this was true and she felt it in subtle ways—a lighter feeling when she walked and more energy than before. The persistent narrowing of her nasal passages seemed to have eased and the return of her sense of smell, along with a renewed interest in cooking, had increased her appetite.

      ‘I’m putting on weight, though,’ she said with a laugh, as they pulled into the garage of her apartment.

      ‘This is good news,’ her mother said, unclasping her seatbelt.

      The irony wasn’t lost on Audrey. Though Isabel had a healthy appetite, she had remained reed thin her whole life.

      ‘Then that would be good news for me, too,’ Max said, patting his abdomen and half turning towards his wife.

      ‘No.’

      Audrey and her father laughed. Isabel was not always diplomatic and spoke from the heart. She and Dion would get along very well, she thought.

      ‘Lola says that there’s more than enough linen and blankets, Mum.’

      Isabel was repacking her suitcase and, holding a folded quilt from Audrey’s cupboard, was determining how to fit it in. She put it down and picked up the pillow and sheet she’d brought with her. ‘I’ll take these,’ she said, and Audrey nodded, knowing her mother’s fear of contracting a bug from a foreign bed.

      

      The events of the last two weeks had unfolded quickly. Returning from Ballina, Audrey had kept true to her plan to resign from the gallery. She knew that she was taking a risk, as she’d worked there for so long that she wasn’t sure what other career options would be available. ‘Another gallery will snap you up,’ her father had said, but she didn’t want that. Audrey wanted something new, something to inspire and challenge her; just what that would be was not clear at all.

      Bruce had physically taken a backward step when she’d told him. The look on his face revealed more emotion than she’d expected. They’d both worked for Lombard and Jones, or L&J as it was known, for fifteen years, but with Bruce constantly travelling between the six national galleries, they’d never formed a close relationship. He was twenty years older than she was and his personal life had always been somewhat of a mystery, though she’d met his partner Robert on a number of occasions. However, they held a deep respect for each other, and Audrey was in awe of his knowledge of art. She’d learned a great deal from him over the years—about art, about artists, and about business acumen—and had always felt incredibly lucky to have been his protégée.

      Audrey remembered Bruce finally expressing his thoughts on Campbell after the breakup. ‘A genius, really, but a proverbial... You’re far too good for him, my dear.’ Coming from the usually reserved Bruce, this was a tick of approval.

      She would miss him and many of the clients who exhibited their work at the gallery on a regular basis—Finton, sombre, shy and socially awkward, but his metalwork displayed a keen dystopian eye, and Bridget, the antithesis of Finton, gregarious and colourful. Her ceramic miniatures conveyed the precision and focus that could only be created in quiet and isolation. She’d loved helping all of them to establish and maintain their careers and had formed some lasting associations, but what she wouldn’t miss was the direction the gallery was taking. When she’d started, fifteen years ago, there were only two galleries in Melbourne’s CBD, but the expansion to six had seen funds spread too thinly and, worse, relationships with artists become merely expedient. She’d fought against it, often working out of hours to follow up those who showed promise but were a potential risk. Most times it paid off. The artists she worked with trusted her. Cam had told her that. He’d been one she’d taken a risk recommending.

      She’d called into a local gallery near her first apartment. The owner, Sharmi, was a friend from university where they’d studied Fine Arts together and who had provided helpful advice on managing a gallery in Audrey’s early days at L&J. Sharmi’s husband had accepted a work transfer to Mumbai, and it was in the gallery’s closing days that Audrey had called in to view the latest, and last, exhibition by a little-known artist. When she’d arrived, the artist, Campbell Myers, was talking with a small group of people who were expressing interest—feigned or genuine—in his paintings. Audrey took her time, moving from one painting to another and noted that their classic style seemed to be at odds with their modern young creator. While absorbed in a depiction of the Hawkesbury River at dawn in winter, she was startled by a male voice close to her ear.

      ‘Don’t get lost in the fog,’ he said, and she’d turned to find its owner, Campbell Myers, standing too close in her personal space.

      

      ‘What gift can we give to Lola?’

      Isabel’s voice broke through Audrey’s reverie. She thought back to her time with Lola in the convent and the conversation they’d shared in the kitchen. An idea sprang to mind.

      ‘Tea. Lola would love a range of teas and... a teapot large enough for the four of us.’

      ‘Yes,’ her mother said. She was holding a towel to her chest and had paused in the packing of the case. She looked at her daughter and smiled. ‘You’re looking forward to it, no?’

      ‘Yes, Mum. I am.’ Audrey had felt buoyed since she’d spoken with Lola on the phone the week before. During discussions with her parents that last evening in Ballina, they’d decided that Hibernia held interest for all of them and that a few days spent on the island might be just what they all needed. She’d some reservations at first, but her parents’ enthusiasm had been the deciding factor. It could be good, she decided, to take her time for a change, to visit the island not bound by the need to return to work. An unbidden memory of standing on the windswept cliff behind the old house suddenly caused a great longing, though she wondered how it would feel to her now. While pondering the practicalities of accommodation, and in the middle of searching what was available on the mainland, she’d received a text:

      

      Hello, Audra

      The opening of The Sanctuary is set for 3 Jan. Love to see you there if you’re in Australia. You’re welcome here anytime. More than enough rooms.

      Love, Lola (from Hibernia)

      

      ‘Lola, it’s... it’s Audra.’ For some reason, she acknowledged, her new name was sitting well with her. ‘Thanks for the message. How good to hear from you!’

      ‘Hold on, my love, I just need to move into the kitchen...’

      Audrey had imagined her barefoot, walking lightly through the rooms on the ground floor, her colourful shirt lapping around her solid frame.

      ‘There, that’s better. Audra? How are you? I’m pleased you got my message then. Goodness knows, it seems to be in the lap of the gods whether Hibernia connects with the world or not.’

      Lola’s energy seemed to travel down the phone, lifting her own. Audrey wondered if the jacaranda blooms had opened and how they would look in the illumination of the lanterns that she’d noticed were strung through the tree.

      ‘You’re not in London, surely?’

      Audrey told her the recent developments and her decision to leave the gallery. As she spoke, it seemed to her that everything was happening at a frenetic pace, and she was surprised at her honesty with a woman she’d only met once.

      ‘Ah... the Spirit moves in mysterious ways, my dear. I’m not surprised. It’s not your path,’ she said, like an echo of their parting conversation on Hibernia.

      Audrey was tempted to ask what her path might be. Though she had little patience with self-proclaimed psychics, there was something about Lola—wisdom born of a rich and colourful life, she suspected—that gave her credibility. Perhaps she’d ask her on another occasion, she thought and instead, told Lola about the plan to come to the island with Max and Isabel. Before she could broach the question of accommodation, Lola had interjected, her voice determined.

      ‘And of course, you will all stay here.’
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      She hadn’t anticipated this, to be crossing to Hibernia again so soon; her third trip in only two months. Audrey could barely identify with the self who thought she was leaving Melbourne and this island behind to start a new life.

      There were no pangs of regret. She loved London but taking up the position at the gallery had been a self-enforced move, calculated to further a career she didn’t think she wanted anymore. Now, as she stood with Max on the deck of the ferry, the strong wind buffeting their hair and carrying their words away, she felt something akin to excitement—for what, she still didn’t know.

      Isabel, anxious that her own light frame might be lifted in a gust of wind from the deck, was going through her mother’s handwritten recipes in the car. She hadn’t looked at them in years, she’d told Audrey, as she’d taken down the small, but thick leather-bound book from a less frequently used kitchen cupboard in Ballina.

      Audrey returned to join her mother in the car while Max negotiated his way to Bill’s cabin on the ferryman’s invitation. They’d struck up an immediate rapport when they’d met through the window of Audrey’s car.

      Max had driven to the jetty while Audrey had sat with Isabel in the back. The time spent cooking in her mother’s Ballina kitchen and talking about traditional Spanish and Middle Eastern recipes had fanned the dying embers of a passion she’d discounted as being whimsy.

      They’d been poring through some of the individual slips of paper wedged into the pages of the book, both marvelling at the exquisite cursive script that Isabel’s mother had used, when Bill spotted Audrey in the back as he approached the car. His response was immediate.

      ‘Audrey! Good to see you. Thought you were leaving us for greener pastures. Literally, I mean.’ Bill tapped the open window in response to his own joke.

      In her peripheral vision she could see her mother sit up more alertly, almost defensively.

      ‘Change of plans, Bill,’ Audrey said. ‘It’s good to be coming back to Hibernia. I’ve told Mum and Dad a lot about it. This is Max and Isabel.’

      ‘G’day,’ Bill said to Max and acknowledged Isabel with a respectful nod.

      ‘That’s good, love. Bit of tension on our island since you were last here though. Bloody nuisance. Been here all my life and, I dunno what’s gunna happen.’ His normally bright eyes seemed to cloud momentarily. ‘We could do with someone... you know, from outside the community... someone with another viewpoint and plain common sense.’

      She was at the point of asking what was wrong but thought better of it. Max, on the other hand, didn’t hesitate.

      ‘I hear there’s a bit going on... development plans, is that right?’

      ‘Yep,’ Bill responded immediately. ‘Bloody eco-tourist resort or somethin’. Eco! They’re kidding. They’re gunna wreck the place. “Wrecko-tourism” more likely,’ Bill said with a laugh, though his eyes didn’t get the joke.

      ‘Who’s “they”, do you know?’ Max said.

      ‘Nah. There’s some rumours, but... that’s somethin’ the people of the island have always been good at—startin’ rumours. Small place an’ all that. But I think me days in this job are numbered.’

      ‘Why’s that?’

      Audrey and Isabel listened intently to the men’s exchange.

      ‘There’s talk of changes, maybe even runnin’ a hydrofoil. Seems that old “Maggie” here,’ he turned his head to encompass the ferry, ‘is too slow. Everyone’ll be in a rush, they reckon... to slow down at the ‘wrecko’-lodge. Ha!’

      Audrey felt a grip in her abdomen of protectiveness towards Bill and “Maggie” and briefly wondered if she’d stepped in progress and had brought it with her. She’d heard this possibility about the hydrofoil before from Lola, and now Bill’s reiteration of her words gave it more weight. She wondered if Lola knew even more than she’d done at their last meeting and felt the pull of urgency to know, and to not.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Audra!’ Lola swept forward across the threshold to embrace Audrey. When she stepped back, still gripping Audrey’s forearms, she seemed to be appraising her.

      ‘You look... different. Something of an inner glow.’ Her blue eyes, highlighted by the royal blue caftan she was wearing, were mischievous, but their expression shifted to one of curiosity and warmth when she saw Max and Isabel approaching the door from the car.

      ‘Welcome, Isabel and Max,’ she said, without need of introduction, and clasped their proffered hands in turn.

      Audrey saw that her mother was relaxing and was reassured. Isabel was a sensitive and highly strung woman at times and had been concerned that they would be imposing, especially with The Sanctuary under renovation.

      ‘You only met her once,’ she’d said to her daughter when the plan was hatching in Ballina, ‘and she doesn’t know your father and me at all.’

      Max had merely looked on from the sidelines, awaiting the outcome. In comparison to his wife, he had no such qualms because he would offer a roof to anyone and had done so over the years.

      Pleasantries were exchanged and it seemed that Lola became even more alive, if that were possible. Audrey wondered again about the self-isolation that seemed so much at odds with the energy and worldliness of this woman.

      ‘Come in, come in,’ Lola said, stepping back inside, where her blue-draped figure was almost swallowed by the rose-tinted dimness of that large and expansive entrance. Audrey felt a thrill at the thought of her mother’s reaction to the stained window that cast its ruby glow, and she was rewarded.

      As Isabel stepped inside, her reaction was immediate and came as a soft gasp.

      ‘Dios mio! It’s just as I remember.’ The others waited for an explanation, and she continued. ‘Where I go to school... the nuns of Orden carmelita... It was just this way in their convento.’

      ‘You were taught by the Carmelites? So was I,’ Lola said, moving beside Isabel and linking an arm in hers. ‘It’s so true, Isabel. In my travels, I’ve seen a number of convents just like this. It reminds me of my schooldays, too.’

      The two women smiled at each other, and Audrey marvelled at her mother’s ready acceptance of this stranger’s touch.

      ‘And it was Saint Teresa of Avila who greeted us in the entrance. Just like here,’ she said, looking up at the stained-glass window.

      ‘Sí, sí ...’ Isabel was nodding and seemed to be deep in thought.

      ‘It’s beautiful, I suppose,’ Max said, ‘but it would have scared the living daylights out of me as a school kid. Never could understand all that. Mine was a very practical upbringing.’

      Audrey, lagging behind the three of them, moved into the entrance and listened with amusement to her parents.

      

      Once settled in their adjacent rooms on the first floor, they gathered to head down to the kitchen for a cup of tea. Audrey glanced at the closed door at the end of the corridor that held that vibrant sunroom like a secret. Isabel was still chuckling at the sight of her husband’s face when he’d seen his room. Max was a tall man, and Lola had been concerned when she saw him that the bed might not be long enough. He’d assured her that it would be fine, that he’d slept in beds of all shapes and sizes on his travels for work. Though the decor of each room was spartan, Lola had gone to an effort to masculinise his, replacing the candlewick spread with a deep blue and purple blanket, but it was none of this that had Isabel laughing, more the context of her husband sleeping in what was formerly a nun’s room, complete with crucifix and a picture of the bleeding heart of Jesus.

      ‘Not much space,’ he’d said to his wife and daughter, standing in the centre of the room with arms extended, his fingertips touching the side walls. ‘Great view, though,’ he added.

      Lola had positioned them on the eastern side of the corridor with a view though narrow windows to the wetland and the sea in the distance. Audrey was reminded of the dream she’d had in Ballina of her standing in the open wall of the chapel and wondered if anything more had been done in that space since she had last been here.

      On their way to the kitchen, through the main rooms downstairs, Audrey noted that her parents walked lightly, as she had, as though they felt they were trespassing.

      From the kitchen came the chink of crockery and the deep resonance of Lola humming a familiar ballad. When they entered, the first thing Audrey looked at was the window and she smiled with pleasure when she saw the purple hue of sunlight through the open jacaranda blossoms.

      Isabel and Max saw it too and their comments made Lola smile with pride.

      ‘I know,’ she said, as she placed cups and small plates on a tray. ‘I like to think of it as the colour of transformation. I hope that whoever planted that tree got to enjoy this sight and I am ever grateful that “she”, I imagine, knew what she was doing. I’ve set up a table in the garden out the back here and you’ll see what I mean—there’s a sense of her there.’

      A door that Audrey hadn’t noticed last time was open. The strong wind on the ferry was replaced here with a light breeze that rippled through a beaded curtain and carried the scent of the sea.

      Carrying the gift bag containing a large teapot, four different blends of tea and Isabel’s homemade fruit cake, she placed it on the benchtop next Lola.

      ‘From the three of us, in appreciation.’

      As Lola opened the parcel, her eyes widened with pleasure. ‘How wonderful!’ she said, thanking them all. ‘You remembered about the tea, Audra, and now I have a decent sized pot. That’s so lovely of you. The cake looks divine.’

      ‘My mother’s recipe,’ Isabel said, with a look of pride.

      ‘That’s special,’ Lola said. ‘Come, I’ll get you settled then I’ll cut some for us. Can’t wait to try it. I’m getting very bored with my muesli slices.’ Her laugh was deep and throaty.

      Max offered to carry the tray and followed.

      Outside, a tangerine cloth, secured by a small garden gnome at its centre, covered a wrought-iron table with legs mottled with an algal green. The cloth’s edges swayed in the breeze and its colour provided a startlingly beautiful contrast to November’s new growth. Behind the table, set almost in a hedge to the right, was a wooden garden shed. It was old by the weathered look of the boards, but otherwise in good condition. Either side of the door were long double windows that would open outwards.

      Lola removed the gnome, introduced as “Barney”, a parting gift from a friend, to provide space for the tray.

      ‘Thanks, Max.’ She caught Audrey’s eye. ‘Are you familiar with the Cadfael mysteries?’

      Audrey shook her head, confused at what she meant, though the name registered somewhere.

      ‘They’re a series of books, fiction, written by Ellis Peters, about a medieval monk who solved crimes. In his military days, before he became a monk, he learned a lot about medicine—herbal mostly at that time, of course. In the monastery grounds he set up a herbal garden and concocted his potions in a shed... I like to think not unlike this one.’

      Lola’s description had prompted a memory.

      ‘Was there a movie?’

      ‘Yes, a very popular series.’

      ‘I know the books,’ Max offered. ‘Loved them as a boy.’

      Isabel shook her head, not being familiar with the stories.

      ‘Well,’ Lola said with a dramatic flourish, ‘follow me.’

      She led them past the shed.

      ‘I think we had our own Cadfael here, though hopefully not solving murders.’

      In an open area was the outline of a bricked herbal garden complete with geometrical design, set around a circular centre that contained a big bay tree. It was a large herb garden and Audrey wondered if, in its day, it would have rivalled the lush and manicured gardens she’d seen on some of her trips to the UK and Europe. Behind the garden was an orchard—six rows, Audrey counted, of fruit trees in various states of health, though most, she saw, had sprouted new growth. Sections in one half of the herb bed had been tilled, the deep richness of the soil suggesting that it had been turned in the last few days. The other half had been planted and, as they got closer, she could just identify emerging leaves of familiar herbs.

      ‘Parsley?’ she said, bending down to a nest of leaves ready to thrust to the light.

      ‘That’s right. Coriander’s over here,’ Lola said, moving to a different section.

      Isabel moved in closer and bent down for a closer look at the varieties Lola had planted. ‘Here?’ she said, peering at what seemed to be an empty bed that looked out of place.

      ‘That’s for the crocus. They grow like wildflowers here, so I just leave them to it and look forward to autumn when they bloom.’

      Audrey thought of the decaying flowers she’d seen at the old house and mentioned this to Lola.

      ‘Oh, I’m not surprised. Nobody seems to be quite sure who planted them—monks, or perhaps our sister here. But they’re what brought Dion’s parents to the island, as well as a return home for his mother,’ she said to Audrey, ‘to grow them commercially. They had a farm up the northern end. Beppe still tends it.’

      Audrey thought of the look on Beppe’s face when he came back into the kitchen with the box she’d given him—pleasure mixed with sorrow. ‘The future,’ he’d said, as he held the crocus bulbs in their tissue nest. She suddenly felt very sad.

      They headed back to the table and gained a different view of the jacaranda that stood by the kitchen window like a peeping Tom. Its trunk was thick and gnarled and elbows and knees of large roots had broken through the soil as though the tree would, one day, decide to leave.

      When they were seated, Audrey spoke aloud her thought.

      ‘I’d assumed that Rosa and Beppe had lived here for a long time. Did they follow their son and daughter-in-law to Hibernia?’

      ‘Yes,’ Lola said, nodding as she poured the tea, ‘they did. They moved here from the mainland—on the coast not far away, fifteen years ago, I believe. Beppe was a master boat builder and did very well, so they retired early to help with the farm and to watch their grandson grow up. Sad business,’ she said, shaking her head.

      It made sense to Audrey now—the relative newness of the villa that had seemed at odds with her assumption that Rosa and Beppe had been on Hibernia for a long time. She imagined their anticipation and excitement for the new life they would have together on the island. Audrey couldn’t remember their son’s name but knew Dion’s mother’s was Fionnuala because she remembered the look on Quin’s face when he’d said his sister’s name.

      ‘Lola, last time I was here there was talk of a developer, and Bill said he thought that “Maggie’s” days were numbered—too slow.’

      ‘Oh yes.’ Lola’s cheerful expression slid from her face.  ‘They’ve been here—the surveyors, I think they were, letting it spill that they’re just assessing the quality of the soil at the site that seems to be marked for the eco-lodge.’

      Max leaned towards the table, his interest piqued. ‘You’re not convinced?’

      ‘Well,’ Lola paused before continuing, ‘the site they’re talking about sits right at the edge of the wetland. In winter it floods.’

      ‘Why that site then, do you think?’ Audrey asked.

      ‘The view of the Pacific is spectacular. It’s not got the high vantage point of some of the other places they could have chosen, but there’s a sheltered beach it would have access to, and I think that would be the drawcard. A bit of everything there—the Pacific thundering in the distance, a safe beach for swimming, and a tranquil wetland at the door.’

      ‘It would be good to have a look,’ Max said, turning to the others, who nodded in agreement. ‘And the developer? Any further word on who it is?’

      Audrey saw that Lola glanced towards her before answering.

      ‘Word is it’s one of our own—Quin O’Rourke.’

      Audrey took a deep breath. Something more must have happened since she was last here.

      Max looked taken back by the news and told Lola what he knew of the company and its good reputation.

      ‘We’re all surprised, too,’ Lola said, ‘but one of the surveyors let it slip and Harry Mitchell, a local who works for the Council on the mainland, confirmed it.’

      ‘So... what do you think his real interest is in The Island Hotel?’ Audrey could feel her heart thumping in her chest.

      ‘Mmmm, that’s a strange one. Some say it’s a ruse to deflect attention away from the main issue, but,’ she faced Audrey squarely, ‘I like to think it’s for the boy—for Dion. He loves him and that, at least, is beyond doubt.’

      ‘And the island’s inhabitants?’ Isabel had been listening intently. ‘Are they all opposed to this eco-lodge?’

      ‘Oh no,’ Lola said, her eyes wide. ‘Many people here are all for development. You wouldn’t think so, would you? What’s even stranger is that it’s mostly the older generation who want it. They’re losing their young to the mainland because there’s nothing to offer them. Ironically, it’s those very young ones who are most vocal about it—dead against progress here, in fact. They want Hibernia to stay as it is, or even return to what it once was, a community that was relatively independent and thrived because of its local industries. Except, the industries—dairy and fishing, mainly—don’t quite fit with their personal philosophies. That’s a problem. What else does Hibernia have to offer if not those?’

      ‘The eco-lodge will create jobs, no?’ Isabel offered. Her expression was uncertain, as though speaking in favour of the development might offend their host.

      ‘You’re completely right, Isabel,’ Lola said immediately. ‘On paper, there’s nothing wrong with the idea and, yes, the young here do need something. But sadly, there’s an environmental cost that could impact very badly if it’s not handled well. If they could get the national broadband happening, maybe there’d be more opportunity for working at home. But I don’t know that they want that.’

      They nodded in agreement.

      ‘Lola, you’re on track for the opening in six weeks?’ Audrey felt a need to shift the tone of the conversation.

      ‘Yes, my love! The chapel’s nearly finished. We’ll have a look when you’re done. Ten of the twenty bedrooms will be refitted over the next three weeks, as well the bathrooms on that floor.’

      Audrey was impressed with Lola’s energy and was excited to see the latest work on the chapel. She wondered, though, how much the eco-lodge would attract potential customers away from The Sanctuary, though if it worried her, Lola didn’t show it.

      ‘Ooh, it’s getting warm. I think we’re going to be in for a hot one. Let’s leave these here, I can tidy up later. Isabel, that cake! My goodness, I’ve got to have the recipe for that. That is, if I’m allowed?’ Lola said with a laugh and Audrey smiled to see the flush of pleasure on her mother’s face.

      ‘Sí... of course.’

      They returned to the cool of the kitchen and made their way back through the rooms and up the staircase, turning right at the landing. It seemed to Audrey that the closed door at the end of the corridor beckoned them.

      ‘My goodness, more bedrooms!’ Isabel was wide-eyed as they passed door after door.

      ‘Yes,’ Lola responded, ‘it was quite a community once. Most of the nuns lived a contemplative life here. It was only a handful who taught at the school.’

      ‘When did they leave?’ Max said, the deep tone of his voice seeming incongruous in this setting.

      ‘Some of the younger nuns left, went back to Ireland, I assume, but others died here. There’s a cemetery near the abbey—quite beautiful really...’ Lola’s voice trailed off as though she was lost in the thought.

      ‘I believe the abbey was abandoned earlier,’ Max said.

      ‘Yes, that’s right. They were all called back to Ireland, though I’m not sure why that was. Once they’d established a foothold, they moved on—not so unusual. Anyway, the nuns were left to take care of the parishioners.

      ‘Here we are,’ Lola said brightly. Her hand was on the large brass doorknob, and she was facing them, building a moment of suspense.

      Audrey glanced across to her parents and Max flicked his eyebrows up and down in anticipation.

      When Lola opened the door, light poured into the corridor, bathing and temporarily blinding them. She ushered them in, and Audrey could feel her excitement like a hit of static electricity. Once her eyes had adjusted, she stood transfixed by all that was before her.

      The wall that had been secured in plastic was now an expanse of reinforced glass panels extending from the floor to a height of around six metres and almost the width of the entire wall. The view was breathtaking, confirmed by the soft grunt from Max, and a gentle ‘Dios mio,’ from Isabel. To the left, dappled light glinted from the wetland as though reflected in a hundred small mirrors. Ahead, dairy cattle grazed on grass that was already browning in the warmth of the late spring days and, in the distance, white caps on the ocean flashed in a Morse code.

      Audrey turned to take in the rest of the room. The wooden floorboards that had been covered in dust on her last visit only three weeks earlier, were polished now and shone with tones of rich honey and dark oak. The marble altar, cleaned and oiled and returned to its former dignity, overlooked the space from its platform and behind it, so spectacular that they almost overshadowed the view through the glass panels, the three stained-glass windows were triumphant.

      ‘What do you think?’ Lola’s voice was soft with uncertainty.

      Audrey turned to her, but was momentarily speechless, her emotion almost akin to standing in front of a beautiful painting. She didn’t know why but hot tears spiked her eyes. ‘It’s... oh Lola,’ she struggled to contain them, ‘it’s magnificent.’

      Max and Isabel murmured in agreement and Audrey suspected that they, too, were overwhelmed with the beauty of this space.

      Lola blinked forcefully as though trying to hold back her own tears.

      ‘It is, isn’t it?’

      They stood in silence a moment longer. Audrey imagined the yoga mats positioned to take in the view. ‘This is going to work’ she said to her new friend. ‘It has to. Believe me, I’ll be spreading the word.’ She paused before continuing with the question that had bothered her. ‘The eco-lodge... will it be in competition?’

      Lola smiled warmly, still unconcerned. ‘Oh, I’m sure they’ll offer yoga, Pilates, meditation, massage, you name it, so, yes, it will be in competition, but it won’t have what we have here,’ she said, waving her arm slowly to encompass the space.

      Audrey noted the “we” and felt a warm rush of protectiveness for the woman in front of her and her dream. What Lola said was true, but she’d forgotten the most significant asset at The Sanctuary, and that was herself.

      ‘Do you have plans for the afternoon?’ Lola asked.

      Max had moved to the windows and was taking in the view. He turned to his wife and daughter. ‘Any thoughts?’

      Audrey considered. ‘Well, we’re not expected at Rosa and Beppe’s until tomorrow, so... I’m curious now about the eco-lodge site. What about you?’

      Max had joined Isabel and they nodded in agreement.

      ‘Would you like to join us, Lola?’ Isabel said.

      Audrey was touched by how much her mother had taken to their host. Isabel was reserved and though she exuded natural warmth, she was not as quick to make friends as her husband.

      Lola thanked them but declined. ‘I’ve got a few things to do before next week when Jake and Phil begin the refitting of the rooms. I thought we might have a pre-dinner drink in the sunroom this evening, if you’d like?’

      Audrey’s response was immediate. Just the thought of that vibrant room filled her with joy.

      ‘Oh yes,’ she said.
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        * * *

      

      Audrey elected to drive. Isabel sat beside her and although there wasn’t much room in the back, Max seemed content, his body angled so that he could stretch his legs. He’d taken out the notebook from the backpack that housed their bottles of water, spare jumpers and insect repellent, and was recording something in it. His smile was restful as he wrote and it wasn’t hard to imagine him on one of the many field trips he’d undertaken over the years, sometimes being away for two or more weeks. She now wondered if, as much as he missed working, he missed his freedom. Isabel and Max were a successful coupling, but Audrey wondered if being constantly in each other’s company was eroding that happy formula.

      She glanced at her mother beside her. Isabel’s head was angled away from her as she looked out the window. What dreams did her mother once have? Still have? Audrey realised with some shame that she had never asked her. Her mother had just... been there; always there, when she was a child and even now. She was the person that her husband and her daughter came home to.

      Audrey knew that Isabel had been a keen photographer and had studied for three years at the Universitat de Barcelona, until she met Max. Some of her work from that time still hung in the Ballina house, but the vibrancy of the images had become faded, merging into the background of their lives.

      ‘Mama?’ Audrey said, her voice breaking slightly over an emotion caught in her throat.

      ‘Sí?’ Isabel turned to her daughter with the expectant look that she was about to be asked for something she would try her best to deliver.

      Audrey steadied the car on the road with one hand and clasped her mother’s with the other. ‘Thank you.’

      Isabel responded with a gentle squeeze—a moment between mother and daughter that required no further explanation.

      ‘This eco-lodge,’ Max said, his tone suggesting he’d been ruminating on it for a while, ‘it could divide the island, you know.’

      Isabel and Audrey agreed.

      ‘I’ve seen this sort of thing before,’ he continued, ‘with some wanting progress, others wanting conservation. Still... if it lives up to its name, it shouldn’t cause concerns.’

      Audrey nodded into the mirror. In theory, it seemed to be a good compromise and she just couldn’t imagine that the Quin O’Rourke she’d met would be involved in anything that would put the wetland at risk, but Lola didn’t seem like a reactionary, or a gossip dredging up untruths to spice up her life. If anything, she appeared to be the opposite—worldly and open-minded yet wanting peace.

      They veered off the main road in the direction Lola had instructed, the crunch of the gravel beneath the wheels providing the comfort of being off the beaten track.

      Slowing to accommodate the uneven surface, Audrey glanced at their surroundings. The scenery so far had been unspectacular—cleared fields right and left, a scattering of dairy cows and, in one field, several alpacas that raised their heads high to acknowledge the passing car.

      As they approached the coastline, the sea all but disappeared behind a dense woodland.

      The road began a slight decline as Audrey navigated the road between the trees, a mix of Redgum and Silverbark. A kilometre or so in, they were replaced with the shorter tea trees, and beyond them, the wetland comprising low tea-tree, Salicornia, and mangroves, rare at this latitude, nestled in a bowl of land and stretching towards the sea. Sighs of pleasure filled the space between them. Two headlands, rising out of it like arms extending from sleeves, embraced the cove that Lola had mentioned.

      Audrey brought the car to a stop. From their vantage point, they could see that the waves struck a submerged reef further out, but by the time the sea entered the cove they had been tamed and lapped timidly on its shore. They could understand, they conferred, why this site would be chosen for the eco-lodge; it had it all, just as Lola had said. The problem was that access to it was through the wetland that now, to Audrey’s eyes, seemed so vulnerable.

      ‘They could do it,’ Max said. He was leaning forward with a hand on the back of her seat, ‘but...’ he paused to take it in, ‘mmm... they’d need to...’ His voice petered out as it often did when he was mulling over a problem.

      ‘This is an estuary, yes?’ Isabel asked.

      ‘You’re right, Is,’ Max said. ‘You can see the river snaking its way through over there.’ They turned to the left to where he was pointing. ‘Looks like it goes back a way. Let’s take a look?’

      Outside the car, they were buffeted by the wind that was funneling through the headlands. As they walked further forward, they glimpsed the silver trace of a small river making its way to the sea. From here, they could see how the land declined from the cliffs in the east, to end in this bowl where the tide and river met.

      ‘It would be a shame,’ Audrey turned to her parents, her words returned to her ears by a gust of wind, ‘to have anything else here at all.’

      Max’s brow furrowed in agreement.

      ‘Why not just stand here? Why not just look, not touch?’ Isabel said suddenly with emotion and Audrey saw the look of distress on her mother’s face that surprised her; it had always been Max who’d vocally championed the environment. Audrey thought of Isabel’s permaculture garden in Ballina where plants grew in their right place, supported by each other. What her mother would see in front of her would be a garden of perfect relationships, something self-sustaining and to be admired from a distance, or at least tended by soft-footed caretakers. The eco-lodge would be a foreign weed.

      ‘I agree,’ Max said, ‘but I think it’s a foregone conclusion. Over there,’ he pointed to the headland on the left, ‘they’ve marked that out. It’s the best vantage point, but... I can’t see how they’re going to...’

      Audrey followed her father’s pointed finger and her eyes tracked back down the slope of the headland, through the dense wetland grasses and shrubs at the lowest point, and up the incline on which they stood. She noticed that here and there the vegetation seemed to be abruptly separated. A slight movement to her left caught her eye and, nudging Max, she indicated towards a patch of tea-tree. Squatting behind it, binoculars fixed ahead, was a middle-aged man sporting the almost clichéd look of a birdwatcher—cap, check shirt and waterproof pants. A backpack was slung over one shoulder, causing the thermos in the side pocket into a dangerous angle. She shifted her gaze to the right of the car and saw a deep, thick tyre tread that disappeared amongst the vegetation.

      ‘I think, she said, ‘it’s already begun.’

      There was silence in the car as they made their way back along the gravel track, each absorbed in their own ruminations.

      Audrey glanced in the mirror and saw that Max held the end of his pen beneath his teeth as he frowned at the notepad in his lap. Isabel, with folded hands resting in her lap, was looking straight ahead. It was strange, Audrey thought, how quickly they had all become protective of this island.

      Ahead, a four-wheel drive clipped the top of the rise. Audrey began to veer to the left to give enough room for it to pass. As it did, she glanced at the driver and felt her breath catch in her throat. Quin O’Rourke. His face was caught in a sullen moment but lifted in surprise when he recognised her, and he nodded in acknowledgment. She returned it half-heartedly.

      In the rear-view mirror, she saw that the sun reflected off dried mud on the thick and heavy rear tyres.
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        * * *

      

      The old abbey was on the opposite side of the island. From the road as they approached, it was difficult to determine its position, despite the road sign that had rather curtly read: Old Abbey and Cemetery. 300 meters. On the left.

      ‘There’s a section there.’ Max had reached forward, his pointed hand shoulder height between Isabel and Audrey, indicating the hill on the left just ahead.

      Audrey slowed the car and peered past her mother towards what looked to be the rectangular outline of a large building. Here and there, oversized bluestone blocks that would have formed the base of the walls were still clinging to each other, held together with mortar, while other sections of the wall, made of sandstone blocks it seemed, had been reduced to rubble. Only one building, indisputably a chapel, retained three of its walls and was positioned as though to oversee the surrounding land. Despite its decay, it retained an air of authority.

      The ruined abbey sat snugly in the side of the hill facing the road and was surrounded by a grove of conifers, which was surprising as the cliffs at the top of the rise would have provided a spectacular view of the ocean, but there was something comforting about the site; closeted, yet welcoming. On one side, in an area that was either naturally or artificially flattened, about thirty weathered grey headstones were angled like irregular teeth. Beside and in front of it, the land began to flatten and was dotted with the remains of what looked to be stables and sheds. In its time, Lola had told them, the abbey had been a productive farm and the monks had been instrumental in introducing to Hibernia the rare Irish Moiled cattle breed reared for both its milk and meat.

      There was little left of it all except for the chapel, but as the dark clouds released a sheet of rain, they resolved to return on another trip to wander amongst the tombstones.

      On the opposite side of the road the land was broad and relatively flat. In the section closest to the road were one large and one smaller sandstone building, both of which appeared to be in good condition.

      With the windows of the car down, they could hear the low hum of a generator and, as though on cue, a man stepped out of the smaller building and seemed to be heading for the car.

      Audrey quashed the immediate sense of embarrassment that they’d invaded someone’s privacy, but that, she thought, was probably a hangover of paranoia from city life. She felt these things deeply stitched into her bones and was slowly unpicking them.

      The man was tall and slightly built. Beneath a bright red beanie, his dark hair was almost to his shoulders and thick stubble shadowed his face that lit with a warm and attractive smile as he approached.

      ‘Hi there,’ he said, in a voice that held the lilt of a Canadian accent. ‘Are you lost?’ Close up, he looked to be in his mid to late forties and his face, like Quin’s, didn’t have the weathered look of someone who had spent his years outdoors.

      Max extended his arm through the open window of the car. The two men shook hands.

      ‘We were just having a look at the abbey,’ Max said. ‘You’ve got a good-looking place there.’

      The man nodded in welcome to Audrey and Isabel.

      ‘Yes, it’s a fine place,’ he said, turning his head to take it in as though he couldn’t believe his own luck.

      This, Audrey thought, is a man comfortable in his own skin.

      ‘The buildings,’ Max continued, ‘are they the old dairy? They’re in good condition by the look of them.’

      ‘Yes, the larger one was the milking barn. Other than some of my stuff in there, it’s empty at the moment. To be honest, I’m not sure what to do with it. The other is my home at the back and a cheese shop at the front.’

      ‘Cheese shop?’ Isabel was leaning further towards the window where the man was now leaning in.

      ‘Well,’ he said with a warm laugh, ‘a “shop” is probably stretching it a bit. Really, it’s just a room and... would you like to come in and have a look for yourselves, and a taste?’

      The three of them looked at each other, but Audrey already knew what her answer would be. And Isabel’s.

      

      As they stepped inside, their senses were sharpened by the sight of the deep burgundy walls, polished wooden shelves and the warm ambience created by down lights strategically placed to highlight the glass cloches covering wheels, slabs and quarters of different cheeses, with their sharp, earthy odour.

      The room was prepared for customers and, once again, Audrey wondered where they would be coming from. An image came to her of Alex, Lola, Dion and Quin waiting for people who never came, and it made her uneasy. It wasn’t a new sensation—there’d been many times when a new art exhibition failed to draw in the public, at least in the first week. Audrey’s heart would sink at the loss of hope in an emerging artist’s eyes, but, to her own credit, and with a good deal of strategic advertising, they usually succeeded in making sales, and the gallery chain made its profit.

      Isabel asked the question.

      ‘Bus tours,’ Alex said, making his way behind the richly polished mahogany counter. ‘Hibernia’s not quite the backwater it might seem. Once a month, a food and wine club includes the island in their bigger trips. They come to sample the hidden gems—Joe Heppell’s duck pâtés and cured meats, Barbara Roche’s pastries and breads, and Beppe Cazoni’s fresh produce and wine, and…’ he smiled with pride, ‘my cheeses.’

      Audrey was stunned, her ears pricking up at the mention of Beppe. She hadn’t heard any of this before and said so.

      ‘There’s a group of us,’ Alex said, lifting down one of the displays. Shaving off a slice from the wheel of brie, he offered it to Isabel first, then to Max and Audrey. ‘And there are others who produce good stuff on their properties, but they’re reluctant to sell… just do it for themselves. Old Ernie Drinkwater’s got some interesting breeds of chickens and quail, but, other than what he eats himself, they’re his pets. I’ve bought some eggs from him to make soufflé. Amazing!’

      Audrey savoured the creamy coating left by the brie before speaking. It was wonderful. ‘The bus ... It comes across on the ferry, I suppose?’

      He nodded. ‘You might’ve heard the plans to scrap it... replace it with… well, we’re still not sure of that one.’

      ‘But the bus... it couldn’t come, no?’ Isabel said, her eyes wide with the ramifications.

      ‘That’s right, I’m afraid.’

      ‘Then how the hell...?’ Max said, accepting a small spoon of feta that Alex had taken from a slab covered in brine.

      Alex shrugged. ‘We’re not big enough for the local council to be concerned. A few wheels of brie and tubs of pâté aren’t going to keep the economy in the black.’

      ‘Bloody beautiful,’ Max said, still enamoured with the feta. ‘But what about you, mate, won’t this affect your business?’

      ‘Oh, this isn’t my main source of income, but it is... one of my loves.’

      ‘And the other?’ Audrey was intrigued by this man.

      Alex’s eyes widened and there was a glint of mischief. ‘We’ve still got some time before the bus. Would you like to see?’

      For the third time that day, their voices were in unison.

      They crossed to the shed beneath a portico with sandstone columns that supported a new colour-bond roof. Alex pulled open the heavy door and they stepped inside. The temperature drop was marked. It was a large, vacant space that Audrey estimated would be thirty metres long by ten metres wide, with a concrete floor and sandstone walls. The space, though, was filled with light from large panes of reinforced glass frosted with age and set high into the walls; the roof was corrugated tin roof supported by Blackwood beams, still sturdy despite the age of the building, which, Alex told them, was over a hundred years.

      The area closest to the door to their left was fitted with a long trestle bench. Power tools and a circular saw sat amidst a coarse powder of wood dust and shavings. Here, the smell of wood was both warm and bitter, and reminded Audrey of the factories in Melbourne where she’d order frames and supports for the exhibitions. She felt an emotion akin to excitement though she wasn’t sure why.

      At the far end of the bench, something was shrouded under canvas. Alex took up position behind it and, facing them, lifted off the sheet and gently raised a mandolin still in foetal form. The wood was raw, but when they moved closer to it, they could see the grain like the ripples in a seabed. ‘Western Bigleaf Maple,’ Alex said with pride. Max and Isabel stepped in to take a closer look just as Audrey’s phone vibrated. As Max asked Alex a question, she took the opportunity to check the screen. Two voicemail messages—one from Poppy and the other from Campbell. She felt her heart sink at that one.  Excusing herself, she stepped outside under the portico in the hope of some signal.

      ‘Hi. Are you still on the island?’ Don’t know if you’ll get this ...’ Poppy’s voice had trailed off and Audrey became concerned. They were so far away from each other. ‘Babe,’ Poppy’s voice had continued, ‘I’m coming home. Call me when you get this.’

      A rush of joy was felt viscerally. Audrey checked the reception bars—two and fluctuating. She went back inside the shed resolving to call her friend as soon as she could. Isabel had moved away from the men who were deep in conversation over the mandolin and was standing in front of a faded photograph hanging precariously on the wall near the door. As Audrey moved behind her mother, she saw by the sepia tone that it was old. Thirty or more cows were corralled in individual wooden stalls and were being hand-milked. In one stall, a woman had turned to face the camera. Her hair was tucked under a white cap, and she was smiling broadly, as though she’d just shared a joke with the photographer. In another, a teenage boy was standing and leaning into the adjacent corral and was speaking to someone just out of view. Others, all wearing the same cap as the woman, were carrying heavy-looking buckets brimming with milk. Light filtered through windows set high in the walls. It was the same barn, now empty of that life, they were in.

      ‘Poppy’s coming home,’ she said over her mother’s shoulder. Isabel half turned towards her, still eyeing the photograph, but Audrey saw the smile on her lips.

      ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘This is good news.’

      There was another message that Audrey needed to listen to, but this was a moment she was not going to let Campbell spoil. He could wait until she was ready.

      As they left the shed, Max turned to Alex as he was closing the barn door. ‘You’ve got a gift there, mate. I can see why it’s a passion. Getting back to the other one, where do you make the cheese? I thought it would be in the barn, too.’

      ‘Seems a logical place, I agree. But I didn’t think the sawdust would be a good flavour inclusion,’ Alex said with his easy laugh. ‘There’s a section at the rear of the shop with a cellar. I’ll show you.’

      They headed back into the shop and Alex guided them through the door at its rear, the pungent smell of cheese greeting them even before they’d stepped in. The room was small and contained four stainless steel vats of different sizes and a machine with an electronic thermometer. On a bench to one side of the room was a cylindrical container of fermenting cheese that Alex explained was caciotta, a simple rural cheese from Tuscany. With Max’s curiosity piqued, Alex took them through the process; the addition of the raw milk—‘Goat, from my friends grazing out the back,’ he told them—the setting of the temperature of the pasteuriser, addition of fermenters, then curd and the manual curd cutting. At the far end of the room was an open, narrow doorway with a small staircase. Alex beckoned them over and they took it in turns to survey the small cellar, where wheels and cylinders of various types of cheese were ripening.

      With the arrival of the bus imminent, and aware they had taken up Alex’s time, they gave their farewells, not before taking two business cards—one for the cheese shop, and the other for instrument-making. Max was certain that an old colleague, who was proficient on the ukulele and still played regular gigs on the New South Wales coast, would be interested in Alex’s unique designs.

      For Audrey, the lasting impression was that of the shed—its dimensions and structural integrity, the play of natural light through the windows and, though clean, the rich, organic smell of cattle dung and milk that had embedded itself in its structure. Far from being unpleasant, it added to the authenticity of the shed’s original purpose. She recognised the stirrings of an idea.

      ‘If you come back to Hibernia, you’re always welcome here,’ Alex said, and his manner was so warm and genuine that Audrey hoped that she could return soon.

      

      Max offered to drive back to The Sanctuary.

      Audrey opened the back door to accompany her mother, but Isabel smiled and gestured to the front. ‘Sit with your father, corazón.’ She seemed pensive, and Audrey wondered if the shift in afternoon light had prompted a low mood. At such times, Audrey knew, from her own experience too, the best therapy was to get busy, or to meditate. Her mother’s term for the latter was to ‘gather’ herself, a form of conscious meditation. This afternoon though, the expression on her face was more wistful than sad.

      Once settled into the front seat and on their way, a flash of insight had Audrey turning towards her. ‘Mama, do you still have your camera?’

      Isabel seemed surprised, a soft ‘oh’ unspoken on her lips. ‘Yes... but so old now,’ she said.

      ‘If you had a new one, would you take photographs again?’ Audrey was aware of Max’s glance towards herself and the rear view, waiting for his wife’s response. She could see that her mother was on the verge of dismissing the idea.

      ‘You should, you know, Is,’ Max interjected. ‘You’ve got a great eye. Your photos...’

      As usual, his voice trailed off, but in the silence of what was not said, Audrey heard a note of something akin to guilt.

      Isabel didn’t respond, but as they drove on, Audrey knew exactly what her next gift to her mother would be, and she couldn’t wait to give it.

      As they turned on to the surfaced road that would take them back to Lola’s, the small tourist bus passed them. With a quick estimate, Audrey had the number of passengers at around twenty; hopefully, she thought, all had the intention of purchasing Alex’s cheese.

      

      ‘Welcome back.’ Lola’s warm greeting at the door of The Sanctuary brought a smile to Audrey’s heart. The late afternoon light was waning, and the air had cooled considerably, but stepping into the entrance was like being embraced. The ruby window still held a gentle rose tint, a softer version of its earlier display. Salt lamps and candles in traditional holders usually found in Catholic churches in front of stern or sorrowful-faced statues, glowed cheerily red and blue. But it was the temperature that surprised Audrey. She’d thought that it would be difficult to heat this space, but it was perfect.

      ‘It’s lovely, Lola,’ Isabel said. ‘And so warm!’

      Audrey marvelled at how her parents voiced her own thoughts. Their time spent together in these last two weeks seemed to have fostered a synchronicity between them. She considered the delicate frame of her mother, knowing how much she suffered in the cold.

      Lola, on the other hand, dressed in fine silk—violet top over a paler full-length sarong—looked ready for summer. Her hair was loose and fell past her shoulders in thick white locks. The effect was stunning.

      ‘Ah, hydronic heating,’ she said, ‘installed in the ‘70s, I believe. Still works like a charm, thank goodness.’ A furrow formed on her brow. ‘None up in your rooms though, I’m afraid. That’s on the list in time for next winter.’

      She accompanied them to the foot of the staircase. ‘You know the way to the lounge room, Audra, when you’re ready. I’ll bring up some pre-dinners and you can tell me about your day.’

      As she left them, Audrey noted that, beneath the elegance of her outfit, Lola’s feet were cushioned in hand-knitted slippers.

      Inside each of their rooms, Lola had placed a fan heater that had already filled the small space with a welcome warmth. Audrey wondered at the stoic nature of the nuns who’d inhabited these rooms. While on one hand she admired them, on the other, she couldn’t understand that someone would choose a life of such self-denial. I must be getting soft, she thought.

      Ten minutes and a change of clothes later, they met in the corridor and Audrey ushered them towards the room at the end that had featured in her daydreams since she’d first seen it. It had been daylight last time and she wondered, as they stood at the closed doors, if the vibrancy of the room would be muted.

      When they stepped in from the cool corridor, they were immediately wrapped in heat emitting from an open fireplace set in the wall beside them and there was a soft scent of pine emanating from large cones glowing in the grate. Audrey was surprised, as she’d not remembered seeing this feature before, but surmised that it had been obscured by the collection of small potted palms now sitting at a distance to protect their leaves from the heat.

      The room had lost none of its vibrancy. If anything, the glow from the fire and the light from large candle stands placed around the room enhanced the colour of the cushions and the Persian rug between the two sofas that were set at right angles to each other. Outside on the balcony behind the closed glass doors, glowing cast-iron lanterns of Middle Eastern design hung from its ceiling, and two larger ones, the height of a small child, were positioned like sentinels in the balcony’s corners.

      Isabel had moved towards the doors and Max came to stand behind her. ‘Reminds me of Granada,’ he said, ‘and that place where we met near your home.’

      ‘Sí,’ Isabel replied, turning to him, a gentle and loving smile playing on her lips.

      Audrey looked away. She knew well the story of their meeting. It had been the university summer vacation. Max was sampling more of Europe while doing his PhD at Leeds University, and Isabel had returned home from Universitat de Barcelona. The young Max had been walking along the Carrera del Darro in Granada when his attention was caught by the sway of long black hair and the shapely legs of a girl walking ahead of him. The further they walked, the more infatuated he became and, when she paused to cross the street, he mustered the courage to speak to her. ‘More beautiful front-on,’ was all he could say in that moment.

      Isabel was not so easily flattered, but she thanked him and crossed the road to a bakery. Max waited on the other side and when she appeared from the shop, discreetly followed her home. The next day, he waited where he first saw her, hoping this was her regular route. To his joy she did return, she saw him, and they chatted. On the third day he invited her for dinner, and she agreed.

      ‘Why didn’t you wait outside her home? You knew where she lived,’ Audrey had asked him.

      ‘Ah,’ Max had said,’ I’d reckoned your mother wouldn’t give me the time of day if she’d thought I was stalking her, but I would’ve resorted to that if need be!’ They’d all laughed at that one.

      Audrey saw, first-hand, the street, the bakery and Isabel’s family home in Granada on several visits with her parents during her youth. Although she’d not returned there in recent years, she remembered well the famous Moorish architecture, but above all, it was the scent of spices that formed the most enduring memory, as though it had unlocked something inside her—a genetic memory.

      Max returned to stand by the fire and Isabel and Audrey settled into the sofas. There was a soft thud of what sounded like the front door downstairs and a low resonance of voices that became louder and clearer as it progressed upstairs.

      The door to the lounge room opened. A tray, gripped in a man’s hands, appeared first, edging through the opening, followed by the rest of the body of Quin O’Rourke. Lola, who’d been holding the door open for him, followed quickly behind.

      Quin paused, self-consciously it seemed to Audrey, who could feel her heart pounding in her chest. He stood with the tray still in his hands, waiting for instruction.

      ‘We have a guest,’ Lola said to them, then turned to Quin. ‘Just on the table there, thanks.’

      He moved to place the tray laden with glasses, a bottle of wine, a cut baguette, olives, a small bowl of dark green olive oil and one of za’atar, on the coffee table in front of the sofas. As he moved, Audrey felt an agitation in the air around her. She was aware of all eyes on her, except Quin’s as he had backed away and was caught in a no-man’s land between the fire and sofas.

      Lola made the introductions to Max and Isabel and Max moved forward to shake his hand. Audrey stood and proffered her own. ‘Nice to see you, Quin,’ she said, trying to sound nonchalant, feeling anything but. The words felt dry in her throat as she voiced them, and she wondered about her own sincerity.

      Lola had drawn forward an armchair and offered Quin a seat.

      ‘I must be going. I thought that I saw you on the road to the wetlands.’ He looked down at that point and then up again. ‘I had some work to do at The Island and took a punt you might be here.’

      ‘How’s Dion?’ Audrey felt a need to rescue him when she saw that colour had risen in his cheeks and heard his voice falter.

      ‘He’s very excited to see you. And you, Isabel. I don’t know if he’d arranged this before with you, but he seems to be expecting you all,’ he paused and turned to Lola to include her, ‘for dinner tomorrow evening at The Island. By the look on your face, Audrey, I’d say he hadn’t? Ah, I thought as much, which is why I thought I’d better drop in to check.’ He looked around to them all. ‘If you don’t have any other plans, would you come?’

      The question seemed to Audrey to be loaded with meaning. This man, she thought, knows what the rumours are, and the fact that they had seen him at the wetlands this morning was, perhaps, causing him discomfort.

      There was silence, as though everyone was thinking the same.

      ‘Well, I’d love to meet Dion,’ Isabel said, with a volume that took her husband and daughter by surprise. ‘I’d love to go.’

      ‘Count me in,’ Max said, with a joviality that was both genuine and considerate.

      ‘That sounds settled,’ Audrey said, still aware of the battle of conflicting emotions and the prospect of meeting Quin’s wife, Marion, but the anticipation of what Dion might cook excited her.

      Quin looked relieved. He turned to Lola, who had not yet spoken.

      ‘Lola? Would you do us the honour? We’d love to welcome you to Hibernia. It’s well overdue.’

      Audrey held her breath, but Lola’s smile was genuine. ‘I’d love to, Quin. Thank you.’ She turned to Audrey, Max and Isabel and her face suddenly changed to mock anger. ‘But I have a bone to pick. Why on earth didn’t you tell me your name isn’t, Audra!’
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        * * *

      

      The bed was much narrower than her own. The mattress dipped slightly in the middle but, combined with the very subtle scent of jasmine in the sheets, Audrey felt comforted in a way that reminded her of being wrapped in the arms of her grandmother, Florence.

      She slept deeply, woken only by the absence of morning traffic. Reaching for her mobile, she wondered if it was the first electronic device ever to be in this room.

      7:00

      A faint chink of crockery suggested that Lola was already in the kitchen.

      Snuggling back down into the bed and lying on her back, she savoured the heavy feeling of her body sinking into the mattress and noted that her breath was already established deep in her abdomen. Her thoughts drifted to the previous evening and, though she tried to resist, they circled around the image of Quin O’Rourke standing awkwardly in the living room with the tray in his hands. Immediately, Audrey felt a shift of her breath to her chest and throat and noted how her pulse began to accelerate. Lola’s voice echoed in her mind. ‘Bring your concentration back to the breath...’

      

      They’d had dinner at the long table in the dining room near the kitchen—a hearty vegetable soup with the rest of the baguette, fresh salami, olives and a wheel of brie that Isabel had bought that afternoon from Alex, followed by homemade apple pie and thick custard. They’d recounted the events of the day to Lola, who was aware of the group of artisans living on the island but had yet to meet them all. Audrey was surprised. Their host was gracious and friendly yet hadn’t connected with the locals, something that was confirmed by Quin’s invitation to a welcome at The Island Hotel. The salami, she’d said, was from one of the people that Alex had mentioned but was sold in the small bakery in Main Street. Audrey had seen the bakery sign on the shop but had thought it was empty. There’d been no sign of lights or customers on the two occasions she’d travelled along that road.

      ‘Only open for a few hours in the morning,’ Lola had explained. ‘That’s when most of the locals shop for basics. No point otherwise, there’s no one around.’

      Though they related to Lola the journey to the wetlands, nobody broached the topic of having seen Quin there, nor his visit to The Sanctuary, except to say that they were curious to know what was going to be on the menu. Audrey was relieved. It seemed from everyone’s body language that they somehow saw herself, and Quin, at the centre of a melodrama, and couldn’t understand where that might have begun.

      It was after Audrey had observed Isabel and Lola talking in depth that Lola offered them all a relaxation session in the chapel. Max declined, on the pretext of having things to think about back in his room. Audrey knew that he’d be happy on his own and was pleased to see how this new interest in the eco-lodge and wetland seemed to be keeping his depression in check, at least for the moment. Isabel, on the other hand, looked grave, and Audrey wondered what she and Lola had discussed that had prompted the invitation to the chapel. She considered the contrast between the women. Though around the same age, Lola’s vitality and strength accentuated a frailty in her mother that Audrey hadn’t noticed before. Isabel had always been slight of build, but wiry. She could spend strenuous hours in the garden and had never seemed to tire. Other than her melancholic episodes, Audrey had never known her mother to be ill, but now she wondered.

      Lola had gone ahead to prepare, so that when Audrey and Isabel arrived after changing into comfortable clothing, the chapel was candle-lit and warmed by six radiator heaters attached high up on the walls. Ahead of them, the altar, supporting two gold candelabra with six tall candles each, glowed under their light with an almost translucent sheen that revealed deep veins of blue and pink in its marble. Audrey could see how the quietness and beauty of this space might have evoked emotions of deep faith in the women who had inhabited it. When she turned to look out the plate glass window, she was met with a dark, blank canvas of the night punctuated now and then with the lights of distant sheds.

      Purple yoga mats with a cushion and blanket at one end had been placed on the floor ready for their relaxation. Though Isabel had not demonstrably practised her Catholic faith for years, Audrey wondered how she felt about the chapel being used in this way. She turned to her, but Isabel was already seated on the mat as though eager to begin.

      Lola invited them to lie down, advising them to cover themselves with the blanket should their body temperature drop. She instructed them into savasana, the yoga position of relaxation, and once comfortable on their backs, slowly guided them through a breathing meditation beginning at the base of the spine, then ascending and pausing at each of the energy centres—the chakras—in turn. Within each pause, the silence of the chapel was broken only by the tick-tick-tick of the radiators that added to a deep sense of relaxation.

      It was at the chest, in the ‘heart centre’, that Audrey’s breath caught. ‘Pause here... observe the breath,’ Lola’s voice drifted across her consciousness like fine silk. ‘It’s here that our deepest yearnings reveal themselves. Listen to your heart... What is it saying to you?’

      She could feel herself resisting Lola’s instruction to linger and, at one point, had to embed the nail of her index finger into the flesh of her thumb to stop a tremble of emotion. The trouble was, she didn’t know anymore what her heart was trying to tell her. Sometime, somewhere, she’d stopped listening.

      Across the gap between the mats, Audrey thought she heard her mother’s breath catch in a sob.
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        * * *

      

      Out in the corridor, she heard her mother’s soft tread and a waft of sandalwood soap slipped beneath Audrey’s door as she passed. Was her father still asleep or had he gone out for a morning run? She hoped it was the latter—a positive indication of his mental health.

      Audrey’s mobile vibrated on the table beside her.

      Cam. Another voicemail.

      Her breath had risen to her throat and was short and sharp.

      ‘Aud, where are you? We need to talk. Call me.’

      She manoeuvred a pillow behind her and leaned back, debating whether to get it over and done with, but the grid was too erratic for a conversation, no matter how brief she intended to make it. What could he possibly want to talk about? she wondered with a rising sense of irritation. His tone was not soft and yearning as it had been only a few weeks earlier; instead, it sounded cold, detached. They would be divorced soon, free of each other, but she wished it was over. She remembered then that her solicitor, Beatrice, had also tried to call that morning. Audrey sensed something impending, and it was making her feel unsettled.

      After breakfast in the vibrant kitchen, they chatted for a while over a tea poured from the new pot. Rosa and Beppe were expecting them around eleven as Beppe had an appointment on the mainland later that they couldn’t reschedule. They had plenty of time and Max offered to fix a door on one of the sheds and to look into the logistics of installing hydronic heating upstairs. Isabel, who had eyed the garden, offered to help Lola plant herbs newly acquired from a nursery on the mainland. Audrey took in her mother. She looked as though she’d slept well and was pleased to see that there was colour in her cheeks.

      Content that they would be occupied, Audrey left them to it and decided to take a walk and, if she was able to pick up reception, give Poppy and Beatrice a call. Campbell could wait.

      In the street, several older people were converging on the church next door, confirming to Audrey that it still held a purpose here on the island. She paused to take them in. Perhaps they had gone to the school across the road, she thought, and it occurred to her that their lives would have played out here—the baptisms, weddings, funerals. She felt suddenly envious of a life settled in the one spot, something she hadn’t thought about before. Her life to date had included many moves, sometimes because of her own restlessness, but more often because of Cam’s. As she continued, she watched as the churchgoers clustered on the broad step outside the doors and saw how they greeted each other with the warmth and ease of old friends.

      Rounding the corner into Main Street, she saw twenty or more cars parked in the street. People were going in and out of shops that she’d previously thought to be empty.

      As she approached, she was aware of glances in her direction. The effect was mildly unsettling, made more so by her years of anonymity walking streets in Melbourne. It wasn’t the fault of city life. She could have become more involved in the local communities where she lived but couldn’t see the point when another move was inevitable. Life in the warehouse had held more promise; she’d thought she’d live there for a long time, but the closest she came was a nod of acknowledgement to a familiar, but usually nameless face. Cam had been better at it, but on reflection there seemed to have always been some self-interest involved in whom he associated with, herself included.

      Cam. She paused and took out her mobile. Three bars. Her finger hovered over his number...

      Beatrice’s number rang through to the voicemail. Audrey left an apology for the delay in responding and gave a potted version of where she was. She took a punt on Poppy and had already pressed call when she estimated it would be close to midnight in Paris.

      ‘Babe!’

      Audrey smiled to herself, marvelling at how much her friend always lifted her spirits. She hoped that she returned it in kind.

      ‘Pop! You’re sounding bright for this time of night. I’m sorry I’ve rung so late and in your—’

      ‘Condition, you mean, my love?’ Well, I’d be cursing you if I was still in Paris,’ she said with a laugh, ‘but guess what? I’m home!’

      ‘Home? Where...’

      ‘The folks, of course. I’d called you from there yesterday, but it got… hmm… pretty intense here when I shared my news, as you can imagine, so I didn’t have time to call you back.’

      Audrey knew that her friend’s face would be contorted with displeasure. She laughed.

      ‘I’m so pleased, Pop. How’re you feeling?’

      ‘Mmm... good, though so many of my favourite things, like food, clothes and sex, are grossly unappealing now. And, of course, no booze to buffer the angst.’

      Audrey was impressed. Self-denial had never been a part of Poppy’s modus operandi.

      ‘You’re still on the island, I gather. So... how’s it going?’ The shift in her tone held an implication.

      ‘Having a good time with Isabel and Max.’

      ‘Aud... what a pair we are. I’m living back with the folks, and you’re on holiday with yours. There’s something very wrong with this picture, babe.’

      Audrey laughed along with Poppy, but she had to admit that she was loving this time and had never viewed her relationship with her parents the way so many others did—including Poppy. Though she’d visited Max and Isabel frequently over the years of her marriage, there was always an unstated tension at both ends—concern from them, and resentment from her husband. Now was an opportunity to rectify all of that.

      ‘I’m so glad you didn’t go to London, babe.’ Poppy’s tone had subdued and sounded emotional.

      ‘Me too. Hey, are you feeling okay?’ Audrey felt the need to repeat the question. Poppy was adept at deflecting intimate conversation away when it involved herself. She heard the hesitation before the response.

      ‘I’m scared. I don’t know what I’m doing.’

      She pictured her friend—the large, dark eyes, the black hair with the shock of red, and her belly beginning to swell. She would look magnificent, but Audrey couldn’t deny her concern for Poppy and the baby’s future. While Poppy’s parents would take good care of her in the interim, a longer prospect would be a disaster for them all. Though Poppy had made a substantial living from her art, her generosity, extravagances, and sometimes foolishness had caused wild fluctuations in her finances, a fact that she shared openly and with her characteristic, ‘c’est la vie’. How would this change, Audrey wondered, with someone else to consider? Moving away from the hub of the Parisian artistic life, she’d need to re-establish herself in Australia. Poppy could count on her to help, and told her so, but it wasn’t going to happen overnight, and there was no guarantee it would happen at all.

      ‘Babe, when are you home?’ There was a wistful note to her voice, and Audrey could relate. For too long, their friendship had been conducted long distance. Now they were both at a point in their lives when they needed each other. The idea sat well with her.

      Audrey related the plan, to return to Melbourne in two days, and promised she’d visit as soon as possible, though the thought of returning home felt hollow. Other than Poppy, and her parents, all of whom were still a distance away, what did she have to go back to?

      After their goodbyes, Audrey continued along the street taking in the shops as she passed—a butcher with a tray of loin chops and one of sausages lying on fake green grass in the window; a pharmacy boasting 70 years of service in a banner across its doorway; and a shop double the size of the others that served as a newsagent’s-cum-post office. There were fewer people in this section of the street, but even before she reached it, the constant ping of the door of the Bread of Life, advertised on the billboard sitting close to the curb, heralded a different story.

      Feeling out of place, Audrey joined the slipstream of the man ahead of her, pleased to sabotage the door’s announcement of her entry. Though she had no idea what she would buy, she took up her position behind four others waiting at the counter. There was a rumble of conversation between them and a greeting to the man she’d shadowed, the same light-hearted bonhomie of the churchgoers. One woman, who stood side-on to address the man next to her, acknowledged Audrey with a smile but resumed the discussion on the weather. Audrey relaxed.

      The air inside was warmed from the oven she could just see beyond the bread racks behind the counter and held the earthy smell of baked bread and the sharp odour of freshly ground coffee beans. Though she had just eaten, her stomach rumbled in appreciation. As she got closer to the counter, she was able to take in various breads in the racks, the pastries, sweet Danish, and the standard pies and pasties in the display case to the left. On the right, though, in a separate display, was the produce she had come to see—long, thick rolls of salami, sliced prosciutto—Beppe’s, perhaps; wheels of cheese with the branding she recognised as Alex’s duck pâté, blue vein cheese and organic yoghurt.

      The door pinged and Audrey was aware of the voices of two women behind her, one older than the other, whose conversation had continued from the street. The older woman’s tone held a forced calmness and she spoke slowly as though to a child.

      ‘It’s... good... for Hibernia. Isn’t your generation all about progress?’

      Audrey could sense the other’s frustration even before she responded with a forced whisper.

      ‘It’ll ruin it, Mum. It’s not about progress. It’s about saving what we have.’

      ‘But it’ll bring people here. We need it if we’re going to survive.’

      Audrey’s attention focussed.

      ‘As if the eco-lodge isn’t bad enough, but a bridge will be a disaster.’

      A bridge? Audrey wondered if she’d heard correctly.

      ‘What’s that you say, Ingrid?’

      It was the man ahead of Audrey and now she felt caught but transparent in the middle of them. She stepped to her right and positioned herself neutrally.

      ‘They want to build a bridge... across the estuary to Wilson’s Point.’

      Audrey noted that Ingrid seemed to think it was a fait accompli.

      ‘Who? Who wants to do that?’

      The woman who had smiled at Audrey turned to face him. ‘Jack, you must’ve heard. Who d’ya reckon?’

      Jack looked bewildered and shrugged his shoulders. The woman sighed. ‘Bloody Quin O’Rourke, of course.’

      Audrey slipped out behind the mother and daughter, the sound of the door betraying her sudden departure. In the street she paused, once again aware of her heart’s acceleration.

      

      On her return to The Sanctuary, she reflected on what she’d just heard. A bridge would provide better access to the island and increase tourism opportunities; that could be good. Hibernians who worked on the mainland could consider returning to their home and commuting instead; businesses such as The Sanctuary, The Island Hotel and those small artisans like Alex could benefit; the eco-lodge would attract more people and the spillover could improve all businesses—the bakery included. But Hibernia would become an extension of the mainland and would be a prime development opportunity requiring infrastructure to support it. The estuary, the wetlands would be at even greater risk, and bigger businesses would overtake the smaller.

      Both sides of this issue had compelling arguments, but Audrey had already come to appreciate that Hibernia was unique; its disconnection from the mainland had created a microculture, a reminder of what a simpler life could offer. But she knew, too, that her perspective was born out of her own dissatisfaction. She was becoming jaded by the fast-paced lifestyle of the city, and she wasn’t alone. Hibernia could be at risk of becoming a novelty. It might experience a tourist boom, only to fall out of fashion when the next “in-place” was “discovered”. Audrey thought of Ingrid’s mother in the bakery. There would be others who agreed that the island would benefit from the bridge. She was faced then with her own arrogance—how could she, an outsider carrying the emotional and mental baggage of urban life, know what was best for this place?

      The convent’s front door had locked behind her when she’d left. Audrey made her way along the tiled verandah and followed the driveway on the right-hand side towards its rear. As she came to the driveway’s end, she could see the light blue of Max’s jumper moving behind a thicket of tall shrubs in front of one of the sheds. As she got closer, she saw that he was measuring the width of its doorframe, and the movement of a flat carpenter’s pencil held between his teeth provided a visual clue to his mental activity.

      ‘Aud,’ he mumbled, removing the pencil from his mouth.

      ‘Having fun, Dad?”

      ‘I am, actually. Reminds me, though, of how many jobs I’ve neglected at home.’ He raised his eyebrows, but his eyes held hers knowingly.

      ‘Well, you might be up for that when you get back.’

      He nodded, without conviction, and she wondered how he would be when he returned to Ballina.

      She glanced across at the central herb bed. The soil had been recently turned and there was steam coming up in patches where the warmth from beneath had been released.

      ‘Where’s Mum?’

      ‘Inside, with Lola. Secret women’s business, I think.’ He laughed but looked a little bit lost.

      Audrey told him what she’d heard in the bakery.

      ‘Mmm, well, yes, that’s a bit of a surprise. It’d be quite an undertaking. Doesn’t really make sense if it’s just for that eco-lodge, though. Sounds like the council is in on it somewhere, surely.’

      He turned back to the shed, but Audrey could tell that he was still ruminating on what she’d told him. The pencil was returned to his mouth.

      ‘I’ll see what Mum’s up to,’ she said.

      Her father’s reply was a distracted mumble.

      She’d expected to find them chatting in the kitchen. The kettle on the slow combustion was steaming and the pot stood with its lid off in anticipation on the bench beside three mugs.

      As she passed through the dining and sitting rooms, Audrey paused to take it in. The stillness here was dense, and had she been of a different mindset, she might have been convinced that the ghosts of the nuns still occupied these rooms.

      Above the staircase, dawn had risen in the background world of Teresa of Avila and glinted through the eye of the dove in her hand. The grandfather clock struck ten am. At the landing, Audrey followed a hunch and turned right towards the chapel and saw that the door was ajar. As she came to it, she paused and positioned herself so that she could see her mother and Lola without disturbing them.

      They stood face-to-face, a metre distance between them. Lola was demonstrating a movement—gentle, flowing—that looked like a type of Tai Chi. Her hair hung loosely past her shoulders and swayed around her as she moved. Isabel was watching intently. Lola paused and began again, inviting Isabel to join in.

      Audrey watched as her mother commenced the movement. She faltered, and paused, her face stern in its concentration. Lola moved smoothly back to the start, encouraging her to follow. Isabel began again, her face relaxing as her body found its way as she mirrored Lola’s visual instruction. The motion was subtle at first then, each cupping an imaginary ball between their palms, they began to lean from leg to leg, rolling the ball between their hands and widening and widening the space between their hands until both women were moving their arms in wide arcs. Isabel had closed her eyes as Lola had, and her face had shed the concentrated furrow on her brow that she so often wore.

      Audrey was hypnotised by their rhythm. There was something primal in their dance and, as though for the first time, she saw her mother as a woman, at home in her own body.

      Lola murmured an instruction, and they began to slow down, their hands contracting again around the imagined sphere that they then held in front of their belly.

      ‘Breathe into the ball of chi,’ Lola said. ‘Let it expand and contract with the breath.’

      Audrey turned away towards her bedroom, conscious that she had witnessed her mother in a personal moment, disconnected from family.

      Thirty minutes later, she joined the three of them in the kitchen, which seemed to have become the designated meeting space. She heard Max mention ‘the bridge’ before she entered. He was standing by the sink rinsing a glass. Lola was standing next to him with a tea towel in hand. Isabel was seated at the table by the fire, her handbag ready at her feet. She was intent on what her husband had been saying.

      Lola acknowledged Audrey as she came in. ‘I’ve only heard a couple of rumours,’ she said, looking at each in turn, ‘but thought they were just that.’ Her expression shifted and it was apparent that she was concerned.

      As Audrey moved to join her mother, she recounted the incident in the bakery, and expressed her own competing mental arguments. ‘What’s your feeling about it, Lola?’

      ‘I agree with you, Audrey... there are two sides to any decent argument, but personally, I hope they don’t build it. I know Ingrid, and there are others here who feel the same. She might come across as a hippie... “feral” or a “greenie” as I’ve heard others say... but I believe she’s right. The island’s ecosystems are fragile enough as it is.’

      ‘But what about you... and The Sanctuary? It would bring people here.’

      Lola paused and placed the tea towel on the bench.

      ‘Yes, you’re probably right, my love, but... sometimes a sanctuary has to be hard won if it’s to deliver its promise.’

      As Max and Isabel murmured their agreement, Audrey saw a flicker of sorrow cross Lola’s face and she knew then that she was talking from personal experience.

      Again, they invited Lola to join them, but again, she declined.

      ‘Actually, I’ve never met Rosa and Beppe, I’m ashamed to say, though I’ve heard a great deal about them from Dion.’

      ‘But we haven’t met them either,’ Max said.

      Lola shook her head, laughing. ‘One outing today will be enough for me. I am looking forward to this evening, though,’ she said, her tone lightly dismissing any further discussion.

      

      It was only a fifteen-minute drive to Rosa and Beppe’s and Audrey recalled how, on the last trip to see them, she’d spontaneously turned right towards The Island Hotel and had seen the two of them, Quin and Dion, covered in dust as they emerged from the reconstruction site and, in particular, the sumptuous lunch overlooking a portion of the wetland. She remembered how the young boy had nestled into the neck of his uncle, the warmth and love they shared and, the memory that now perplexed her, the sincerity with which Quin had spoken about the wetland. She’d believed him, but that section behind the wetland was so small in comparison to what they’d seen yesterday, and she wondered now if he’d been deceiving her. ‘Bloody Quin O’Rourke, of course.’ The woman in the bakery had implied that, not only was he responsible for the bridge, but that he had a negative history in Hibernia. Audrey wondered what Rosa and Beppe knew but didn’t feel it was her place to ask.

      As she turned into their street, she saw ahead a new For Sale sign on the old white house. She hadn’t spoken of it to Max and Isabel, thinking that it had no place in her future, but now... She slowed down and pulled over in front of it.

      ‘Is this their house?’ Isabel said from next to her.

      ‘No, Mum,’ Audrey said with a laugh. ‘They’re a bit further along. It’s just that... I don’t know. I saw this house on the first trip here and...’

      ‘It’s charming... but darling, what is your interest?’

      Audrey shook her head. ‘Nothing, Mum. It was just a fanciful idea.’

      ‘To buy it?’ Max’s attention had been derailed from his notebook.

      The vine’s tentacles had wound their way around the posts of the verandah, obscuring the poor condition of the wood and softening the facade. Audrey noticed that the lawns had been re-mown, this time with more care, and the hedge supporting the gate had been trimmed. On cue, parrots darted from between the palm fronds at the side of the house, squawking as though in the middle of an argument.

      ‘What’s that sound?’ Max said, winding down his window. Isabel did the same.

      ‘It’s the ocean. See how the land rises towards the rear? There’s a spectacular view from the end of the back garden, and from Rosa and Beppe’s house, too.

      They sat in silence for a moment, listening to the thud of the waves against the cliffs, and the arguing parrots. A shadow tracked across the car and when Audrey leaned out her window to look, she saw a sea eagle in languid descent. She watched as it hovered over the empty fields next to the house, its presence causing a cacophony of alarmed bird calls.

      ‘I wonder what they’re asking for this place,’ Max said. ‘Any idea, love?”

      Audrey related what she’d seen in her online search.

      ‘Interested, Dad?’ she said, smiling at her father in the rear view.

      He returned the smile.

      ‘It’s... beautiful in its way,’ Isabel said suddenly. ‘It just needs... to feel useful... to be young again.’

      ‘Yes, you’re right, Mum,’ Audrey said, driving slowly away. She couldn’t help but feel that there was a subtext in her mother’s comment.

      

      It was only an hour later that Audrey found herself standing at the back door of the house.

      They hadn’t been long at Rosa and Beppe’s when, after introductions, a tour of the house and garden that Isabel in particular had enjoyed, and, at the dining room table with the view of the garden, a small glass each of Beppe’s wine accompanied with slices of his salami and fresh tomatoes from the garden, that the topic of Harold’s house up the road had arisen.

      ‘They couldn’t sell it,’ Rosa had said. ‘Nobody want a house that is full of someone else’s memories. It bring bad luck.’

      When an offer was withdrawn, Harold’s daughter emptied the house of her father’s furniture, tidied the garden and tried again, this time in the hands of a different real estate agent on the mainland.

      ‘Still no one want it,’ Rosa added. ‘The house is waiting for Harold to return.’

      Beppe had listened to his wife and shook his head. ‘He is old. He was lonely.’

      ‘Lonely? You went to see him every day, Beppe!’

      ‘I not family. He needs family.’

      Rosa looked flustered. ‘They will let him rot in that home for lonely old people! Tsk!’

      Beppe left them, to return a few minutes later.

      ‘You want to look, Audrey?’ he said, showing her the key in his hand. ‘The agent said I can do this for people interested.’

      She’d gone on ahead of the others, wanting to see on her own the garden that had infiltrated her thoughts over the past weeks. As she turned the corner into the back area of the house, she sighed with pleasure. It was almost as she had remembered it, though greener now as though everything had been airbrushed with overlapping shades of sage and peppermint. Blossoms emerging from their buds softened the harsh angles of trees in need of pruning. She looked down at the small and unremarkable key in her palm and then back at the door, distrusting that the rusted-looking lock could deliver any kind of personal renaissance.

      Despite the lock’s visual limitations, the key slid into the lock and required only a minor adjustment before she heard it click. The door opened with a creak—a note of relief rather than reluctance and loud enough to disturb a nest of swallows in the eaves. She heard the others coming down the sideway, past the palm tree, then heard her mother’s gasp of surprise as they rounded the bushes and came into the garden.

      They were all behind her, standing at a distance. No one spoke, as though acknowledging that this was her moment. Audrey felt it, too and recalled other times when she’d felt like this—her first home, before Cam; her first gallery exhibition. Moments that she knew she owned. This was one of them.

      A spring breeze riffled through the garden, carrying with it the scent of lily of the valley and the unmistakable odour of onion weed and humus. The ocean, crashing against the cliffs, reverberated through her feet as though a reminder of the impermanence of all that appeared solid and lasting.

      The others held back as she stepped across the threshold and into the sunroom, stirring dust particles that were spotlit by rays of sunlight angling in from the east. Despite this room’s proximity to the garden that sloped down gently from the edge of the cliffs towards it, Audrey was surprised at the absence of mildew, a ubiquitous smell in the houses of this era that she and Cam had inspected in their many house-hunting phases.

      Although Rosa had said that Harold’s daughter had emptied the house of furniture, an old brown-leather armchair with deep cracks of wear in its arms was positioned to take in the view through the windows. It seemed an odd thing to leave behind, and Audrey had a rush of sympathy for the daughter who, perhaps, could not bring herself to remove it. She moved to it and turned to take in what Harold would have seen.  A light frosting of salt on the wide expanse of windows muted the vibrant growth of the garden and cast an ethereal glow.

      ‘Mama mia,’ Rosa said immediately, as she stepped into the room. ‘Beppe, you must take it to Harold.’

      ‘Sì,’ her husband said. ‘Sì.’

      The silence now broken, the others became more animated. Max’s voice held its trademark enthusiasm as he readied for an inspection, looking for rising damp, sinking floors, and evidence of leaks and suspicious electrical wiring. Audrey knew the pattern as he, and Isabel, had accompanied her to house inspections—that is, until she married Cam. Rosa and Beppe accompanied Isabel as she headed into the body of the house. Audrey held back for a moment. Though she was tempted to sit in the chair, she resisted, feeling that, in some way, she would break the sixty-year connection between this house and its owner.

      Taps were being turned on in the next room as she joined the others. The kitchen was a moderate size, and dull, the result of being enclosed by the sunroom wall on one side and the dining room on the other that could be seen through a small arch. One end wall had small stained-glass windows set high on either side of a large Aga that looked to be in excellent condition.

      ‘Hardly used,’ Isabel said, running her hand across the smooth green cast iron. On the burnt orange laminated bench next to it, in sharp contrast, was a portable stove covered in a thick layer of grease and dust. Several butane canisters stood perilously close. Audrey’s sympathy for Harold’s daughter dissipated. She caught Rosa’s expression as she shook her head and heard her sigh of distress.

      Despite the lack of light in this room and its deteriorating cupboards and benches, gaps where the green linoleum had worn away revealed old, solid floorboards that extended into a passageway at the left of the room and into the dining room through the arch. Audrey’s eye followed their line. From where she stood, she could see a Masonite board wedged to cover a cavity in the far wall. This room, too, was dull, but when she entered, she saw that a brown holland blind was covering the large window. On that first visit, she’d imagined a deck outside where she would sip a gin and tonic while she watched the parrots in the palm tree. She rolled up the blind and turned to face the room, marvelling at how the light transformed the space behind her. On the wall facing her, next to the doorway leading to the rest of the house, an old art deco mirror reflected her silhouette like a snapshot. What would be written on its back, she wondered — Audrey. Dreaming. Again?

      ‘Ohhh, what do we have here!’ Max was kneeling on mosaic-tiled hearth in front of the Masonite board. He’d managed to peel forward a corner and was inspecting it with the torch in his mobile phone.

      ‘What is it, Dad?’

      ‘There’s an original hearth… looks like brown and cream mosaic tiles… the cast iron fireplace is still there. Why on earth would anyone cover it over…?”

      Isabel and Rosa were still in the kitchen and were talking quietly, though Rosa’s voice was still agitated at the sight of the well-used portable stove. Beppe was nowhere to be seen.

      The rest of the house held surprises—fireplaces like the dining room’s in the two smaller bedrooms that were served by a good sized, though tired-looking, bathroom; the large black marble surround of the fireplace in the living room she’d seen through the window. It was a larger room than she’d thought and the condition of the Westminster carpet, and the lack of indentations created by the bases of furniture, suggested it had rarely been used.

      Audrey paused at the doorway to the main bedroom at the front of the house. Though she took in its size—the same size as the living room opposite and with its large fireplace once again behind a Masonite sheet, its high ceilings and ornate cornices consistent with the rest of the house, except the sunroom, and its proximity to a second, smaller bathroom on the other side of the wall—it was the coaster depicting The Island Hotel, lying as she’d first seen it, that held her in the doorway. She moved in to pick it up, but hesitated. It had embedded itself in her neural pathways like an idea, an obscure dream that she’d tried to bring to life on the apron and tie she’d given as gifts to Quin and Dion. As she stood here now, the reality of it struck her. It was just an old, stained coaster lying on the floor of an old and tired house.

      The others moved from room to room, pausing and discussing some small curiosity. Predictably, Max was kneeling, tapping floors, walls and flicking switches. Isabel and Rosa had become like a single unit, deep in conversation. Audrey had noted her mother’s easy relationship with both Lola and Rosa and wondered if she had always sought female companionship, though she could not remember her having significant relationships in the past. Audrey had always assumed that her mother was self-contained, a loner other than in her relationship with her husband and her daughter. Now she wasn’t so sure.

      Beppe finally appeared in the sunroom where they had all gathered. Though he was a quiet man, Audrey had noticed his absence in the house. In the centre of a clean handkerchief spread across the palm of one hand was the bulb of a flower that he angled towards them all in order that they could see.

      ‘El azafran’, Isabel said suddenly, her eyes widening with pleasure as though she’d just spotted an old friend.

      Beppe smiled but looked perplexed.

      ‘The saffron crocus,’ Audrey said, hoping he would understand. She remembered how she’d found its wilting leaves in the garden on that first visit and how the sight of it had conjured memories of her mother’s cooking. How strange, she thought now as she witnessed Beppe and Isabel’s interactions over the bulb in his palm, that her mother was actually here.

      Something stirred in her then, the knowledge that good things, good imaginings, could still manifest and were sometimes better in reality than when first conceived.

      It was then that Audrey made a decision that she’d not expected to make.

      

      ‘While we here,’ Rosa said as they stood out the front next to the cars, ‘Beppe would like to take you to... to Dion’s farm.’

      Beppe, standing beside his wife, nodded, but Audrey noticed the flicker of grief that crossed both of their faces.

      ‘I not go,’ Rosa continued. She turned to Audrey, ‘I see you again soon,’ then to Max and Isabel, ‘and you again, I hope.’ Her smile to Isabel, in particular, was warm and the two women nodded in acknowledgement of each other.

      Audrey saw how tenderly Beppe guided his wife to the car, helping her to climb into the high seat of the 4-wheel drive.

      When he returned, Max offered to accompany him. Beppe looked pleased with the offer and, as Max slid into the passenger seat and closed the door, Audrey saw that the two men were already engaged in conversation. Beppe was smiling.

      Thank you, Dad, Audrey thought, as she turned onto the road behind them.

      ‘Mum, is everything okay?’

      ‘Sí, sí ... we’re having a lovely time.’

      ‘Okay, that’s good. What I mean, though, is... is there anything worrying you?’

      Audrey could feel her mother looking at her and glanced in her direction. Their eyes met for an instant and Audrey was certain that Isabel was on the verge of saying something, but just as quickly turned away.

      ‘Your father seems better,’ she said, looking towards Beppe’s car.

      ‘Yes, he does. He needs to be busy I think, but—’

      ‘Sí, this is good.’

      ‘Mum, I’ve seen you talking in depth with Lola and... I’m just worried that something’s wrong and you’re not telling me. I know you’ve been worried about Dad, and—’

      ‘That’s all, darling. Lola has been very kind to us and, I think she needs to talk.’

      Audrey knew that to press her mother any further would not get her anywhere and wasn’t convinced by her version, though she considered Isabel’s words. Was there something that Lola needed to talk about? Audrey was tempted to ask her mother but knew better.

      

      The route to the farm offered a very different perspective of the island than Audrey had seen so far. The high coastline they’d just left petered out to low rolling hills intersected by creeks that looked like silver ribbons in the morning sun.

      ‘The soil is an interesting colour here,’ she said.

      ‘Sí… a mix of volcanic and sediment,’ Isabel responded immediately, taking her by surprise, which must have been evident in her expression as she glanced at her mother. ‘Alex told us,’ Isabel said with a laugh, ‘when you were on that phone.’

      There was a small note of disapproval in her voice. Isabel was still uncomfortable with the twenty-first century.

      ‘It was Poppy, Mum, I told you that.’ Audrey suddenly felt like a fifteen-year-old defending herself. ‘I need to keep in touch with her.’

      ‘You’re right. It’s just… you get an expression on your face when you look at that phone. Like this…’

      Isabel’s brow furrowed and her mouth turned down at the corners.

      ‘Whoa! Do I?’

      ‘Sí… Watch the road. They’re turning.’

      They followed Beppe as he swung into a driveway leading to a farmhouse partly obscured by thick plantings of she-oak and wattles positioned only a hundred metres from the road. Through gaps in the foliage, Audrey could see that the house had a broad, bull-nosed verandah that extended across the front and at least down the side of the house closest to them.

      Beppe had parked the car at the rear of the house and she drew up next to him. From this position, she could see that the verandah extended to the back of the house offering a shaded space to contemplate the view—a field of ten acres or more lined with wideset rows of trees in full blossom. The land rose gently towards its back and sides, creating a shallow bowl nestling the farm.

      They got out of the cars and stood together, taking it in. The trees were pistachios, she learned from Beppe, and the land rose to a gentler version of the bluff on this side of the island. In the distance, the sea could be heard breaking more gently here.

      Audrey glanced behind her to the house as the others were talking. A hammock strung between two verandah posts swung gently in the light breeze that was riffling through the blossoms, and at the doorstep, two pairs of gumboots stood side by side, caked in mud that looked as though it was still drying.

      Together, they walked along a line of pistachios. Isabel had noticed that the soil between the rows was free of weeds and looked as though it had been recently planted.

      ‘Saffron,’ Beppe said, responding to her query and smiled as though he’d just revealed a precious secret. He indicated for them to follow him to the medium-sized shed with solar panels on the roof in the corner of the field. Once there, he produced a set of keys from his pocket and, undoing several locks, switched on a light inside and invited them in.

      On a long table in the middle, a dozen or so empty trays were in small stacks beneath a large fan, but on a long shelf on the wall opposite the door, glass jars glowed with the unmistakable pigment of the saffron stigma. It was as though the room was bathed in a beautiful deep orange-red sunset.

      ‘Oh, Dios mio,’ Isabel said, bringing a hand to her mouth.

      ‘This is a like a gold mine, mate,’ Max said, looking equally surprised.

      Audrey was speechless. Under the light, the room glowed, reminding her of treasure caves from the Arabic stories her mother read to her as a child.

      ‘What do you do with them?’ Max continued. ‘Sell to restaurants? Buyers?’

      The older man smiled with pride that was muted by the sadness in his eyes and shook his head. ‘Not yet. They had plans… but… we can’t…’ His voice trailed as he turned his back to them. Audrey saw how his shoulders rose with a forced intake of air. He turned back to them, smiling. ‘Come. I show you something else.’

      Once outside, after he’d locked the door and checked each of the locks in turn, he pointed in the direction behind the shed. They walked for a few hundred metres, still following the line of trees and crocus plantings, until they came to a cluster of large basalt rocks stacked haphazardly. They followed as Beppe moved to stand on the far side of them, now facing in the direction of the house and saw that the rocks surrounded a pool approximately four metres across. Beneath a soft white vapour, the water held a green sheen.

      ‘A hot spring?’ Max’s voice was rising with excitement. ‘Of course! The island’s volcanic in origin.’

      Beppe nodded and drew them in closer. Beneath the surface, they could just see that a large rock had been positioned as a seat.

      ‘Beppe… is this why your limp is better?’ Audrey asked, in a moment of clarity.

      ‘Sì,’ he said, bringing a finger to his lips. ‘Is our secret.’

      As they returned to their cars, Audrey took another look at the long verandah—its signs of a life once lived—and thought of the boy and all he had lost.

      ‘The bébé... Dion... does he come here?’ Isobel asked. Audrey wondered if her mother was thinking the same, and if she’d seen the fresh mud on the boots by the door.

      ‘Not so much,’ Beppe said. Audrey noticed that he hadn’t looked at the house since they’d arrived.

      ‘Does he help you with the planting?’ Max had turned back to take in the field.

      ‘Sì... but is hard for him here. He worry about me... that it is too much for me. But I’m okay.’

      Audrey could understand Dion’s concern, but Beppe seemed more than capable of looking after the farm, in fact, he seemed to be more agile than last time she’d seen him. Nevertheless, the harvesting of the stigmas would be labour-intensive.

      ‘Who knows about the spring?’ Max asked suddenly. Audrey was surprised at the question, but thought she knew where he was going with it.

      ‘Most on the island.’ He shrugged as though it was of no consequence to anyone else.

      ‘You know about the eco-lodge, Beppe?’ he added.

      ‘Sì... they build it just over there.’ He pointed towards the neighbouring property, and they could see the headland where the eco-lodge was to be built. They’d come almost full circle to yesterday’s drive to the wetland.

      ‘Do you know who’s building it?’ Audrey held her breath as she waited for the answer.

      Beppe raised his hand in a gesture of uncertainty. ‘Quin’s company.’

      Max met Audrey’s glance and raised an eyebrow.

      

      ‘I have a surprise for you.’ Lola’s face was creased with a broad smile as she fastened her gold pashmina at the neck with a sapphire brooch.

      Audrey waited but was perplexed. She already felt that they’d taken advantage of her generosity, though there’d been no indication of outstaying their welcome. Lola had even tried to convince Isabel and Max to stay on longer. Audrey could see that they would have liked to take up the offer, but there were practical matters that needed to be dealt with in Ballina.

      ‘I had a phone call from your friend, Poppy,’ Lola continued. ‘What a character! She was wanting to know when The Sanctuary would be officially open... and,’ Lola’s face became more serious as though suddenly unsure of herself, ‘I invited her to stay. I hope that’s all right? She’s arriving tomorrow.’

      ‘Tomorrow?’

      Lola’s face lit with pleasure at Audrey’s reaction. ‘She’d been trying to reach you on your mobile but asked me to tell you... in case you’d decided to leave early.’

      ‘But Lola, you’ve done so much for us already...’

      ‘Well, love, she’s in need, isn’t she?’

      Audrey was surprised and wondered how much her friend had told her, though she could see that it would be very easy to confide in Lola. Poppy, herself, had the capacity to magnetically attract and sometimes repel people with an almost violent force.

      ‘It’s not hard for me to read between the lines of bravado, love. Lord knows I’ve been good at that myself.’

      Audrey felt she would know about the older woman’s past in time. Isabel already knew, she was sure of it.

      As though on cue, her mother came down the stairs, Max just behind. They both looked refreshed and relaxed and, as they reached the floor of the entrance, Isabel linked her arm through Max’s.

      ‘Poppy’s coming tomorrow.’ Audrey couldn’t wait to tell them, and she noticed that they both reacted with relief.

      ‘That’s excellent news, Aud,’ her father said. ‘Pity we’ll miss her, though.’ His expression shifted and she wondered if he didn’t want to go home.

      

      Though The Island Hotel was only walking distance from The Sanctuary, they decided to drive as dark clouds were promising rain later in the evening. Main Street was deserted once again, though above the pharmacy, the only two-storied shop in the street, Audrey saw the silhouette of a man moving against a background of lamplight.

      ‘Someone lives there?’ she said to Lola, who was next to her in the back seat of the car. ‘The pharmacist?’

      Lola shook her head. ‘No, Joseph and Yvonne live on a property near the jetty; you’ve probably passed it. They’ve recently leased it to a fellow from Sydney. I’ve seen him a couple of times in the street... about my age... backpack and hat. Heading off somewhere.’

      Her brief description rang a bell. ‘Oh, we saw him, I think. Yesterday at the wetland. Mum, Dad—remember the man with the binoculars?’

      ‘Yes,’ Isabel half-turned towards her to answer, ‘the birdwatcher. He was very intent on something.’

      ‘That’s right,’ Max said into the rear view, ‘took us a while to spot him. Very experienced, I’d say.’

      ‘Francis, I think his name is,’ Lola said, drifting into her own thoughts.

      As they came to the end of the street, Audrey gave directions to her father to park around the corner of the hotel. As they pulled in next to Quin’s Land Cruiser, she could feel her blood pulsing in the pit of her throat.

      ‘I’m glad to see Dion,’ her mother said, ‘and Quin, without the ideas from rumour.’

      ‘Hear, hear!’ Lola added.

      Max rubbed his hands together. ‘Can’t wait to see what’s on the menu. I’m starving.’

      ‘Max! You never starving. Don’t say that.’ Isabel’s scolding was muted by the smile on her face.

      As they rounded the rear of the building, the table and chairs were still in position, a reminder of that day when Audrey had felt so relaxed in the presence of Dion and his uncle. This time, there were no festive splashes of colour from the Moroccan plates, the water jug and glasses. Instead, she saw that the setting was rusted and old. Audrey’s skin prickled with goosebumps as a cold breeze whipped up the slope from the wetland and rustled through the trees.

      ‘Welcome, everyone.’ Quin’s greeting was warm as he stepped out from the back door onto the patio to greet them. Despite the cold night, he was dressed in a light cream shirt rolled to the elbows, black trousers and boots. His face was shadowed, but the light above the doorway caught and glinted in the corner of one eye.

      Max moved forward to shake his hand and the others followed in a light exchange of greeting. Audrey, knowing that, unlike him, her face was fully illuminated, hoped that it didn’t reveal her anxiety. She tilted her chin forward in mock courage.

      ‘Come in. It’s a cold one tonight,’ Quin said lightly, stepping aside for them.

      As they entered, they were greeted by sounds of action in the kitchen on the right and a curse rang in the air. Quin raised an eyebrow and excused himself, leaving the kitchen door ajar as he went in.

      Audrey looked around her, wondering if Quin’s wife was going to appear.

      On the day of the lunch, she hadn’t been able to view the interior of the hotel while the reconstruction was underway so she had no “before and after” comparison, but from her position in the passageway she could see that the softly lit room ahead was the dining room.

      Quin returned, followed quickly by Dion who was wiping his hands on a towel. He was wearing the apron Audrey had given him. The look on his face made her smile.

      ‘Audra!’ He stepped around his uncle and moved towards her with both arms wide. Just before making contact, he hesitated as though he’d heard his grandmother scolding him.

      Audrey moved towards him and gave him a light kiss on the cheek, which seemed to render him speechless for a moment.

      ‘Dion, you know Lola,’ she said, taking control.

      The boy smiled broadly and nodded his head.

      ‘And this is Isabel, and Max.’

      He leaned forward to shake Max’s hand, but his eyes quickly turned to Isabel.

      ‘My sincere apologies,’ he said, glancing at each of the women, his face earnest. Audrey saw that he was standing with his head slightly bowed as though in an act of contrition.

      Isabel and Lola looked at each other and back to him, clearly bewildered.

      ‘Why’s that, love?’ Lola asked, in a tone that reminded Audrey of her favourite primary school teacher.

      ‘For my poor manners in using an... an ex...’ He looked to his uncle for support. Quin nodded and wore an expression of mock gravity.

      ‘Expletive,’ Dion said, the broad smile reducing the apology to an almost comedic routine.

      Isabel moved forward and placed both hands on Dion’s upper arms. It was a position that Audrey knew preceded an enveloping hug, and she wondered what would happen, but Isabel kept her hands there and looked up to meet Dion’s eyes. ‘I’m so pleased to meet you at last, Dion,’ she said. ‘We are cooking soul-mates, I think, you and me.’ Her head was tilted to the side and Audrey saw in her mother’s face that this was no platitude; she meant every word of it.

      Dion hadn’t moved, but his expression was as though he’d received wonderful news that he was still trying to digest.

      ‘Soul-mates?’ he said.

      ‘Sí, almas gemelas.’

      He nodded in acknowledgment, his face flushed scarlet. ‘Almas gemelas.’

      ‘Oh... my commiserations,’ he said suddenly to them all. ‘I need to return to the pot!’

      Audrey wondered if the formality of his speech was due to his position this evening as head chef. She saw that despite the wrong word choice, Quin made no move to correct him.

      ‘Isabel, would you accompany me?’ Dion called over his shoulder as he was leaving.

      ‘Sí,’ she said without hesitation, as Dion held the door open for her to enter the kitchen.

      ‘Let’s go in,’ Quin said to Audrey, Lola and Max, gesturing ahead.

      The dining room spread left and right of the entrance to form a large, but intimate space enhanced by soft overhead lights. The tone created by the soft furnishings was luxurious, but warm and inviting.

      ‘It’s stunning,’ Lola said, and Max and Audrey concurred. Audrey was relieved to see that he hadn’t chosen a modern, minimalist decor, but doubted that the old hotel had ever seen a dining room quite as discreetly opulent as this. It seemed that no expense had been spared, and at some level it disturbed her. Audrey doubted that Quin would act on a risky philosophy of “if you build it they will come”, but rather, the room in front of her seemed as though it was ready for the arrival of a predetermined clientele. When she turned towards him, he was watching her.

      ‘I’ve set up this one,’ he said quickly, directing them to the far side of the room to the only table that was set. Along the length of this wall that ran parallel with Main Street outside, the tables were sectioned into booths separated by narrow black bamboo partitions. On the wall to the left, an open fire had settled to a soft orange glow and threw out warmth that wrapped itself around their legs.

      Audrey and Lola slipped in behind the table onto the black leather bench that ran beneath the window and settled back into the comfort of the thick, olive-green cushions at their back. Max sat opposite in a dining armchair that subtly contrasted in rustic gold. Cutlery and crystal glasses between them reflected the light from a medium-sized chandelier of modern design in the centre of the room and from the candle, nestled in its glass with an etched gold rim, in the centre of the table.

      Quin returned to the kitchen, leaving the three of them to take in their surroundings.

      ‘He’s done a wonderful job, hasn’t he?’ Lola said.

      ‘That’s for sure.’ Max turned in his chair to take it in.

      On the walls were old photographs of Hibernia, and one enlarged one featured The Island Hotel. Main Street was just a dirt road and the hotel stood alone, with no neighbouring shop as it had now, nor any across the road.

      The overall effect of the room was luxurious, yet it maintained a sense of local authenticity. This refurbishment was a tribute to the hotel and to the island, but Audrey knew from her travels with Campbell that, generally, the locals were not so enamoured with their local hotel becoming gentrified. Perhaps it would be different here, she thought, but she doubted that Quin had the locals in mind when he bought The Island.

      Quin returned with Isabel and seated her in the chair next to Max.

      Isabel’s face was alight with enthusiasm. ‘Darling boy,’ she said, ‘he’s cooking a recipe for me!’

      Quin, who’d moved to the end of the table, was smiling. He looks handsome, Audrey thought, categorising it immediately as mere curiosity and wondered again when his wife would appear.

      ‘Our liquor stock is rather limited at the moment,’ he said, ‘but we have some wine in mind that should accompany the meal very well, or there are some other options I brought in as well.’

      ‘If it’s the same wine I had last time, I’ll definitely have it,’ Audrey said, but Quin was shaking his head in apology.

      ‘I’m afraid not. It was a sample at the time and I... there’s been no customers...’ He spread his hands to take in the room. ‘Sorry. It was a special one, I agree. But we have another,  a red recommended by Beppe for tonight.’

      ‘Beppe made it, too?’ Max said, ‘Aud, you haven’t told us about this skill of his.’

      ‘Yes, he’s our master wine maker,’ Quin said. ‘In fact, he’s our only one.’

      ‘Well, I’ll be in for that,’ Max said, and they all agreed. Audrey was disappointed not to be able to taste that honey silkiness again, but she was curious to see what else Beppe could produce.

      ‘So, welcome to The Island Hotel,’ Quin said, with the tone of a maître d. ‘Our first customers. We’re grateful for the opportunity to trial a menu, though we won’t be up and running for a couple of months yet.’

      Though he looked relaxed, there was a rehearsed note to his spiel as though setting the parameters of the evening. Audrey wondered if it was a way of avoiding more open conversation and the chance of uncomfortable topics. Had the invitation been Dion’s idea and his uncle was acquiescing for his sake? But he’d been warm in his greeting, and his face crinkled into a genuine smile as they reacted to the items on the menu.

      When he excused himself to organise their drinks, they turned to each other, sharing their assessment of the renovation so far, though Max, Isabel and Audrey acknowledged they had nothing to compare it to.

      ‘I came here a couple of times when I first moved here,’ Lola said. ‘When Bart and Noeleen owned it. But it was a very different place then, believe me. I only came to look sociable,’ she said with a laugh, ‘but soon worked out it wasn’t for me. Bart and Noeleen are lovely people, but... it was a man’s pub, if you know what I mean. Sorry, Max.’

      Max laughed. ‘Oh, I do know what you mean, Lola. Don’t fancy them myself.’

      Lola nodded. ‘Yes, I think you’d be a fish out of water. Quin and Dion have done a great job. I can hardly believe it’s the same place.’

      ‘Do you think it will attract the locals?’ Audrey hoped her question wasn’t too transparent.

      Lola’s eyes met hers and held them briefly. She seemed to be on the verge of saying something but reconsidered. She lifted her shoulders lightly. ‘Who knows, my love? I’ve stopped trying to guess what people want. After all, it’s the same for The Sanctuary, isn’t it? The locals are unlikely to want to pay to stay in what they still see as their convent.’

      ‘How are the locals reacting to your conversion?’ Max said, dipping a portion of bread into the oil and za’atar that had been placed on the table before their arrival.

      ‘Oh, some haven’t liked it and, believe me, they’ve expressed their feelings. They think I’m being disrespectful, sacrilegious. But they’re few in number. Others... well, there’s a general malaise here that I find even more disturbing, to be honest. It’s as though they’ve given up or just don’t care that much anymore. Trouble is, that leaves Hibernia open for…’ she hesitated and looked towards the kitchen, ‘for who knows what.’

      Quin returned from the bar with a tray and placed a glass of red in front of each of them.

      In a communal gesture that felt like contrition, they each took a sip then extolled the virtues of the wine. If they sounded too exuberant, Audrey thought, it was no lie. Beppe had done it again.

      ‘Will you join us, Quin?’ Isabel said.

      Audrey had noticed that the table had been set for only the four of them.

      ‘I will,’ he said, ‘after I’ve helped the boy with the first course. He’s excited, but a bit nervous, I think. Especially because you’re here, Isabel.’

      ‘I can help!’ she responded immediately and was already beginning to stand. There was a note in her voice that held authority. Audrey knew it well. Though her mother was gentle and refined, she had a quiet way of insistence that you just didn’t argue with. Quin must have felt that, too. His smile was warm and appreciative, and he conceded quickly.

      When Isabel had gone into the kitchen, he drew in a seat to the end of the table with Lola to his right, and Max to his left.

      Animated conversation burst from the kitchen, causing them all to grin.

      ‘Sounds like they’re having fun already,’ Max said, looking pleased.

      Audrey could see that a healthy colour had returned to her father’s face. This time on Hibernia was doing him good, she thought. And Isabel, too.

      ‘It’s a remarkable relationship already,’ Lola concurred. ‘They’ve never met before, have they?’

      ‘No,’ Audrey and Quin responded in unison.

      ‘They’ve only spoken on the phone,’ Audrey added, ‘but they hit it off immediately.’

      ‘Dion... attaches quickly,’ Quin said, ‘but only to those he considers worthy. In my view, his discernment is excellent,’ he glanced at Audrey and back to Lola and Max, ‘but if he doesn’t like you... well, that’s another story.’ He rolled his eyes in mock exasperation.

      ‘And Quin, if I may ask,’ Lola said gently, ‘how are you both coping?’ Though the question might have sounded presumptuous coming from anyone else, coming from Lola, it invited honesty and openness and, by the look on Quin’s face, he thought so too. His face was relaxed, but there was that furrow again between his eyebrows.

      ‘All things considered, he... we’re doing well. Working on the hotel has been a great distraction and Dion’s very excited about the restaurant.’

      ‘Will there be enough trade, do you think?’ Max asked.

      Quin paused, as though considering his response. ‘There will be,’ he said.

      Audrey could see that he was uncomfortable. She wondered if her father had noticed or if he’d pursue the conversation.

      ‘Aud’s got her eye on a house here,’ he said instead. ‘She could be Dion’s neighbour. You know the one I mean?’

      Quin’s face was hard to read, a mix of surprise and something else Audrey couldn’t determine.

      ‘Harold’s house. I know it.’

      ‘It could do with a bit of work... quite a bit!’ Max said, laughing. ‘But, what a position! That’s got to be prime real estate.’

      Quin nodded, but his expression hadn’t changed. ‘Yes, it’s an amazing view there.’

      ‘Someone had planned to buy it,’ Audrey said, ‘but they’ve withdrawn the offer.’

      ‘Do you think you’ll make an offer?’ His voice was measured as though restraining some emotion.

      Audrey didn’t need long to consider her answer. ‘Yes, I do,’ she said, surprising herself with the commitment.

      The conversation was suspended as Isabel and Dion came from the kitchen, each holding plates and sporting satisfied smiles. Quin met them and relieved Isabel of the plates before distributing them.

      When Isabel was seated, Dion stood next to his uncle and cleared his throat. ‘Mushroom tarte with feta and leeks. All locally produced, of course.’

      Quin returned to the bar, but Dion stayed, his eyes bright with anticipation. Audrey sensed this was the cue to eat. Dion watched closely as they followed her lead.

      ‘Oh, it’s exquisite,’ Lola said, and they murmured their agreement as they finished the first mouthful.

      ‘Enjoy!’ Dion said, flushed with pride but remaining there to watch them eat.

      ‘I can’t wait for the main,’ Audrey said.

      ‘Audra. You’re looking particularly beautiful tonight. The soft lights make your eyes sparkle, but I can’t be tempted into telling you what you want to know. The main will be a surprise. Only your mother may know.’

      Max’s laugh was spontaneous, but he quickly drew it back to himself when he realised the boy was serious.

      Dion didn’t seem to have noticed and had turned to address Lola. ‘You also look beautiful, la-la-la-la, Lola. I’d never considered an older woman that way, but…’ he turned back to them all, ‘I must say I’ve changed my mind tonight. Audra, you have competition.’

      Quin had returned to the table and was standing behind him. He looked apologetic, but Audrey smiled at him for reassurance.

      ‘You’re such a gentleman, Dion,’ Lola said. ‘Thank you. You’ve made me feel quite... spirited.’ She was grinning broadly, and Audrey saw how radiant she was. Her mother, too, looked elegant and happy. The stay at The Sanctuary seemed to have revitalised her, and the acknowledgment of her expertise in cooking, seemed to have rekindled her energy.

      

      When they’d finished the first course, Quin cleared their plates and, on his return, invited Max to have a look at the rooms under construction, warning that there was considerable dust and debris that might be difficult to negotiate. Max was enthusiastic, Isabel said she’d return to the kitchen, while Lola and Audrey said they’d be happy to relax at the table.

      When the others had gone, Lola sat back and turned towards Audrey. ‘Well, full marks for what they’ve done here,’ she said. ‘It would be nice to have a man around The Sanctuary to help me out. I’ve loved having your father there, actually.’

      ‘You’re doing a fantastic job of the renovation, Lola,’ Audrey said, and added that in the short time since she’d last seen it there’d been significant transformation.

      ‘Yes, I’m happy with it and really, there’s no rush. It’s not as though potential guests are waiting in line.’

      ‘Oh, I don’t know about that. When Mum and Dad leave tomorrow, Poppy will be filling a bed.’ Audrey felt a rush of warmth and excitement to see her friend.

      They talked further of the plans for The Sanctuary, and the outstanding jobs that needed to be done before the opening in January.

      ‘And you might be here, too,’ Lola said, ‘if you buy the house. I hope you do, my love, you and Hibernia… seems a good fit, I think.’

      A good fit. That was what it felt like, Audrey had to agree.

      ‘I’m excited about the garden. Such a wonderful idea. I don’t know why I hadn’t thought of it before.’ Lola’s tone suggested that Audrey knew of the plan. ‘The paradise garden,’ she continued. ‘Oh, I can tell by the look on your face you don’t know what I’m talking about!’ Her laugh sounded like a soft chime. ‘Isabel suggested it this morning when we were working out the back. I’d assumed I’d recreate the original–—the quintessential monastic herb garden, but... we got talking today and, it turns out we’ve got a lot more in common than just a convent education.’

      Audrey was fascinated and was starting to feel as though Lola was talking about someone other than her mother.

      Lola turned her body further to face her. ‘I think I’ve told you that I’d lived in Morocco. For a number of years, actually.’

      Audrey saw an expression of sorrow flicker in her eyes.

      ‘Where I lived was the most beautiful garden, a paradise garden built on the traditional Islamic design. Somehow or other I got talking to Isabel about it. She knew the style very well. She’d seen them in Morocco, as you probably know.’ Audrey didn’t know about Morocco but didn’t interrupt to say so. ‘But she knew them even better from the magnificent gardens of Alhambra in Granada. She said she used to go there to sit and contemplate, to watch the passers-by—mostly tourists, of course—and then she established a friendship with one of the chief gardeners. She said she learned a lot about gardening from him. She took photos, too and one was commissioned by the directors of the Alhambra and used to hang in a gallery there. But listen to me. You must know all of this, and I’m just rattling on!’

      Audrey felt as though her mind was shifting through increasing levels of surprise and something akin to guilt, if not shame. Though as a family they’d visited Alhambra several times, her mother had never told her about her history with the place. Lola had learned so much about aspects of Isabel’s life within the space of an afternoon’s conversation and she wondered what had prompted her mother to tell Lola so much. They were women of the same age, she reasoned, and both seemed to have little contact with other women like them.

      ‘You look disturbed, love.’ Lola’s expression was concerned. ‘Is everything all right for you?’

      Audrey took a breath and knew that in its release, she would understand why Isabel had done so. Lola was the rare kind of person who would listen and not make a judgement.

      ‘I’m just feeling a bit lost, I suppose.’

      She’d said it—given voice to a gnawing feeling that had plagued her for a long time now.

      Lola didn’t speak but was waiting for her to continue.

      ‘It’s just... I don’t know. It feels like I’ve been living in some kind of fog for... I was going to say for the past twelve months, but I think it’s been longer.’

      ‘Because of your marriage?’ Lola hadn’t looked away, and her expression was calm, warm, as though she’d heard such things a thousand times.

      ‘Yes, that’s a big part of it, you know, blaming Cam again, but even in in my job, the one that I’d nurtured and loved, I felt like I was just going through the motions in the end. It was that realisation that disturbed me the most, to be honest. What was I, if I didn’t have that?’

      ‘Mmm, yes, but you saw the problem with both situations—your marriage and your work—and you left. That’s very courageous.’

      ‘Or I’m just a quitter, on several levels.’

      They both laughed.

      ‘I don’t think so, Audrey. Sounds to me that you’re perceptive... and strong. What will you do now, do you think?’

      Audrey paused to consider her response. It was a question she’d asked herself so many times but seemed no closer to the answer.

      ‘Don’t be afraid of uncertainty, my love,’ Lola said, patting the back of Audrey’s hand that was resting on the table. ‘It’s natural when significant changes are made. And that’s what we would hope if the change is to be truly significant. Embrace it and trust yourself.’

      Audrey could feel herself relaxing as though granted a respite from a trial.

      Lola continued, ‘Do you see Harold’s house as figuring in your future? You must, I suppose if you’re considering putting in an offer.’

      ‘You know what, I think I do. I can’t explain it, it’s just...’

      Lola waited for her to continue, but Audrey couldn’t find the words to express what it was she felt about the house, or why.

      ‘Well, that’s something important. It’s a gut feeling then, an instinct.’

      ‘Then you think I should act on it?’

      Lola paused and seemed to be contemplating something. She looked down at her lap and then up again.

      ‘I imagine I must seem like someone who’d be all on the side of the gut feeling...’

      ‘Oh, I’m sorry, Lola, I didn’t mean—’

      ‘No, love, don’t worry. It’s true. I do believe that those things we know instinctively should guide us, but...’

      Audrey waited.

      ‘… the problem is, it can be hard to truly hear that voice. Sometimes, we can think it’s our gut feeling talking when it’s not. Instead, it’s our desires, our hopes.’

      Audrey was confused. ‘But isn’t that what instinct’s about? What we truly desire, what we truly hope for?’

      Lola considered her. ‘There’s the important word. Truly. But I’d say that deep voice, when we listen for it, is trying to tell us what is truly good for us. There’s a distinction.’

      Audrey contemplated her words. ‘Lola, you said when I first came here that going to London wasn’t my path. What did you mean?’

      ‘I think you already know. It’s just a matter of really listening to yourself. And you have. You’ve made significant changes already and I’m sure it wasn’t the result of the words of this wild-haired woman hiding in an old convent on an obscure island.’ Her laugh was throaty, but Audrey heard the note of something else.

      ‘Are you hiding?’

      The older woman’s expression began as a light-hearted denial but shifted. ‘I suppose I am in a way,’ she said. ‘Not from anyone, but from my past, my mistakes, my grief. I’d prefer to think of it as a renewal, and that’s what my last two years have been—a bit like yours, in fact.’

      Audrey heard her and chose her next words carefully. ‘If you don’t mind my asking, have you lost someone very close?’

      Though Lola’s expression hadn’t changed, Audrey saw her chest expand with a breath before she replied, ‘Oh yes, my love.’

      She was about to continue but her eyes flicked to her left and she stopped. Max and Quin were returning to the table. Halfway back, Quin veered towards the kitchen. ‘I’d better see how he’s going in there,’ he said to Max. The two men were getting along, Audrey could see, and she wondered if her father had broached the subject of the eco-lodge. If so, it would be with genuine curiosity. Max was guileless in relationships and for that reason people loved and respected him.

      Isabel gave Quin a smile and a nod in passing as she returned to the table. She looked as she did when preparing a celebratory dinner—birthdays, Christmas, Audrey’s graduation...

      ‘How’s he going?’ Lola said as she sat down.

      ‘Oh, the bebé is doing so well. I suggest one or two things, but he doesn’t need my help.’

      ‘Mum, you’d better not refer to Dion as a baby,’ Audrey said, but knew that her mother meant it lovingly.

      ‘Ah, sí, I know, but he’s so young in ways.’

      ‘Hu yuhibuk,’ Lola said, with a smile.

      ‘Nem fielaan.’ Isabel was looking almost teary.

      ‘Sorry, I don’t understand...’ Audrey looked from woman to woman, bemused by the language they were sharing.

      ‘It’s Arabic, mi querida,’ Isabel said, her expression wistful. ‘Lola said, “he loves you” and I agreed.’

      ‘It’s looking good back there,’ Max said, oblivious to the conversation and indicating with his head towards the rooms at the other end of the hotel. ‘Still got a lot to do, though, but Quin’s got a handle on it.’

      ‘Did you ask...’ Isabel’s brow was furrowed as she waited for his response.

      ‘About the eco-lodge? Not yet... not the right moment. Besides, it’s not really our business, though it is yours, Lola.’

      Lola raised her hands and shrugged. ‘It doesn’t feel appropriate tonight, as their guests.’

      ‘So true,’ Max said, looking a little embarrassed. ‘He seems a good bloke. Anyway, yes, let’s just enjoy the hospitality.’

      ‘Cheers!’

      Quin and Dion emerged from the kitchen carrying dinner plates that left a trail of steam as they walked. As Dion placed one in front of Isabel, Audrey saw that his hand shook, and his face was locked in full concentration.

      The plates were the same ones from the lunch weeks before, and once again their vibrant colour enhanced the richness of the Basque recipe—beef cheeks in red wine sauce—all ingredients locally produced.

      ‘We thought we’d serve it. I hope you don’t mind,’ Quin said. ‘Dion wanted to show you how he could dress a plate, didn’t you, mate?’

      The boy nodded. ‘Excuse me a moment,’ he said heading quickly towards the kitchen. ‘While I change out of my superman costume,’ he called over his shoulder, already manoeuvring out of his apron. He returned quickly, looking more his age—a charismatic and handsome young man. He stood at the end of the table between Isabel and Lola.

      The wine was replenished for all but Audrey, who was driving. Though The Sanctuary was only a few hundred metres down the street, and it was unlikely she’d be pulled over for a breathalyser, but she wasn’t prepared to take any chances.

      ‘A kangaroo could bound across the road,’ she said, almost defensively. ‘I don’t want my reaction time slowed.’

      With Dion at one end, Quin sat at the other between Audrey and Max. Dion was still standing and cleared his throat.

      ‘Thank you, everyone, for coming tonight,’ he said, his expression serious. ‘This is our inaug… inaugural,’ he glanced at his uncle whose nod was barely perceptible, ‘yes, our inaugural dinner at The Island. I, we, couldn’t share it with anyone nicer.’ He was beaming, but suddenly his smile was replaced with a look of shame, ‘except Nonna and Nonno... and...’ he paused to steady his speech but seemed to be struggling.

      ‘Your mother and father would be very proud of you, mate.’ Quin’s voice was calm, though the tightness around his eyes betrayed him.

      Dion took a deep breath and looked up. He turned to Isabel. ‘I’m highly competitive as you know, Isabel, but I would like your honest appraisal.’

      She nodded, with an expression of professional seriousness.

      ‘In fact,’ he continued, his eyes lit with an idea forming, ‘what if you move here to the island and become my... mentor?’ His excitement was building, evident in the increase in volume of his voice. ‘Head Chef, if you like...’

      Audrey was sure she saw a flash of something in her mother’s eyes.

      ‘Whoa,’ Quin was laughing, ‘let’s not get too big for our boots yet. Isabel and Max have a life in Ballina and, besides, we haven’t passed the test yet.’

      Dion’s mouth dropped with disappointment, but he nodded in agreement. ‘Yes, well...’ He raised his glass of water, ‘here we go. ‘Saluti.’

      ‘Saluti!’ they all said, raising and clinking their glasses.

      Dion took his seat, with Quin now adjacent to Audrey at the other end.

      They ate with attention, savouring the fragrance of spices and the tender meat. Dion watched their reactions to each mouthful, but there was no need for platitudes; the dish was exquisite, something which was confirmed by Isabel who had been delegated as the evening’s expert. She was generous in her praise and congratulated Dion on his own slant on the traditional dish. ‘You’ve improved it,’ she told him and the joy it brought to Dion’s expression made all of them smile. It was only then that he ate.

      Light conversation between pairs and more generally across the table, punctuated the meal. Audrey felt tense with Quin on one side of her and was grateful that he and Lola were engaged in conversation about the island. A few times she wondered if Lola would ask the question—about the eco-lodge, and now the bridge. Lola and Max were similar in their way, honest and open, but Lola didn’t ask. Audrey was burning to know the answer to those questions, and to another that had bothered her.

      ‘Dion told me you’ve been away. Was it a holiday?’ Her tone was deliberately benign, though she justified the question as being reasonable enough.

      ‘Nothing that exciting, I’m afraid.’ Quin’s answer was immediate. ‘Just some business matters.’

      ‘Oh,’ she persisted and mentally scolded herself for doing so, ‘I had the wrong idea. Dion mentioned your wife and I’d assumed...’ She couldn’t believe the words that persisted in coming out of her mouth and, by the look on Quin’s face, neither could he.

      ‘I... yes, there were some matters that Marion and I needed to discuss.’

      The sound of his wife’s name caused a sinking feeling beneath her ribcage. ‘So, you’re in business together. That’s lovely. What is it?’

      The question was loud in the collective pause of conversation.

      ‘They’re building an eco-lodge,’ Dion said loudly, for Audrey to hear at the other end of the table. ‘Here, on the island. And this...’ he gestured to take in the hotel, ‘is Stage One of the plan. That’s right, isn’t it, Q?’ Dion’s face was lit up with excitement and the silence as they waited for Quin’s response was oppressive.

      Quin shifted in his seat. ‘Yes, mate, that’s right.’ He wore the look of someone who’d just confessed to a weighty crime.

      ‘And guess what?’ Dion continued, buoyed by the topic and oblivious to the awkwardness felt by the others. ‘You’re going to take over my farm, too, aren’t you? Such a relief, for Nonna and Nonno. Wait till I tell them!’

      Audrey strained to hold back a gasp. She couldn’t look at Quin but could feel him almost sag beside her.

      ‘Well...’ Lola’s voice eased between them all, ‘that sound wonderful, love.’

      ‘You stay there, mate.’ Dion had moved to follow as Quin stood up and began collecting plates. ‘I’ll organise the dessert.’

      Lola continued with a light-hearted conversation, encouraged by Isabel and Max.

      ‘Have you been to The Sanctuary?’ Isabel asked Dion, who shook his head.

      ‘It’s too near the church.’ The gravity of his face told them everything.

      Audrey thought of her morning walk, the people on the steps of the church and how she’d wondered if the funerals for Dion’s parents had been there. She swallowed hard against the thought of the boy, Rosa and Beppe in their grief.

      ‘It was a beautiful service,’ Lola said to him, reaching to pat the back of his hand that was curled into a loose fist on the table. ‘Your mum and dad were very loved by the Hibernians. You must be proud of that.’

      Dion turned to her and smiled. ‘Yes. They were loved, weren’t they?’

      Isabel, on the other side of him, reached for his other arm and was cooing softly.

      ‘I’m lucky though,’ his voice had strengthened, ‘Nonna and Nonno look after me so well and Q... he’s the best uncle in the world.’

      They avoided each other’s eyes and nodded in assent.

      ‘And look here!’ Dion’s hands were raised in front of him. ‘I have friends.’

      ‘Hear, hear!’ Max said. ‘To friends, fabulous food and wine.’

      ‘And love,’ Isabel added.

      They raised their glasses and resumed the light banter. Audrey joined in but was mulling over two things that disturbed her—the boy’s absolute faith in his uncle and, although she knew it to be presumptuous, what she could do to protect him.

      ‘I might see if I can help,’ she said, standing and summoning courage. The others, deep in conversation, barely noticed her leaving the table. She paused at the entrance to the kitchen. The door was ajar, and she could see the back of Quin standing at the stainless-steel bench. Dessert plates were laid out in front of him, and he was placing on them quenelles of something that looked creamy and light.

      She tapped on the door, and he turned around quickly. She saw his jaw shift when he saw her.

      ‘Can I help?’ she said, trying to make it sound as matter-of-fact as possible, though her own jaw felt rigid with tension.

      ‘It’s under control, but thanks,’ he said, turning back to the plates.

      Audrey didn’t move. He looked back at her and smiled almost apologetically. ‘You could give me a hand taking them out, though.’

      She moved forward and stood next to him.

      ‘Ask me, Audrey.’

      The statement took her by surprise and now that she was here, she began to second-guess herself.

      ‘You want to know if the rumours are true, don’t you?’ His tone was calm and patient, rather than irritated or defensive as she might have expected.

      Debating whether to play innocent, to draw it out of him, she reminded herself that she had no right to do this.

      ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I know it’s none of my business, but...’

      He half-turned towards her. ‘But you’re falling in love with Hibernia, and you’re worrying about Dion, both of which are... admirable.’

      ‘Are you the developer of the eco-lodge?’

      He was facing the next plate, easing a quenelle onto the edge of the peach tart. He paused but didn’t face her. ‘It’s my... our company, yes.’

      ‘And the bridge? Is that true too?’

      ‘There’s a plan.’ His voice was quiet, flat-lined. He heard her intake of breath and faced her, his eyes downturned at the edges as they’d been that first day she met him.

      ‘And...’

      ‘The farm? You want to know why I want it?’

      ‘Yes,’ she said.

      Quin placed four of the plates on a large tray and turned to face her fully. ‘Audrey, all I can tell you at the moment is that it’s true, and that it’s complicated.’ This time, his voice was strong, authoritative.

      She didn’t respond but picked up the two remaining plates and followed him. At the door, he turned to her and seemed to be about to say something but reconsidered and headed towards the others. Dion was entertaining Lola and Max with a story about the renovation, it seemed, while Isabel had left the table and was scrutinising the photographs on the wall.

      ‘Q, remember when that bit of the ceiling fell and nearly knocked you out?’

      ‘Oh, I do,’ Quin said, positioning the tray on an adjacent table. ‘I’m still sporting the bump on my head. Sorry, I still haven’t mastered the art of plates up the arm,’ he added, as he began placing them in front of them.

      Dion jumped up and took the remaining plates from Audrey. ‘It’s unseemly for a guest to be serving the table,’ he said. ‘Please sit down, Audra and I’ll serve you!’

      ‘Thanks, mate,’ Quin said, avoiding looking at Audrey.

      ‘Will staff be easy enough to get?’ Max said, as he eyed the dessert with blatant lust.

      ‘I’ll cross that bridge…’ Quin’s voice faded into the collective silence.

      ‘The bridge! Good one, Q.’ Dion’s face was flushed with pleasure and excitement as his eyes flicked from his uncle back to the others. He tapped his fingers to his forehead. ‘I forgot to tell you that. There’s going to be a bridge. You’ll be crossing it all right.’

      ‘Is that right, Quin?’ Lola’s tone was even, calm.

      Quin visibly sighed. ‘There are plans,’ he said, as he had to Audrey, ‘but nothing’s approved as yet.’

      ‘That’s a pretty big deal for the island, I’d say,’ Max interjected. ‘Did the people here get to vote on it?’ There was no note of aggression in Max’s voice, but Quin’s reply was loaded with tension.

      ‘No, it seems the council wants it done.’

      Audrey met his gaze in her direction and saw that his expression was pained.

      ‘Enjoy the pear tart,’ Dion said, cutting across the tension.

      Quin took up his seat next to Audrey. ‘Do you think you’ll make an offer on the house?’ he said to her when the others resumed their conversation.

      ‘I don’t know now, to be honest. It sounds as though Hibernia is about to change… in ways I want to leave behind.’

      ‘Audra! You must buy Harold’s house. Please. It’ll be all right, won’t it, Q?’ Dion had overheard her comment and his concern was apparent as he looked towards his uncle for reassurance, but Quin gave him a half-hearted nod and smile.

      Despite Lola’s own interests in whether the bridge would be built or not, she didn’t press the matter, but shifted the conversation to the paradise garden she and Isabel were designing.

      As the others were discussing it, Quin leaned towards Audrey and spoke softly. ‘Audrey, my wife…’

      ‘You don’t need to explain anything to me,’ she said, almost whispering, but knew that it came out more abruptly than she intended. ‘I’d thought she might have been here tonight,’ she added, trying to sound only mildly curious.

      ‘We… we don’t live together. We separated, not long after the accident with my sister.’

      ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’ Audrey felt something physically or mentally shift and wondered if the separation was caused by his move to the island to help look after Dion, though she wondered now if that had been the true reason for his moving there. ‘You’re still in business together?’

      ‘Yes.’ It was said with a note of derision. ‘As I said, it’s complicated.’

      ‘Audra, I’ve missed you!’ Dion drew in a chair and sat next to his uncle.

      ‘The meal, Dion, it was fabulous,’ she said, with sincerity and gratitude for the interruption.

      ‘It was, mate,’ Quin said, sitting back and extending an arm around his nephew’s shoulder.

      Audrey saw the way the boy leaned into him. He needed his uncle, and she wondered if Quin needed him, too. The more she knew about Quin O’Rourke, the more confused she became.

      ‘Audra, will you buy Harold’s house? Please? We would be neighbours!’

      As she took in the boy and his innocence and genuine warmth, a sensation coursed through her body, expanding the region around her heart. She recognised it but hadn’t felt it in a long time—something just for her, not dependent on anything or anyone else. It was something akin to joy.

      

      Outside, their farewells were warm and appreciative. Dion basked in the glow of success, his smile broadening with each compliment. He and Isabel had formed a bond, evident as they stood side by side, her arm linked through his in a motherly gesture.

      Promises were made between them, with Max and Isabel already planning a return in four weeks to help Lola prepare for the opening of The Sanctuary. All of this was very good news to Audrey.

      ‘We’ll need to be here to help the girl with the house,’ Max said, smiling at this daughter.

      ‘Dad!’ Audrey laughed. ‘I haven’t even made an offer yet.’

      ‘Buy it tomorrow!’ Dion said.

      Audrey laughed. ‘I’ll try,’ she said, wishing that she could have his faith that things would work out so easily. ‘You’ll be the first one I tell if it happens,’ she added, as she gave the boy a hug.

      Quin was saying his goodbyes to the others then, when Dion moved to do the same, he came to her. ‘When do you go back to Melbourne?’ he said lightly.

      ‘In a few days.’

      ‘If... if you have time, I’d like to see you—perhaps I could cook dinner for you here, or at my place, though it’s just a rental for the moment.’

      She saw the colour rise in his face, the hesitation as he looked down at his boots. ‘My friend is coming from Sydney tomorrow, so we’ll be spending the remaining time together.’

      ‘I see,’ he said, looking at her directly as though trying to gauge her thoughts.

      As they walked towards the car, the silence between them was filled with the banter of the others. Audrey felt as though her body was stiffening, her movements uncoordinated. As she reached the driver’s door, he opened it for her, and she turned to him. ‘Thank you for the evening, Quin. And good luck with your ventures.’ She heard the tightness in her tone and trembled internally.

      His reserve was betrayed by the slight jerk of his body as he stood with his hand still on the door handle. She tried not to look at him. His vulnerability in that moment hurt her on some level, but the newly pragmatic Audrey reminded her that there was a fundamental issue between them–she didn’t like his ethics. She’d made that mistake before.

      Max, Isabel and Lola were settling into their seats and Dion was entertaining them with a joke. Quin leaned in towards her.

      ‘Audrey, trust me, please.’

      She turned to him, hand on the ignition, wanting to say something, but she couldn’t find the words she needed.

      ‘Goodbye, Quin.’

      This time, she wasn’t going to look into the rearview as she drove away.

      

      That night, Audrey lay awake for hours staring at the ceiling, listening to the distant thump of the waves and the call of the nightjar. When she did sleep, it was riddled with incoherent dreams, snapshots—of standing in the dining room of Harold’s house staring into the mirror on the far wall, but try as she might, she couldn’t see her own reflection; of Quin’s face as he stood at the driver’s door. But it wasn’t these that had woken her, rather it was a feeling akin to dread, not of something she knew, but of something hovering. When her attempts to breathe deeply became stuck in her ribcage, and the cracks in the ceiling, partly illuminated by the passage light filtering under the door no longer entertained her with their artistic expression, she got up.

      As she stepped onto the landing, the grandfather clock reverberated softly in the entrance as it struck three o’clock. A salt lamp glowing pink on the pedestal table near the front door cast an ethereal light on an ethereal scene.

      In socked feet, Audrey made her way across the parquetry floor and through the sitting and dining rooms, keeping her eyes directly ahead to avoid her mind conjuring images of veiled figures sitting in their favourite chairs. Her skin prickled at her neck. Ahead, she could see that a light had been left on in the kitchen and the thought of the ambience of that room cheered her. She picked up her pace.

      The door was ajar and when she entered, she gasped at the sight of a figure with its back to her, sitting beside the Aga.

      ‘Couldn’t sleep either, my love?’

      Lola, of course it was. Audrey scolded her own whimsy, but was surprised to see her, nevetherless.

      ‘Sit down and I’ll make you a cuppa... or a hot chocolate?’ Lola was already out of her chair and was drawing another in by the Aga that was radiating a gentle warmth. She was dressed in an Oriental patterned housecoat. Her white hair was loose and when she looked up to face Audrey, the skin beneath her eyes was puffy as though she’d been crying.

      ‘Tea would be lovely, let me make it for you.’

      ‘Not at all. Sit down, love.’

      ‘You couldn’t sleep either?’

      Lola moved to the bench and half turned her head as she began to spoon leaves into the new teapot. ‘No. I had a mind full of thoughts that wouldn’t settle tonight.’

      Audrey nodded.

      ‘And what about you?’ Lola continued. ‘What has you up at the witching hour?’

      Outside, jacaranda blooms, devoid of their vibrancy, pressed their faces to the window as though to hear the response. When Audrey shrugged, unable to verbalise her incoherent thoughts, they pulled back, caught in a light breeze.

      Lola returned with the pot and poured steaming tea into two mugs. She slid the same one as that first time they’d met towards her, with the slogan You are entirely up to you. This time, the message seemed to be resonating even more deeply.

      ‘I thought,’ Audrey said into the quiet between them, ‘that it might just be uncertainty, or even anxiety, but it’s more... it’s as though something’s waiting, something I can’t... oh, I don’t know.’

      ‘Sometimes,’ Lola’s voice was quiet and gentle, ‘when things in our lives need to change, and we can’t imagine what or how, there’s a feeling of... well, I see it as akin to one’s own impending death. Is that what you mean?’

      ‘That’s exactly how I felt a while ago, before I first came to the island, but this feels different, it’s more as though there’s something external, and a feeling of dread.’

      ‘Yes, I know the feeling.’

      Audrey saw how Lola stared across the steam of the tea as though lost in thought.

      ‘In the restaurant,’ Audrey ventured, ‘you mentioned that you’d lost someone very close to you...’

      ‘Yes, that’s right.’ Lola placed her mug on the table and placed her hands in her lap, ready to talk.

      

      ‘I grew up in Sydney, in a conservative Catholic family who had notions of my entering the convent. I had those notions myself, but I suppose that’s no surprise,’ she said with a laugh and spread her arms to take in The Sanctuary. ‘But,’ she continued, ‘there was a definite down side to the vows you had to take. Poverty, yes, I could do that. Obedience? No. And chastity? Definitely not!’ Lola let out a deep, throaty laugh. ‘I did study comparative religion at university, though and fell in love with the whole gamut of belief systems. I’m still fascinated, actually. After university, I travelled with friends to London, the rite of passage back then. Australia just seemed so cut off from everything. It was the late Sixties and was “happening” everywhere else, it seemed to us, but nothing was happening here. It’s awful to say, but we were embarrassed about coming from Australia. It was a very different place back then. So, we partied, worked in bars and travelled, and after a year most had returned home, but I decided to stay on. I wanted to see more, to stand in those places where the religions I’d studied had begun.

      ‘My father had a friend, Vincent, a banker in Morocco, in Rabat, and he asked if I could stay with him and his wife, Ronnie. He was a protective father, my dad.’ Lola’s eyes shifted briefly to her lap as she remembered. ‘Vincent and Ronnie agreed. I’d only been in Rabat a week when Ronnie asked me to attend a function with them at the royal palace to welcome home one of the King’s nephews. He’d been studying in London, too, it so happened. What twenty-two-year-old girl was going to knock that back!’

      Lola paused to take a sip from the mug. Audrey saw that the brightness had returned to her eyes as she relived this period of her life, and she didn’t want to stop the flow of memories. Lola was building to the answer to her question.

      ‘I wore one of Ronnie’s dresses,’ she continued, ‘a stunning turquoise chiffon with matching djellaba, a type of hooded robe. In those days, my hair was black—natural, but with a little help.’

      Audrey pictured the woman in front of her in her youth and knew that she would have been stunning.

      ‘Anyway, it was a wonderful night, and the reception room was magnificent. The King’s nephew Aamir arrived to great applause. He was so handsome. He was married, an arranged one, and his wife was there, but multiple wives were common back then in Morocco and it was so obvious that the local women in the room were hoping to be the next one.’

      Anticipation began to twitch in Audrey’s body as she felt the tension building.

      ‘Vincent and Ronnie knew so many people there and mingled for most of the night. They introduced me, but after a while I felt like a third wheel and sat at the table. Once or twice, I saw Aamir looking my way and, though flattered, I thought no more of it until... We were about to leave when one of his minders, I think, came over to me saying that the prince would like to meet me. I gave my apologies, much to the man’s horror, and left with Vincent and Ronnie. “He won’t take kindly to that,” Vincent said. “It’s not diplomatic, to refuse a member of the royal family.”’

      Lola paused again. ‘Am I boring you, love?’

      Audrey spluttered over her reply. ‘Are you joking? It’s like you’re telling me the plotline of a movie!’

      Lola laughed softly. ‘Yes, it is, isn’t it? The setting, the handsome star and the reluctant heroine. It gets better... or worse, whichever way you view it. I thought little more about it after we got home. Aamir was handsome, yes, but he was a married man, and a father of four young children, and I had plans. I was flattered, of course, but I’d been around enough by then to not take such things seriously. I’d be forgotten by the time he’d moved his attentions to someone else. And … well, I wasn’t totally inexperienced in knowing powerful, influential men,’ Audrey saw that Lola’s cheeks flushed as she continued, ‘but that’s for another time perhaps.

      ‘The next morning, Vincent was visited at work by the same man who’d approached me, saying that Aamir requested his attendance at the palace, and he was to bring “his daughter” with him. Vincent explained the situation to me and, given that I was a guest in his home, I didn’t feel that I could refuse.

      ‘We arrived at the apartments in the palace, and I was ushered into a small reception area. Vincent was asked to wait. Aamir was sitting in an armchair facing the window with his back to me. I felt a rise of anger that he didn’t stand, didn’t move, but simply gestured towards the chair opposite him. I had been summoned, it seemed, and I didn’t like it one bit. As soon as I took a seat, I told him so, though I have to admit my heart fluttered at seeing his face again. I asked, too, that Vincent be able to come in. He agreed and looked amused rather than angry and this riled me even more.

      ‘Once Vincent was standing next to me, I relaxed, for his sake really. I didn’t want to create any ill will for him. Tea was brought in and over the next hour or so, my irritation changed to... enchantment, I suppose. Aamir was, in fact, shy, gentle and highly intelligent, and it turned out that we shared some common interests.’

      Lola looked away at this point.

      ‘You fell in love with him?’ Audrey offered.

      Lola’s gaze turned back to her.

      ‘Yes. Over time. In the few weeks after that, he courted me. I resisted at first. The concept of seeing a married man, and a father, was abhorrent to me, but...’ she smiled sadly, ‘but how quickly we, or at least I, can overcome a moral stance when we’re in love!’

      Audrey nodded, feeling a resonance of truth. She’d felt that during her marriage to Campbell, she’d compromised, not morals so much as personal views, tastes, for the sake of him. For love.

      ‘However,’ Lola continued, ‘I was in a different culture to our own. Aamir’s wife knew of our relationship, and she gave her blessing. Theirs was an arranged marriage and, although I’ve come to appreciate that they are often more successful than love matches, theirs was purely contractual.’

      Audrey nodded, knowing that what she said was true. Her university friend, Sharmi, and her husband had an arranged marriage, and they had a wonderful partnership. ‘Did you keep in contact with Aamir after Morocco?’

      ‘No,’ Lola said immediately, taking her by surprise. ‘Because I never left... until two years ago. You see, I was married to Aamir for forty years.’

      

      Over the next hour, Lola told her about her life with Aamir. Though they’d travelled extensively, she was happiest when home in Morocco.

      ‘Did you have to convert to Islam in order to marry him?’

      Lola shook her head. ‘Aamir didn’t insist, but I did because it was expected by the society. I didn’t mind at all. There is much to love about that beautiful religion, despite the bad press. But Aamir knew my love of all religions and we even travelled to India together so that I could train in yoga. He was a devout Muslim and Moroccan, but he was also very liberal in his views.’

      While she and his first wife had a courteous relationship, communication with her was difficult, until Lola became fluent in Arabic and French.

      ‘Did she resent you?’

      Lola shook her head. ‘It didn’t seem so at the time. She had three sons and a daughter to Aamir. I, on the other hand,’ the muscles in Lola’s face twitched slightly, ‘was unable to have children. Aamir knew how much that distressed me, but... he was a gentle and compassionate man. ‘It is as Allah requires,’ he’d said, but I saw how wonderful he was with his children and I wanted that, too.’

      Audrey knew that burning and sometimes all-consuming desire to have children. She and Campbell had had intense discussions, and arguments, but he’d refused to consider it. Now she was glad they hadn’t. She was stunned by Lola’s story—her relationship with Aamir had been an enduring love match. ‘What happened, Lola? Why did you come back here?’

      The muscles around Lola’s mouth clenched slightly. ‘Aamir died two years ago. He’s been ill for months, but it was sudden in the end.’ She looked away and spoke to the jacaranda blooms that were pressed once more to the window. ‘I was devastated. Still am.’ She turned back to Audrey. ‘After his death, his wife and his children—all adults now with children of their own—turned against me. They said I had no rights. It seems that there had been more resentment than I’d thought. Had we had children it might’ve been different, but... in my grief, I left. After Aamir died, I no longer felt that I belonged in Morocco, despite it being my home for forty years.’

      ‘But you must have rights, surely? Financially, at least?’ Audrey felt a rush of protection for this wonderful woman.

      ‘Oh, they paid me off in a sense, but new laws have been introduced very recently and, even though members of the royal family might see themselves as being outside legal jurisdiction, my lawyer seems to think that I’m entitled to something. In fact, I heard from him today and have an appointment in Melbourne this week. Audrey, if it’s not too much of an imposition, I was wondering if you, and your friend Poppy, would look after The Sanctuary for a few days.’

      ‘Of course.’ Audrey reached for her hand. ‘Oh, Lola, I really hope that you’re entitled to something.’

      Outside, the birds began a tentative chirp in anticipation of the morning. It was four-thirty on the kitchen clock and they both agreed it was time to try for a few hours’ sleep.

      ‘Thank you, my love,’ Lola said as she stood. ‘I feel better for talking about it. I hope you didn’t mind.’

      Audrey stood and embraced her. ‘It’s a remarkable story, and Aamir sounds like a remarkable man. Thank you for sharing it with me. Have you spoken of it with anyone else?’

      ‘Your mother knows.’

      Audrey nodded, realising then why a bond had formed between the two women.

      ‘See you in the morning, love.’

      ‘You too.’

      As Lola was heading towards her room, she paused and looked back over her shoulder. ‘By the way, my name’s not really Lola,’ she said with a chuckle. ‘It’s Bernadette, but don’t call me that.’
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      Audrey woke to the sound of her parents preparing for their journey home, the soft murmurings between them as they moved from bedrooms to bathroom. She wondered how she would deal with the quiet over the next few days, but reminded herself that it would be anything but, once Poppy arrived. A rush of pleasure and energy at the thought of seeing her best friend woke her fully, despite her late night, and she leapt from the bed eager to begin the day.

      By the time Max and Audrey arrived downstairs for breakfast, Isabel was already in the kitchen helping Lola. The two women worked convivially, and Audrey thought of what Lola had told her last night and noted that the heaviness in her eyes had been replaced with the more familiar spark.

      Rather than there being a sense of goodbye, breakfast was bright with discussions of Max and Isabel’s return, earlier than the four weeks they’d initially planned—he to help with some of the smaller renovations, and she to help with the planting of the paradise garden.

      ‘I’ve just the thing in mind for the centre-piece—the fountain,’ Lola said, ‘and I’ll order one from the Moroccan importer in Melbourne that I know.’

      ‘I’ll source the new door handles,’ Max said. ‘You’re going to need quite a few of them, so it’ll be in bulk. That should keep the cost down a bit.’

      Audrey watched and listened to the flow between them and felt, in that moment, that she was content. ‘We’ll celebrate when you... when we’re all back.’ For a moment she’d forgotten that she, too, would be returning to Melbourne by the end of the week.

      

      The ferry was just docking as they pulled into the car park. At this time of the morning, only one car was coming in from the mainland, though Bill would have off-loaded a number of Hibernians going the other way in the earlier trip—these were the islanders who’d resisted moving and still travelled across to work at the dairy.

      Audrey was helping Max get the luggage out of the boot when she saw two pedestrians alighting. The black hair of the taller one with its shock of red was unmistakable. Handing a bag to her father, she all but ran down towards the ferry to embrace her friend.

      ‘What’s this? You’re here so early!’ she said, stepping back and holding Poppy by the shoulders to take her in.

      ‘I know, I know. There’s little left of this ol’ gal’s ways now,’ Poppy said, smiling broadly.

      Audrey couldn’t help but notice how drawn she looked, more so than when she’d last seen her in Ballina. She stepped in and held her closely, feeling the slight bulge of Poppy’s belly that was a sharp contrast to the bony points of her shoulders. As she drew back, she saw that the other pedestrian was retrieving his bicycle. Though only his profile was towards her, she recognised his hat, check shirt and vest—the birdwatcher.

      The others joined them. Even though Poppy was in flat shoes, she towered over everyone, but Max. Audrey introduced Poppy, who was still held in a dual embrace between Max and Isabel, to Lola. She couldn’t miss the look of concern on her mother’s face.

      ‘Welcome to Hibernia! You have Audrey and The Sanctuary all to yourself, but I look forward to seeing you when I came back in a few days’ time,’ Lola said, with genuine warmth.

      Max kissed Poppy’s cheek and returned to the luggage as Bill joined him to take them to the ferry. Isabel still had a protective arm around Poppy’s waist and seemed reluctant to leave her. The two were in close conversation together and both were looking down at Poppy’s belly, where she rested her hand. Audrey looked for Lola and saw that she and the birdwatcher were engaged in conversation. She couldn’t hear what they were saying, but he was laughing at something she’d said.

      Audrey turned at the sound of the tyres crunching on gravel. A light grey utility vehicle came to a stop and the driver alighted quickly, slinging a backpack over one shoulder. He was tall and lean, and Audrey recognised him immediately by the flaming red of his beanie. Alex. He jogged down to the landing and stopped when he came to the four of them.

      ‘Hello again!’ he said, the lilt of his Canadian accent adding another layer of colour to his presence. Alex greeted them in turn with a broad smile. He’d remembered their names but paused with a look of slight confusion when he saw Poppy.

      Audrey made the introductions and at the mention of her name, his face lifted. ‘Poppy Varidis? You’re the artist.’

      Poppy had coloured slightly, much to Audrey’s surprise and she nodded rather than spoke in reply. Her red stripe and his red beanie seemed even more vivid, as though some kind of pheromone was at work.

      ‘I was in Paris last year and went to your exhibition. I love your work. But I must say I’m a bit surprised to see you here.’

      ‘Thank you.’ Poppy’s eyes held his. ‘I’ve come to see my friend, Audrey.’ Her hand moved protectively to her belly. Alex’s gaze followed but flicked away quickly.

      He turned to Audrey. ‘Have you moved to Hibernia? I hadn’t picked that up...’

      ‘No,’ Audrey said with a laugh. ‘Well, not yet anyway.’ The suggestion in her reply stirred her and she felt an urgency to see the old white house before someone else fell in love with it.

      ‘All aboard!’ Bill’s cheery voice drifted towards them.

      Max and Isabel began to make their way to the ferry. The birdwatcher had gone, and Lola joined them.

      ‘Hope to see both of you before you leave,’ Alex said to Poppy and Audrey. ‘I’m back this afternoon. Come to the farm. Do you eat cheese?’

      Poppy looked at Audrey and shrugged her shoulders. ‘I’m not meant to, am I?’

      ‘I think it’s only soft cheese,’ Audrey said, thinking that she would need to bone up on her knowledge of diet and pregnancy. ‘We just might take you up on that offer. Thanks, Alex.’

      ‘You’re on,’ he said as he made his way to the ferry.

      The two friends walked to the end of the gangplank and gave their last goodbyes. Isabel and Max would be picking up a hire car on the mainland and driving to Melbourne airport, dropping Lola off in the city on their way.

      ‘I’ll call you tonight,’ Audrey said, giving her parents a last hug. ‘And I’ll tell you how I got on with the house,’ she added as Max was opening his mouth to speak.

      ‘Sí... sí.’ Isabel kissed her daughter’s forehead.

      ‘Good luck, love.’ Max’s bear hug wrapped her in confidence and certainty. Kisses were exchanged between them once again. Isabel held Poppy in close to her. ‘I don’t want to go,’ she said, lightly stroking Poppy’s face.

      ‘Mum, you’ll be back soon. Besides, you’ve got some planning to do for Lola’s garden.

      Isabel’s eyes brightened. ‘Yes... I have things to do.’

      ‘Come on, love,’ Max urged his wife. He was already on the ferry with Lola, who was chatting with Alex. Isabel joined them and they all turned to wave. The gangplank was drawn in with a thud and the old ferry eased away from the dock.

      Audrey picked up her friend’s bags despite her protest. ‘Ready to see Hibernia?’ she said.

      Poppy nodded. ‘My darling Pop, I’m so happy you’re here.’

      Poppy wrapped an arm around her shoulder, drew her close and kissed her hair.

      ‘So am I, babe. So am I.’

      

      On the drive back to The Sanctuary they filled in the gaps in their phone conversations. Poppy railed against living with her parents but was grateful to them, too. ‘It’s all my fault, of course,’ she said. ‘That’s not their words, by the way, but mine.’

      ‘Not a fault, Pop,’ Audrey said glancing at her friend. ‘B’s a gift... for me as much as for you, to be honest.’

      ‘Really?’ Poppy’s eyes were moist, and her voice was soft.

      ‘Yes, really.’

      Audrey paused, once again, at the crossroad.

      ‘In a hurry to get to The Sanctuary? Need the loo?’

      Poppy laughed. ‘No... not at that stage yet.’

      ‘Okay, I’ll show you the house first then. Can’t wait to see it again myself.’

      ‘Great! Let’s go for it.’

      Audrey smiled to herself. Poppy, her partner-in-crime. What a pair they were!

      ‘I’ll take you to meet Rosa and Beppe later. He’s left the key in a spot for me at the old house,’ Audrey said, as they drove past the villa.

      When the chimneys of the old house became visible through the vegetation surrounding it, her heart began to pound in her chest, and when she pulled into the gutter in front and turned off the engine, they both sat silently taking it in.

      ‘Wow,’ Poppy said at last, still turned away to look out the passenger window. ‘It’s... old.’ Audrey felt a wave of disappointment. ‘And bloody fantastic,’ she added, turning back towards her, her eyes bright with excitement. ‘It’s yours, babe. I can tell... it has you written all over it... Aud, what’s up?’

      Audrey leaned into Poppy’s open arms and allowed her tears to flow freely. It was as though her friend’s presence had released something.

      ‘Babe? Are you okay?’

      ‘Yes...’ Audrey sniffed back her tears as she sat up, ‘when I’m with you, I’m very okay.’

      ‘That makes two of us,’ Poppy said, releasing her. ‘C’mon. Let me check this place out.’ Once outside the car, she paused. ‘What’s that sound?’

      ‘Well, let me show you.’

      

      Beneath the palm, Audrey told Poppy of her dream for the decking and how, on that first visit, she’d pictured herself there with a gin and tonic, watching the parrots. And because it was Poppy—outrageous and creative—nothing seemed impossible. The garden delighted her, the ocean enthralled her and, inside the house, she envisaged things that Audrey had not, saw things that Audrey hadn’t seen and believed in possibilities that Audrey had only hoped for. In her presence, Audrey’s senses were alive.

      At one point, after they’d both gone in separate directions to investigate rooms, Audrey had sought out her friend and saw, through the salt-streaked windows of the sunroom, that she was wandering in the garden, pausing every now and then to inspect a budding fruit tree, then kneeling carefully to inspect something at ground level, a protective hand across her belly. Her face was relaxed in concentration and Audrey was surprised to see her like this. The Poppy she knew had never expressed an interest in nature, had always been restless to be in the thick of things, more comfortable surrounded by concrete, asphalt and the cacophony of the city. Now, as she bent into the garden, she looked as though she wanted to lie down amongst the plants.

      Audrey joined her and they walked again to the rise to watch the waves striking against the cliffs. ‘What should I do?’ Audrey said.

      Poppy breathed in the salty air before turning to her friend in response. ‘What I think is that you should buy this place immediately. If you don’t, Aud, I will.’

      Audrey gaped with surprise. ‘Really? You love it too?’

      Poppy had turned back to the ocean and was nodding.

      ‘Well, if I do buy it,’ Audrey paused to consider her next words, but knew in her heart it was right, ‘would you come and live with me?’

      Poppy turned, her startled expression difficult to read.

      ‘That is, if you want to,’ Audrey said quickly. ‘Even if just until you’re sorted...’

      ‘Oh, babe.’ Poppy stepped in and wrapped her long arms around her friend. ‘Would I ever! But only if you’re very, very sure. I can be a bitch, but you already know that.’

      To see the spark return to her friend was all Audrey needed.

      ‘Yes, I do know that,’ she said with a laugh and stepped in closer to rest her head in the crook of Poppy’s neck.

      As they walked arm-in-arm towards the car, they were startled by a figure standing between the house and the palm as though waiting for them.

      ‘Who the fuck’s that?’

      ‘Quin O’Rourke.’

      ‘The Quin?’

      Audrey sent a warning glance her way and received a shrug of mock innocence in reply, but the incongruence of him standing there rattled her.

      ‘Hi, Audrey,’ he said as they approached.

      She made the introductions and could feel her friend sizing up the man in front of them. He shifted his gaze quickly from her to Poppy and nodded a hello.

      Audrey wondered what he would think of her friend, who matched him in height, and her fierce red streak. She smiled to herself. ‘Hi, Quin. What can I do for you?’

      ‘I was on my way to pick up Dion and saw your car. You’re serious then? What you said last night... about buying the house?’

      ‘She sure is.’ Poppy’s voice was a welcome intrusion between them.

      Quin smiled with warmth at her enthusiasm. ‘That’s good then,’ he said and looked back at Audrey, ‘but I suggest you put in an offer quickly. I know Harold’s daughter and... she’s very nice, but she’ll take the highest offer, of course.’

      Audrey was alert and her pulse began to race. ‘Someone else is interested?’

      ‘Possibly.’

      There’d been a hesitation before he’d replied.

      ‘Do you know who?’

      He went to answer but hesitated as though reconsidering. ‘It’s prime real estate and...’

      ‘Prime for development, you mean?’ Audrey was watching his reaction carefully.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Who the fuck would...’

      Audrey touched Poppy’s arm beside her. ‘Thanks for letting me know. I’ll put in an offer today.’

      He dipped his head as though satisfied with the answer. ‘I’d better be on my way. Can’t keep the boy waiting, as you know,’ he said, his voice sounding lighter.

      Audrey took him in. The man was a conundrum, she decided. ‘Give him my, er, love.’

      He nodded. ‘Nice to meet you, Poppy,’ he said, extending his hand.

      ‘You too.’

      ‘Hope to see you both again and Audrey... good luck.’

      ‘Thanks, Quin.’

      As he walked away, Poppy leaned down towards Audrey’s ear. ‘He’s got it bad for you.’

      Audrey scoffed as she watched him walk away. ‘How can you tell from that conversation? The trouble is, you’re a romantic.’

      ‘True, so I know one when I see one.’

      ‘You’re nuts.’

      ‘True again. And hey, I kinda like him, though he’s not as hot as that cheese guy down by the ferry, though.’

      ‘Alex? Yes, he’s good-looking for sure.’

      ‘“Good looking”? Sex-on-a-stick, babe. Sex-on-a-stick.’

      Audrey couldn’t contain her laugh. ‘Remember your condition.’

      ‘Oh... I remember how I got into this condition.’ Poppy adopted a dreamy look and winked at her friend. ‘Come on, you’re gonna buy a house!’

      

      ‘Tired?’

      Poppy was leaning back into the seat and opened her eyes. ‘A bit. B’s not, though,’ she said, with a weary smile.

      ‘Meaning? Not kicking already? Can you feel it?’ Audrey’s eyes flicked from the road to Poppy. She could feel her smile widening of its own accord.

      Poppy laughed. ‘Not yet, babe, wishful thinking. It’s more like... a flutter, or a ripple of wind, really. Maybe that’s it... I am a bit hungry.’

      ‘Okay. We’ll stop at the bakery for supplies on the way back. You do look like you could do with a nap, though.’ Audrey could see that dark circles were forming under Poppy’s eyes. Although, as far as she knew, her friend hadn’t abused her body over the years, but she hadn’t looked after it, either. And they weren’t getting any younger. Poppy wasn’t yet past the critical three months and there was still a long way to go. Looking at her now, Audrey feared for her and the baby’s welfare.

      ‘I’ve got something to show you when we get there,’ Poppy said.

      ‘Oh?’

      ‘B’s first happy snap.’

      Audrey pulled quickly into the side of the road. ‘What! Where? Show me now!’

      Her friend’s smile was broad as she retrieved an embossed envelope from her otherwise chaotic handbag. Carefully, she slid the image out and held it on the windscreen, pointing to a smudge in a sea of smudges.

      ‘Meet B, Auntie.’

      Audrey looked closely. She couldn’t determine the shape of an embryo, but she trusted it was there. Her eyes began to prick with tears. ‘And is everything okay?’ she said, turning to Poppy who was still looking at the image with an expression of love.

      ‘Yes. I was scared, though, so that’s why I asked. The doctor sized me up and agreed, especially as I was planning to fly home. But I saw that tiny, tiny heartbeat and... I fell in love, Aud. I need to look after myself, for B’s sake.’

      Audrey watched her friend as she slipped the image back into the envelope and saw how gently she placed it in the pocket of her bag. She would look after them, she resolved—Poppy and B, all together in the old white house.

      

      ‘It’s amazing... but kind of spooky, too.’ Poppy pirouetted slowly, taking in the large entrance hall bathed in the light emanating through Teresa of Avila. The grandfather clock struck one.

      Audrey had shown her the other rooms on the bottom floor, and the jacaranda blooms had nodded their greeting at the window. She could tell her friend was tiring as her usual dynamic and often boisterous comments were tempering.

      ‘Wait until you see upstairs.’

      Audrey took her first to the chapel and was relieved and happy when Poppy stood in awe of the renovation and the view.

      ‘Oh, wow! It’s just perfect. I’ve seen a few yoga spaces, believe it or not, but this... this is magic.’ Her voice had become subdued and there was a look in her eyes that Audrey couldn’t quite fathom—longing came close.

      Lola had made up Isabel’s room for Poppy before she’d left. As they deposited her bag, Audrey wondered how she would react to the tiny space.

      ‘It’s not much smaller than my bedroom in Paris,’ she said, sizing it up. ‘Strangely, I’m rather comforted by the confines of it, as though it’ll rein in my... distractions.’

      Audrey nodded with understanding. ‘I’ll settle you in the room at the end of the corridor and get some plates from downstairs for lunch.’

      ‘Do we need them? Let’s just eat those babies out of the paper. I’m starving!’

      As they entered the sunroom, Poppy let out a long sigh. ‘Oh God, it’s gorgeous.’ The sun angled across the verandah, picking out the pattern in its mosaic floor and beamed through the glass doors, laying kisses of light on the tips of the palms in their pots, the brass candle holders and spotlighting the array of colours in the cushions and settees.

      ‘Lola really knows what she’s doing,’ Poppy said, and Audrey nodded her agreement.

      ‘Here.’ Audrey pulled in an ottoman close to the settee. ‘Put your feet up while I organise these pastries.’ She held up the bag that was still slung across her shoulder. The pastries were still warm and the odour of their spicy fillings and rich, buttery coating was making her stomach rumble.

      Poppy removed her sandals and sat with an exaggerated slump into the couch, causing her belly to look larger. Audrey thought of the smudge in the ultrasound taken weeks before and wondered how different B would look now. She hadn’t been particularly good at Biology in school so couldn’t remember the developmental stages in the flow diagram from fertilised egg to full-term baby. But she did recall that the weeks before transition to the foetus were critical and felt some relief that B had reached that significant milestone.

      As they chatted between bites, Poppy’s eyelids became heavy and she finally fell asleep, the empty brown paper bag now filled with pastry flakes still in her lap. Audrey reached across and placed it on the table carefully so as not to spill them on the floor.

      Stepping out on the balcony, she checked the reception on her phone. There were enough bars to make the call. In the other hand, she held the slip of paper with the agent’s number that Beppe had tucked into her hand. She took a deep breath as she tapped it into the phone.

      ‘Brian Elsden Real Estate. Brian speaking.’

      Audrey had anticipated a series of scenarios—a receptionist first, or a “leave a message’, or ‘the agent handling that one is out at the moment’–giving her time to shape her thoughts and words. Her introduction sounded jumbled, and she faltered over the address of the house.

      ‘You’re interested?’

      Did she hear a note of surprise? Audrey assured him she was and was keen to get to the crux of the matter, the price, but Brian began to wax lyrical about the property: its position, its potential, so much so that she began to wonder if they were talking about the same run-down house she knew it to be.

      ‘It’s still available?” she asked, hoping to contain his enthusiasm and get to the point.

      ‘Yes, but there’s another party interested and...’

      ‘What are you asking for it?’ Her breath had moved into her throat now and a small tremble was beginning somewhere deep in her body.

      When he told her the price she nearly laughed. Though it was still very affordable by city standards, it had gone up by ten thousand dollars since she first saw it in the online search. She could have bargained, but the tremble was beginning to grow.

      ‘And the deposit? How much would you require?’

      Ten per cent. She could do that with her savings fund. She’d already calculated that the balance would be covered by her share of the sale of the warehouse and supplemented by the funds in the trust account Florence had established for her as a child. There’d be enough for renovations, and to provide her with a small, but adequate income for two years if she was careful, enough time to re-establish herself—in what, she still hadn’t yet determined.

      ‘You’ve seen inside?’

      ‘Yes. I know Beppe and...’

      ‘Oh yes, the key. Of course. Well, you know what you’re up for then.’ There was still that note of surprise in his voice. ‘The other potential buyer’s only really after the land. The house, I’m sure you realise, isn’t worth anything really. It’s the—’

      ‘Position. Yes. It’s special.’

      ‘Well, Audrey, it is a special little place, Hibernia, and it’s drawing quite a bit of attention. Now’s a good time to get into the market before...’

      There was little sincerity in his tone, but Audrey couldn’t miss the rise of enthusiasm before he trailed off, as though catching himself from revealing too much. If Hibernia was to be connected to the mainland, it would be this estate agent’s wet dream.

      ‘Will they accept the offer, Brian?’

      There was a hesitation at the other end. Audrey could feel her pulse pounding from her fingers into the phone.

      ‘The vendor wants it sold, so I think so. I’ll run it by them now and I’ll get back to you ASAP.’

      ‘Okay, thank you. I’ll wait to hear your answer. Perhaps let Harold’s daughter know that I can pay the deposit immediately. Today, in fact.’

      ‘Right, yes, that might be good. I’ll do that.’

      

      Poppy was still asleep, a soft snore escaping her mouth that was hanging loosely.

      Audrey settled herself amongst the cushions on the floor by the doors in a patch of sun and began a calculation of her funds. With the warehouse settlement due in a few weeks, the timing would be perfect. Although she didn’t want to tempt fate, she couldn’t help doing a rough estimation of renovations. The kitchen would be first. The wall between it and the dining room and the wall to the sunroom would be removed, perhaps requiring a beam for support. This would let light into the space, as well as a skylight over the kitchen if needed. The Aga looked to be in excellent condition, but she’d also need an additional stove—an industrial sized one, perhaps in the centre of the kitchen in an island bench, and a range hood overhead. It would all need to be painted, white, perhaps, for light and space and...

      Feeling a return of the creative energy that she’d felt whenever designing the setup for an exhibition, she suddenly pulled herself up. What if something goes wrong? What if Harold’s daughter prefers the other contender? What if there’s a problem with the finances? Something was niggling at her and she remembered the feeling of impending doom she’d spoken about to Lola. Beatrice…. she needed to call her solicitor.

      Audrey got up and moved to the balcony, shutting the door behind her. With still enough bars to make a call, she re-dialled Beatrice’s personal number.

      ‘Audrey, thank goodness.’

      ‘Is something the matter?’

      ‘Well… Campbell’s solicitor has contacted me. Seems he wants to make an adjustment to the settlement.’

      ‘Oh?’ Audrey swallowed deeply as she waited for Beatrice to continue.

      ‘He’s claiming half your savings, and... half of your trust account.’

      A tremor began in her feet, and she sat down on the wicker chair in the corner of the balcony. ‘But… but they’re mine! He can’t claim them, can he?’

      ‘The savings, perhaps, though I’m still looking into it. I’m fairly confident the trust is safe.’

      ‘Fairly confident? But I need the savings for...’

      ‘I’m afraid they’re frozen for the moment. Until we sort this out.’

      Audrey rested her hand with the phone in her lap then brought it back to her ear. ‘How long?’

      ‘A week, perhaps. Things move slowly, I’m afraid.’

      ‘I can access the trust, surely?’

      Beatrice was quiet at the other end. Her voice was gentle when she spoke. ‘I’m afraid not. It’s just while we sort this out.’

      There it was. Doom no longer impending.

      ‘I’ll call you as soon as I can. Will you be okay in the meantime?’

      No, she wouldn’t. ‘Yes, thanks, Beatrice. And please... if you can push it along...’

      ‘I’ll do my best.’

      When she ended the call, Audrey sat back in the chair, her mind blank with shock.

      Poppy was just stirring as she closed the door behind her and looked over the back of the settee. ‘Aah... went out like a light. Babe! What’s wrong?’

      Audrey sat down next to her and related the conversations—the one with Brian first.

      ‘But that’s fantastic, isn’t it?’

      And then with Beatrice about Campbell’s claim.

      ‘Fuck that arsehole!’ Poppy’s face was flushed with rage.

      Audrey shuffled in next to her. ‘Shhh... calm down, it’s not good for you or B.

      ‘Truly, Aud,’ Poppy said more softly, ‘what did you ever see in that c... that guy? Okay, I know you don’t need to hear that right now, but...’

      ‘Yes, well...’

      ‘What can you do? What about the house?’

      Audrey shrugged, still numb. ‘Just have to wait, I suppose. Hopefully, Beatrice will get back to me quickly—with good news. It’s just that I won’t be able to pay the deposit right now and, if Campbell’s successful, I’ll just have to...’

      Leave Hibernia. Go back to Melbourne. Go back to work. These were the words, but she couldn’t say them.

      ‘Hey. Hey! Look at me.’ Poppy had grabbed her hand and was staring into her face. On closer inspection, the red stripe seemed to be fading and had broken its rank while she’d slept and had merged with the black. Highlighted by the sun coming in through the doors, Poppy looked as though she was surrounded by an amber halo. ‘You’re gonna get that house. You have to. You need it, Aud, and it needs you.’

      Audrey smiled at her friend and placed a hand on her belly. ‘It needs us,’ she reminded her, feeling a rise of strength and determination.

      

      ‘I can’t sit around and wait, or I’ll go crazy,’ Audrey said in the kitchen, after giving Poppy a tour of the rest of the convent. ‘Anything you’d like to do?’

      Poppy’s smile was mischievous. ‘Oh, well... I feel like a bit of cheese.’

      Audrey couldn’t help but laugh at the look on her face. ‘My God, you’re...’

      ‘Insatiable? Sexy? Irresistible?

      ‘Not to me, you’re not.’

      ‘Double negative, babe. Does that mean you think I’m hot? I might need to know this if we’re going to share a house together.’

      ‘I don’t fancy you.’

      ‘Ohhhh.’ Poppy adopted a look of pained disappointment. ‘I don’t fancy you either, by the way. Not that I’m averse to...’

      ‘Okay, I know,’ Audrey said, still laughing. Her friend’s diverse sexual preferences were well known to her. ‘So why don’t you fancy me?’

      ‘Well... you’re more like my—’

      ‘Confessor? Uptight sister?’

      ‘Sister, yes.’ Poppy’s face had settled into a soft smile. ‘What do you say we go for a drive then, sis?’ she added with a wink.

      Audrey checked the time on her phone. ‘I doubt Alex’d be back yet. What say we go for a tour of the island, have a look at the wetland maybe and circle back to... buy some cheese if he’s there?’

      Poppy suddenly leaned forward and kissed Audrey on the cheek. ‘Sounds like a good plan.’

      Audrey wondered how she would cope with her outrageous “sister” for the next few days, let alone living together. The thought brought a smile to her face.

      

      ‘That’s The Island Hotel,’ Audrey said, giving it a cursory look from the car.

      ‘The den of iniquity?’

      ‘Whooh! You make me laugh, Pop.’

      ‘“She who laughs last, laughs loudest”.’

      ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘How the fuck would I know? You’re the educated one.’

      ‘Mmm, well...’ Audrey glanced at her friend and back to the road, ‘and look where that’s got me. No job, no home and, if he gets his way, no money. Oh, I’ve done really well with my education, haven’t I?’

      ‘Babe. Come on. You’re so smart. And creative, by the way.’

      ‘No, I think that’s you.’

      ‘Ha! Listen to us. Okay, I’ll take creative, but I’m definitely not smart. Take a look at me!’

      Audrey glanced her way again. Poppy had exaggerated the curve of her back so that her belly protruded even further.

      ‘B’s going to be smart,’ Audrey said.

      ‘Well, B’s got a dickhead for a father and a fool for a mother.’

      ‘Lucky I’m here then,’ Audrey said, feigning sincerity.

      Audrey’s mood lifted. They both knew they were avoiding the big dilemmas each of them faced, but, for the moment at least, they could still laugh with each other.

      Large tyre treads became evident in the dirt road as they neared the wetland. Audrey had already filled Poppy in on the proposed plans.

      ‘Yes,’ Poppy said. ‘“Bill” is it, on the ferry? He mentioned he’d brought a couple of large graders across last week. Against his better judgement, he said, but he didn’t have much of a choice. I forgot to tell you that.’

      As they came to the top of the rise, they couldn’t miss the graders on the promontory, already scouring the earth and leaving deposits like large age spots on the hill. Though they were at a distance, their hum and vibration were loud in the amphitheatred wetland.

      ‘Far out,’ Poppy said. ‘It’s not just a “proposed” plan anymore.’

      ‘Yes, true.’ Audrey became distracted by a movement to their left. Though he was crouching in the shrub, the birdwatcher’s hat and check shirt gave him away. She could tell that his binoculars were trained on the graders.

      ‘You’ve got to admit it’s a great spot for an eco-lodge,’ Poppy said, with an almost guarded tone to her voice. ‘If I didn’t see what it took to build it, I’d probably sign up for a program there myself.’

      Audrey had to agree. ‘Dad says it could be done with minimum impact on the ecology here, but it would take great sensitivity and considerable expense to ensure that the wetland wasn’t compromised.

      ‘So... what’s the actual problem then?’

      ‘Rumour has it that the developers don’t have that kind of sensitivity.’

      Audrey could feel Poppy’s eyes on her, knowing exactly who she was referring to.

      ‘Maybe the rumours are wrong, babe.’

      ‘Well, we’ll see, I suppose. That is, if we’re ever back here to see it. C’mon. Let’s get out of here.’

      The conversation became more subdued as they made their way to Alex’s farm. Audrey followed the coastal road, pointing out Dion’s farm and recounting the boy’s announcement about Quin’s “takeover bid” as Audrey now thought of it. They both agreed that a natural hot spring in such proximity to the eco-lodge would be an incredible boon to its business and they both knew how others like it had been commercialised and, sometimes, exploited.

      ‘But the guy seems really nice... from my brief meeting, anyway... and you said his nephew loves him, right? Surely he’s not that two-faced?’

      Audrey nodded. ‘Yes, Dion does, and Quin seems to genuinely love him in return.’ She thought of Quin’s plea for her to trust him. ‘It’s complicated,’ he’d said, but these were only words and, so far, the evidence was beginning to stack up against him.

      Further along, she pointed in the distance to where the house and Rosa and Beppe’s would be. From this angle, she realised that she had traced a line connecting the eco-lodge to Dion’s farm, and now to here. As far as she knew, there were no other properties between them except for the old abbey, the cemetery and Alex’s farm.

      As they approached, they could see Alex’s Ute parked at the end of the drive. The front glass doors of the cheese shop were open and two men, sitting at a table on the patio at the front, seemed to be just finishing some business between them.

      Alex stepped out of the shop to collect their cups, but his expression was far from hospitable. The men stood. One, dressed more as a local in comparison to the other in a suit, had his head bowed slightly as though in an act of contrition as he shook Alex’s hand. The other man stood formally, waiting.

      Alex went inside. The others walked to their cars parked in the paddock to the right and shook hands as they parted.

      ‘Oh dear, Alex didn’t look very happy,’ Audrey said, as they parked in a bay. ‘Perhaps now’s not a good time.’

      ‘Something’s going on, for sure,’ Poppy said, already unbuckling her seatbelt. ‘Let’s test the water first. He’s probably heard us pull up, anyway.’

      It seemed that Alex had, as he was coming out of the shop and heading towards them.

      ‘Oh... I would show him a good time,’ Poppy muttered under her breath, prompting a “look” from Audrey in return.

      They greeted Alex outside the car and Audrey took him in, looking for a sign to gauge his mood, but he smiled broadly and, she noted, wider still as he greeted Poppy.

      They walked three abreast towards the cheese shop. Poppy, it seemed, was mildly tongue-tied again. If Alex was attracted to this version of her, Audrey thought, he would be in for a surprise, if not a shock, when she relaxed into herself.

      Inside the shop, they were greeted with the same ambience Audrey had experienced on the first visit, though this time the open concertinaed doors to the patio added a sense of light and space. Alex, who seemed subdued, had moved to the other side of the display case and Poppy was surveying its produce. When he offered them both a sample of cheese, she hesitated.

      ‘I think it’s okay,’ he said, beginning to colour slightly. ‘I believe hard cheese is fine... not as much water for the listeria to grow.’

      Poppy matched his smile and took the proffered chard of cheddar. ‘You sound very knowledgeable about it. Do you have children?’ A tiny crumb rested on her lip as she spoke. Audrey was tempted to wipe it off for her, knowing she’d be mortified if she knew, but the crumb was accommodating and fell to the floor.

      ‘No… no children,’ Alex said. ‘I’m assuming this is your first, because you weren’t sure about the cheese,’ he added hastily.

      ‘Oh, I’m a novice in many ways,’ she said. ‘This is a big surprise all round.’

      Alex was watching her closely. ‘Is your partner joining you?’

      ‘Whoooh!’ her loud response startled him. ‘I don’t think his wife is up for the trip.’

      Alex’s eyes widened as the meaning became clear and he looked as though he was straining to contain a smile. ‘I see,’ he said, moving back around the counter to join them. ‘Would you like a coffee or a soft drink outside?’ He gestured towards the patio.

      Audrey looked at Poppy for confirmation but knew her answer. ‘Love to, but just wondering if you’d be happy to show Poppy the barn... and your instruments?’

      Poppy turned to her and then to Alex, her eyes wide. ‘Instruments? That sounds...’

      Alex and Audrey laughed at her expression.

      ‘It’s okay,’ he said, ‘they’re still in production.’

      Poppy didn’t look comforted. ‘Okay, but if you go putting on a leather mask, I’m outta here.’

      ‘Ha! I promise I won’t,’ he said, ‘this time at least.’

      

      The interior of the barn held the scent of oiled wood and sawdust. As Alex directed them to the workbench on their left, in a moment of déjà vu Audrey’s phone vibrated in her bag. Brian Elsden’s number appeared on the screen, and she mouthed an apology, thinking of how her mother had given her a disapproving glance last time this happened. She stepped back out into the digital hotspot.

      ‘Hello, yes, this is Audrey.’

      ‘Good news. The vendor will accept your offer.’ Brian’s voice was loud but affable.

      This should have been a moment of joy, but Audrey almost wished that he’d said the other bidder had been successful, as that way it would have been out of her control, a sign that this was not her destiny.

      ‘Audrey? Are you still there?’

      ‘Yes... that’s wonderful news.’

      ‘Well, the immediate deposit certainly helped. If you can manage that today... but tomorrow is—’

      ‘Brian, something unexpected has come up and, I’m not able to pay the full deposit, just yet at least.’

      ‘Oh?’ His voice had lost its joviality and was now pitched lower. ‘Well, I’m not sure how the vendor will feel about that. I’d reassured her. Based on what you’d said.’

      Audrey took a deep breath. She needed to buy time and knew from her experience with estate agents that there was usually room for negotiation. ‘I can put down a holding deposit tomorrow.’ She waited anxiously for his reply.

      ‘Ahhh ... and the rest? Just so I can discuss it with the vendor?’

      ‘What are your usual terms?’

      ‘Two thousand down now and the remaining deposit in ten days.’

      Audrey’s thoughts were scrambling. It was a risk and if there was a delay in the release of her funds, she’d lose the holding deposit. If Cam won, she’d have no hope of securing the house. ‘Okay, that would be fine with me.’

      ‘I’ll need to check with the vendor first.’ Brian’s tone was reserved. ‘But I think I can get onto her now.’

      ‘Thank you, Brian. I’ll wait for your call.’

      She walked back inside the barn, to see Poppy and Alex standing close together on the same side of the work bench. He’d removed the mandolin from its case and was showing her the engravings on the neck and she was clearly impressed.

      ‘There you are,’ Poppy said, looking up. ‘Any news?’ Alex was looking expectantly at her, too. Poppy, she assumed, had told him.

      Surprised at how quickly the two of them had ventured into more serious conversation in her short absence, Audrey related the conversation with Brian. Alex put the mandolin onto the bench and covered it with a dust shroud. ‘I really hope you’re able to sort this issue out, Audrey. Poppy’s filled me in,’ he added sheepishly.

      ‘Me too. It’s hard to know if there really is another interested party, or if it’s just a realty ploy. Either way, it mightn’t make any difference, if my soon-to-be-ex is successful.’

      ‘I’d say it’s very likely they’re real. You saw the two men here before? The guy in the suit is from a development company buying land in this area. The other guy is my landlord.’

      ‘Alex has to find somewhere else to go,’ Poppy said. Audrey noticed the small step she took in next to him.

      ‘Oh, Alex, I’m so sorry to hear that.’ Audrey was struck with a thought. ‘Do you know the name of the development company?’

      ‘Sure do,’ Alex said immediately. ‘Foster-O’Rourke Holdings.’

      Audrey felt as though her stomach was plummeting to her feet.

      ‘They’re the ones behind the bridge proposal, if you’ve heard about that,’ he continued. ‘Right in someone on the council’s pocket, I believe.’

      ‘Wait! Aud... isn’t that...?’ Poppy’s eyes were wide with disbelief.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘You know Quin O’Rourke?’ Alex said. Audrey nodded. ‘He’s been here a couple of times,’ Alex continued, ‘seemed like a really good guy. Showed real interest in what I’m doing here, said all the right things about the conservation of the island’s heritage that includes the dairy barn. I must be losing my discernment. The guy’s actually a... a prick, it seems.’

      ‘Is that Canadian slang, too?’ Poppy said smiling.

      ‘Nah...’ Alex had exaggerated an Australian nasal tone, making them all laugh.

      ‘What will you do now, Alex?’ Audrey said. Poppy was intent on the answer.

      He shrugged. ‘I’ve got some time to find something. Six months from the contract being signed, I believe. As far as I know, that hasn’t happened yet. Arthur, the landlord’s, got a conscience. He was certainly apologetic about it. He’d bought this property a few years back when the dairy went into liquidation. He and his wife, Carol, planned to hang onto it, for their grandchildren he said, but I think he’s been offered a lot more than he’d ever thought he’d get for it. Carol hasn’t been well apparently, so they’re thinking of retiring to the Gold Coast.’

      ‘Why this land?’ Poppy asked. ‘It’s not that close to the eco-lodge, is it?’

      ‘Well,’ the muscles around Alex’s mouth flexed slightly, ‘the rumour is that they want this area for a golf course.’

      ‘What!’ Audrey’s and Poppy’s voices echoed around the barn.

      ‘Bloody hell,’ Poppy said. ‘Aud, where’s your house in relation to here?’

      Audrey wasn’t sure what she was meaning, but Alex’s voice interrupted her thoughts.

      ‘I know Harold’s place. It’s parallel to here, that way,’ he said, sweeping his arm to indicate the land behind them.’

      ‘And what’s between it and the eco-lodge?’ Poppy continued.

      ‘Dion’s farm,’ Alex and Audrey said together.

      There was silence as the three digested it.

      ‘It’s perfect for a golf course,’ Alex said at last. ‘Plenty of flat and naturally undulating land, rising towards the coastline.’

      ‘But the cemetery and abbey…’ Audrey paused, unable to completely digest the information, ‘surely they’re heritage or something?’

      Alex shrugged his shoulders. ‘I’m not sure, but they should be.’

      Dion’s farm, Alex’s farm and Harold’s house formed a substantial parcel of land adjacent to the eco-lodge. Audrey could feel the blood rising into her face. She’d tried to think better of him, but she was beginning to despise Quin O’Rourke.

      

      ‘Hello, Brian.’ Audrey pulled over to the side of the road. ‘That’s great... yes... ten days... I understand.’

      Poppy waited while she ended the call. ‘Aud, are you sure you can do this?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘You’ve got the holding deposit, yeah? If not, I can—’

      ‘Thanks, Pop, but I’m fine. Fortunately, I took a portion of my savings out to come here. The island still runs on cash.’

      ‘Why? In case you decided to splurge on Parisian fashion or something?’

      Audrey smiled. ‘I need to go across to Wilson’s Point to pay it, though. Okay for a trip tomorrow, or do you want to stay here?’

      ‘Mmm, let me see. A bit of cheese fondue’d be nice,’ Poppy feigned a dreamy look, ‘but I’ll sacrifice and come with my bestie. A macchiato would be heavenly. I could kill for a decent coffee.’

      ‘You and Alex seem to get on very well,’ Audrey said, knowing that the almost sly tone of her voice was betraying her. ‘He’s nice.’

      ‘Yes, he is nice.’

      Poppy’s own tone was tempered, more serious than when she’d spoken of other potential love interests in the past. Audrey wasn’t sure what to make of it but suspected that her friend might well be actually and really falling in love.

      

      Out on the bricked patio of the cheese shop, Alex had told them of his life in Canada, of how he’d studied journalism, but had abandoned it to perfect his craft as a luthier, a trade taught to him by his grandfather. He’d been in a committed relationship for twelve years but ‘it wore itself out,’ he’d said and hadn’t been helped by the financial difficulties they faced as he tried to establish a reputation. ‘And I did build it,’ he said, but he’d looked pensive as he spoke. Two years ago, a fire that had started in a nearby forest destroyed his workshop, including the instruments ordered that he’d been working on.

      ‘Fortunately, I had enough savings to start again, but I was shattered by that fire and so... I decided to give the luthering away, too and turned to my interest to cheese instead! Except, of course, I couldn’t really give it up, could I?’ His eyes had softened then.

      ‘And bloody good job you didn’t,’ Poppy said. ‘What you just showed me is amazing. By the way,’ she hesitated as though considering her words, ‘what happened to your girlfriend?’

      ‘She decided to give me away.’ A smile stretched broadly across his face and Poppy looked very satisfied with the answer.

      Alex had then prompted her to talk about her own art, her inspiration and life in Paris. As Audrey listened, she heard another side of her friend. She knew that Poppy was not just talented, but was a gifted painter and sculptor; however, it was how she viewed her own talent and the sources of her inspiration that surprised her.

      ‘I start in a dark place, I have to admit,’ she’d said. ‘Somehow, that negative energy, I’d call it, seems to draw something out of me and out of the medium I’m working with. But what I find is that as I work, as I begin to shape, and that means to remove rather than to add, I find a type of... purity, sometimes godly, sometimes even darker than when I began. Either way, it heals me, restores me...’

      She’d blushed as she said it and Audrey had noticed how intently Alex was listening to her, as though he understood. ‘But it’s thanks to Audrey and Bruce that I got my break,’ she continued, looking to her friend with deep appreciation. ‘Aud’s not going to blow her own trumpet, so I will instead.’ She turned to Alex. ‘That girl there, she’s gifted, so ignore her shaking her head. She is. Audrey sees what others can’t, or won’t. She sees beauty where others see darkness and even decay. The gallery spaces she designs are bespoke for each artist exhibiting and always, always reflect the artist’s vision. I’ve exhibited in a number of galleries here and overseas and I can tell you that she’s the best. The absolute best.’

      When she’d finished, Audrey linked her arm in hers. ‘Thank you. It means a lot to me to hear that, and especially now.’

      Poppy squeezed her hand. ‘I mean it, but what a pair we are. For such “gifted people”, we’re in a real mess. Both knocked up in one way or another by arseholes. Sorry, Alex.’

      Alex laughed. ‘Oh, they sound like that for sure. You can add me in there, too. I’m about to be done over by one myself.’

      ‘Well,’ Audrey said, ‘that will be you and I bowled out by the same guy. Not a good club to join, Alex, but welcome.’

      

      ‘How’re you feeling?’ Audrey said as they continued along the road following the coastline.

      ‘Pretty good actually, though every now and then a get a little jabbing pain here,’ she pointed to the side of her stomach. ‘B’s got steel-capped boots.’

      ‘Oh?’ Audrey took in her friend. She had more colour in her face than when she’d arrived that morning but was still far too thin. ‘Should you see a doctor?’

      ‘No, I don’t think so. They’re not that bad and I’ve only had them twice.’

      ‘Okay,’ Audrey said, but was struggling to be convinced. ‘Maybe we should go back to The Sanctuary, and you can have a rest.’

      ‘I had one before. No, babe, I’m fine. What did you have in mind that we do?’

      ‘Well, we’re on the road to the house, though I don’t want to go there again until I know what’s happening. But I thought we might call in to see Rosa and Beppe, and Dion if he’s there.’

      ‘Sounds good. I love the sound of them from what you’ve told me.’

      There was a motive behind the suggestion. Audrey was becoming concerned about Poppy’s condition and, as she’d had no experience with pregnancy herself, she felt the need to be with someone who had. She was hoping that Rosa would be alert for signs of any problems. Just the thought of being there in hers and Beppe’s company made her feel reassured.

      Rosa and Beppe greeted Audrey with their usual warm embrace and, after introductions, extended this to Poppy, who towered above them. Audrey saw Rosa’s gaze shift to Poppy’s belly and back to her face, and she wore the same look of concern that Isabel had had that morning.

      ‘I have a pot of chicken soup—have some with us, ragazzas.’

      Audrey wasn’t hungry, but surprisingly, Poppy seemed to be as she was nodding enthusiastically. She’d eaten more since she’d arrived, Audrey mused, than she’d ever seen her eat, and mentally thanked the island air for its healing effects. Since being there, Audrey’s normally frequent use of nasal sprays had been reduced considerably. She’d noticed, too, that her own eyes seem to gleam in the mirror, and that, despite the hard water of the shower, her hair held a sheen. If only Poppy could be similarly “repaired”... perhaps chicken soup, with its anecdotal history of health benefits, could help.

      Rosa directed them to the kitchen. Beppe followed. Audrey had seen him gazing up at Poppy in wonder. Her height, the red stripe, and now the swelling belly created an almost surreal effect, not so far removed from some of her own sculptures. Poppy was not classically beautiful, but her long, aquiline nose and full lips added a regal look about her, that is, until she spoke. Audrey hoped that she would be able to monitor her language in Rosa and Beppe’s company.

      Rosa stepped into the kitchen first and began to speak in Italian. There was no mystery to whom, as Dion hooted with pleasure and came immediately to the door.

      ‘Audra!’

      The boy embraced her without waiting for his grandmother’s approval and stepped back. Dion’s eyes followed upward to Poppy’s face, and he let out a laugh.

      ‘You’re a giant!’

      Poppy laughed at his lack of guile. ‘I know. I’m a freak of nature, my family says.’

      Dion nodded seriously. ‘Yes, me too. I like your red-back spider stripe. You look like you’re ready to eat a mate.’ He looked at her abdomen and back again. ‘Or have you already done that?’

      Poppy’s laugh was explosive. Beppe and Rosa looked mortified.

      Audrey bit her lip, hoping that her friend would not pick up on the reference and say something inappropriate.

      ‘Oh, thank you. Dion, isn’t it? Audrey’s told me a lot about you.’

      Dion beamed. ‘About me or about my cooking?’

      ‘Both.’

      ‘And what do you do?’

      ‘Dion, this is Poppy, the friend I was telling you about.’

      ‘Ahhh, yes, Pipi. You’re an artist, aren’t you? I’ve never met someone like you before. Will you do a sculpture of me?’

      Rosa intercepted in Italian, the tone causing her grandson to force his lips together. He turned away towards the table covered in flour, but Audrey saw the small smile on his lips.

      ‘Come in, come in.’ Beppe ushered them further forward.

      Last time Audrey was here the kitchen smelled of the richness of Italian cooking. Today, the odour from the large pot on the stove prompted memories of Florence’s home—hearty and wholesome soup. Despite her earlier reluctance, her stomach rumbled.

      Dion was finishing wiping down the table as they were invited to sit. ‘So Audra... I can’t wait to hear. You’ve bought Harold’s house, haven’t you and that’s why you’re here. Nonno, we need some wine to celebrate!’ He’d paused with the cloth in his hand. Though he was smiling, his eyes were tight with what looked to be trepidation.

      Audrey and Poppy took their seats. Rosa, Beppe and Dion were still standing together on the other side of the table, waiting for her response.

      She raised her hands in an “I don’t know” position. ‘I’m putting down a holding deposit tomorrow, but...’ She told them about the conversation with Beatrice and the freezing of her funds.

      Dion began to lightly flap his hands with anxiety. Beppe stepped closer to him and rested a hand on his forearm.

      ‘Tsk... tsk,’ Rosa said under her breath, returning to the pot and beginning to ladle soup into two large bowls. ‘Dion, cut up some of your bread,’ she directed, heading back to the table.

      When she’d placed a bowl in front of Audrey, she stroked her hair. ‘Non, this is no good,’ she said. ‘What sort of man is he?’

      Audrey could feel Poppy building up to a response. ‘He’s an... unpleasant man, Rosa.’

      ‘Audra, you have to choose more wisely next time,’ Dion said, looking very serious as he returned from the bench with a plate of steaming bread. ‘I need to speak to him.’

      Rosa and Beppe, now behind Dion’s back, exchanged bewildered looks.

      ‘Thanks, Dion,’ Audrey said gently. ‘I don’t think he has a case. I’ll put the deposit down tomorrow and I’m sure things’ll work out.’

      The boy seemed relieved. ‘If you say so, Audra. I trust you. Things will be all right, you’ll see.’

      Beppe placed a container of butter in front of them and the three of them remained standing on the other side of the table watching Audrey and Poppy eat, with a look of great satisfaction.

      

      Filled with delicious soup and warm, crusty bread Audrey followed Beppe, on his invitation, out through a gate behind the dense vegetable garden to a large shed. Behind and to the left was the vineyard she’d seen that first day. This time, the long arms of the vines were vibrant in their sleeves of sprouting leaves. Poppy, too full of soup, elected to stay at the table and talk with Rosa and Dion.

      Inside the shed were a dozen or more large wine barrels stacked on their sides and crates of new, empty wine bottles. At each barrel, he talked about the wine inside, the process of making it, and what it would accompany best. At one, he paused and picked up a bottle from a nearby crate. ‘This one ready,’ he said. There was a tap already inserted into the barrel’s lid and he began to fill the bottle, stoppering it just short of the top.

      ‘Here, Audrey. For you to celebrate.’

      Audrey was touched and took it from him. ‘I hope I have something to celebrate, Beppe, and I really hope I get to buy Harold’s house. I would love to be your neighbour.’

      ‘Sì, sì,’ he said gently, ‘I hope too.’

      

      The afternoon was spent in relaxed conversation in the kitchen, surrounded by the fragrance of peppery chicken stock, warm baker’s yeast and, from a large pot set to simmer at the back of the stove, the unmistakable and wonderful odour of Bolognese sauce heavy with garlic, wine and garden herbs. Rosa, in what seemed like a desperate attempt to fatten Poppy up, kept producing more and more delights from stacked Tupperware containers in the pantry. Dion was at his exuberant best and entertained them with stories about people on the island. When he’d exhausted the inventory of names, he took a well-used Spanish cookbook from a well-stocked shelf of recipe books from various countries, donned a pair of spectacles that were on the bench next to them, and adopted a very serious expression as he opened the book to a page tagged with an elaborate feather-topped bookmark.

      ‘When’s Isabel coming back?’ he said over the top of the book. ‘She said as soon as she can, is that true?’

      Audrey nodded. ‘Yes, that’s the plan. They want to help Lola at the Sanctuary, but... I suppose it all might depend on...’

      ‘You’re going to get Harold’s house, remember. Nonno, can you buy it for Audra?’

      Beppe, who’d been sitting quietly at the table, content to just watch the goings-on, smiled at his grandson.

      Dion didn’t wait for a reply as his eyes widened in the waxing of an incoming idea. ‘I could buy it for you... when Q buys the farm!’

      Rosa and Beppe exchanged looks that Audrey couldn’t interpret. ‘That’s so lovely of you,’ she said quickly, ‘thank you, but it’ll be okay, Dion.’

      He seemed to be reassured and returned to the table with the book.

      ‘When Isabel comes back, I’m going to be cooking her Arroz Negro—Squid and Rice. What do you think?’

      ‘She’d love it,’ Audrey said, wishing too that her mother was there. Dion’s attachment to her was sweet and, she realised that, as yet, he hadn’t created a nickname for Isabel and Max.

      Later, reluctantly, they said goodbye. The afternoon spent in the family’s company had soothed her. Lulled by the food and their kindness, Audrey now felt a return of Dion’s optimism. As she and Poppy headed in the direction of the house, she experienced a surge of excitement. Surely it would be hers. After a day like today, spent on Hibernia in the company of Alex and now Rosa, Beppe and Dion, and being with her friend who would share it all with her, it seemed as though she and island, and particularly the house, were a match. Surely all she needed was to believe, trust her gut instinct, have faith... all the terms that proponents of positive thinking would assure would bring the best result.

      As they approached the house, she saw two cars parked in the curb outside. The closest one looked vaguely familiar, but the other she recognised immediately—Quin’s Land Cruiser. At that moment, she saw him and another man coming out from the property to the cars. She slowed to a crawl.

      ‘Isn’t that...?’ Poppy said sitting forward to get a clearer view.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘The other bloke’s the “suit” that was Alex’s place. The developer guy.’

      Audrey felt a sense of foreboding. ‘I thought I recognised him.’

      ‘Whatever they’re talking about, Quin doesn’t look happy.’

      Audrey nodded in agreement as she swung the car in a sharp U-turn, dispersing roadside gravel in violent projections.

      When she looked in the rear view, Quin was standing in the middle of the road with hands on hips as he watched her take off. His expression was dark.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Hi, Dad, glad to hear you’re home safe and sound.’

      ‘Thanks, love. Now, what about you? How’d you get on?’

      Audrey filled her father in on the conversations with Brian Elsden, and Beatrice. An automatic reflex had her holding her breath waiting for what he would say about Campbell, but she let it go, knowing that she no longer needed to “side” with her husband and would share any sentiment her father offered. Not that Max had ever said anything. Neither of her parents ever voiced the criticisms and concerns that they would have felt over the years with their only child’s choice of partner.

      ‘Well... that’s...’

      ‘Pretty consistent, Dad?’

      There was a snort at the other end. ‘Mmm, yes, you could say that. But Aud, surely he hasn’t got a legal claim? The savings... well, maybe he’s got a case there, but the trust fund was set aside for you by my mum when you were born. I’ll be buggered if he’s going to get his hands on that!’

      Audrey heard an uncharacteristic tone of anger in her father’s voice. She wished she was there for one of his bear hugs. ‘Wait until I tell your mother. Issy... Issy...’ In the background, her mother’s reply of ‘Sí... sí’ was like a Doppler effect, growing louder as she approached. Though he was on his mobile phone, she heard the plonk of his hand on the screen in a reflex to shield it so that she couldn’t hear. She listened as he related what she’d told him to Isabel. There was a loud fumbling sound as her mother took the phone, but Isabel was so irate, she was speaking rapid-fire Spanish that Audrey had no hope of understanding.

      Another fumble and Max was back on. ‘Right. We’ve got a few things to do tomorrow, but we’re coming back the day after. No, love, it’s all okay. We want to and Lola has already contacted us to see if we could give her a hand sooner than later. Seems like good things are happening for her and she’s keen to get moving on the project. Mum’s already drawn up the plans.’

      ‘I have a new camera, too,’ Audrey heard her mother call in the background. They were upset about her latest news, there was no doubt, but she was starting to wonder if she’d just provided them with the very excuse that they needed to justify returning to Hibernia earlier than planned.

      ‘That’d be great to have you here, Mum, Dad. Poppy’s fantastic, but your calm support would be appreciated. Dad, have you found out anything more about Foster-O’Rourke Holdings?’

      ‘I’m still working on it, love. I’ve been given a contact by one of my old colleagues—did I tell you we’re thinking of setting up a consultancy business together?—anyway, I can tell you about that later, but this chap apparently has, or had, some sort of connection with them. I’m following it up tomorrow...’

      His hand was over the phone again as Audrey heard her mother talking in the background, though she couldn’t make out what she was saying. ‘Yes, that’s good,’ she heard him say to his wife in return. ‘Aud, you there? Love, Mum and I want to help you out... I know, I know you don’t want us to. You’ve been independent for a long time now, but... well, we’d love to help you. We’ve got the money there for the full price... No, it’s fine, love, we’re very comfortable, you know that. If that bloke doesn’t have any luck, then you can pay us back, but Aud... it would mean a lot to us to help you get that house. We’re probably being a bit selfish, but we love it, too, and the island, and hope that it becomes a big part of our life from time to time... that is, if you’re okay with that.’

      ‘Dad. Mum. I don’t know what to say. If you’re sure, that would be such a relief. I would hope that the house and Hibernia could be an important place for us all.’

      When they’d arranged the logistics of the transaction and said their goodbyes, Audrey felt a weight lifted not just from her shoulders, but her whole body. Tomorrow, she’d be able to put the whole deposit down on the house for now and secure it from the hands of Foster-O’Rourke Holdings.

      

      Poppy had seemed relaxed when they’d returned to The Sanctuary and, after a light dinner of a tinned salmon and mayonnaise sandwich and a cup of tea, had gone to bed untroubled by the pains she’d experienced earlier. She’d shown no sign yet of missing the Parisian life, though it was early days. Hibernia offered little in comparison and that, Audrey knew with certainty, was what they both needed, at least for the moment. How Poppy would cope with it in the long term, and restricted by motherhood, was yet to be seen, but Audrey knew that as much as she loved her friend, and as much as she was prepared to emotionally support her, Poppy’s decisions were hers to make.

      Tomorrow would be a significant day, she’d thought as she’d snuggled into the bed after setting her phone alarm for an early rise. She wondered whether she should have let Brian Elsden know the positive news about the deposit. The weather was promising to be warm and mild so the crossing would be calm, and she could already taste the pleasant bitterness of the macchiato they would have to celebrate the purchase. Perhaps they’d stretch it to a Danish as well, she thought as she began to drift through the layers of sleep.

      That night, Audrey slept deeply. The house would be hers and the future, though still uncertain, held more hope.
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      As predicted, the weather was perfect for the crossing—a positive sign, Poppy said, as they stood on the deck watching the island slowly recede.

      Audrey felt the best she had in days and sent a mental thank-you to her parents. Campbell would not win, she felt certain; the funds would be released and in just a few weeks she’d be divorced and free of him.

      ‘I can smell that coffee from here,’ Poppy said, exaggerating a lean over the rails and sniffing the air in the direction of the mainland. ‘Pity that bakery in Main Street isn’t open for longer in the day. Perhaps we could encourage them.’

      ‘Celebrate with one after the deposit’s paid?’ Audrey said, eager to sign her name on the deed.

      Poppy smiled. ‘Of course. This is so great. We should buy a bottle of Mӧet while we’re at it, that is, if they sell such things over there.’

      Audrey laughed. ‘It’s not a complete backwater,’ she said, ‘but we’ve still got the bottle of red from Beppe remember. I think that’ll be even better.’

      Poppy placed a hand on her stomach. ‘It’ll be water for me. Maybe I should get some Dom Perrier. At least I’ll feel like it’s something special.’

      Audrey leaned up and pecked her cheek. ‘Good girl, you. Proud of you, Pop.’

      Poppy grinned. ‘I’m proud of me, too.’

      ‘Feeling okay?’

      She hesitated in her reply. ‘Um, yeah, though I had another one of those pains this morning before we left. A bit stronger than yesterday.’

      Audrey took her in. She looked better than when she’d arrived the day before, but this news was worrying. ‘I think we’d better get it checked out while we’re over there, don’t you? When did you last see the doctor?’

      ‘When I had the scan. Everything seemed fine.’

      ‘Pop, I’m not comfortable going back to the island until we know for sure you and B are okay.’

      Poppy was shaping a resistance but shrugged her shoulders. ‘I guess. Yes, you’re right. It has been worrying me a bit, I have to admit.’

      Audrey breathed a sigh of relief knowing how stubborn her friend could be. There were a few things about her that were changing, it seemed. ‘We’d better do that first. I think I saw a sign to the hospital somewhere when I was passing through.’

      ‘No, no, I’m fine at the moment. Aud, I don’t want anything to spoil this moment for you. B and I are fine. When we get off this ferry, you’re going straight to “Brian” and buying us all a house.’

      

      ‘Sorry I didn’t get to chat,’ Bill said, as they waited for the gangplank to descend so they could disembark. ‘Bloomin’ pump’s bin playin’ up. I’ll see you later on, or you stayin’ in town?’

      ‘Back today.’ Coming home was what Audrey really wanted to say, but she didn’t want to jinx anything.

      They waited their turn behind three other cars and a small truck, then drove off the ramp through the marina, where boats of various sizes, ages and condition bobbed in the wash from the ferry. Some of these, Audrey knew, belonged to the islanders—those who worked in the town or were just shopping. The town centre was close enough to walk and Audrey entertained the idea of owning a boat herself and envisaged sitting at the rudder and cranking up speed across the inlet. In reality, she thought, the wind would probably blow her hair into her face.

      She looked across at Poppy beside her. ‘Sure you’re okay?’

      ‘Yes, babe. Can’t wait for you to get this done. Then I’m going to relax, as I’m sure you will, too.’

      ‘Oh yes.’ Audrey could feel the smile across her lips. ‘Of all the places I’ve owned, on my own and with “him”, I think this one’s the most special.’

      ‘Agreed! The latest ones had that dickhead’s mark all over them and less and less of yours.’

      ‘Well, I’ll have you this time to leave your mark. Will you help me decide on the renovations?’

      ‘Physically, yes. I’ll help after Bubs comes, but... not sure otherwise.’

      Audrey glanced at her, unable to decipher her meaning.

      ‘Aesthetically, you don’t need my input, and besides, I’m too “out there”. This place has got to be yours, Aud, and you’ll do a fabulous job of it. But just don’t expect me to love pink should you randomly decide to go there.’

      ‘Pink? Hardly!’

      Poppy let out an exaggerated breath. ‘Thank God.’

      A thrill ran through Audrey’s body as she anticipated the changes that she’d make restoring dignity to the old house. The feeling wasn’t unfamiliar—every exhibition setup spiked her creativity, but this time, it would be just for her... and Poppy... and B.

      ‘Speaking of which,’ Poppy continued, ‘I’m betting you couldn’t help eyeing off the possibilities of that dairy barn at Alex’s.’

      ‘Oh, sure. What a fantastic space for an exhibition. The light in there is great. Did you fancy it, too?’

      ‘Babe, I lusted after everything at that place.’

      Audrey shook her head. ‘I’m sure you did. Shame about Alex having to leave, though. I wonder what he’ll do. Maybe go back to Canada?’

      She waited for Poppy’s thoughts on the matter, but she was very quiet. Interesting, Audrey thought.

      ‘Okay. This is the town centre.’ Audrey made a right-hand turn into a wide street that was surprisingly busy at this time of the day. ‘Now, where’s Elsden Real Estate?’

      The traffic was travelling slowly enough to enable them to look more closely at each of the shops that lined the street.

      ‘You look right,’ Poppy said, ‘I’ll look...’

      ‘Left?’

      ‘Hey, there’s your boyfriend... and guess where he is?’

      ‘Who? Where?’

      ‘There.’ Poppy pointed to Elsden’s Real Estate, three shops ahead of them. ‘Quick, there’s a parking spot just there.’

      Audrey indicated and turned into the space.

      ‘There he is,’ Poppy said. ‘In the doorway.’

      They were far enough away from him that he didn’t notice them staring through the car window. He was on the verge of leaving and was half-turned, talking to someone inside. They watched as he closed the door and headed along the street away from them.

      ‘Wonder what he’s up to?’ Poppy said under her breath.

      ‘Buying up someone else’s dream, I’ll bet.’ As soon as she’d said it, Audrey felt a small grip of panic. Surely not, she reasoned. She’d made the offer on the house and the vendor had agreed to the terms. It was a done deal other than actually signing the papers. But she was experienced enough to know that something could go very wrong and that thought sapped her of her confidence.

      ‘Come on, let’s go in.’ Poppy clasped her hand that was still holding onto the steering wheel, but Audrey was frozen to the spot.

      ‘Aud. Let’s go.’

      Her offer had been accepted. She now had access to the full price of the house. Then why, Audrey wondered, was she feeling this way? Quin wasn’t interested in the house. He’d seemed genuinely relieved that she was serious about buying it, but... really, what did she know about him? He was buying Alex’s farm and Dion’s farm and Harold’s house would be right in the way of a golf course. Suddenly, her anxiety turned to an internal rage. She unbuckled her seatbelt. ‘Yep, let’s go.’

      

      Brian Elsden looked completely different to what Audrey had envisaged— which was a reed-thin man in an ill-fitting suit, sandy hair slicked back, a ruddy expression with a tendency to perspire. The man in front of her was short, in a dark polo shirt that stretched over his portly body, balding and had a pale complexion.

      ‘Hello, Audrey Spencer, I take it?’ When he spoke, she had trouble associating the voice with his body. He was standing behind a counter and when she accepted his proffered hand, she realised, with discomfort, that the tendency of his avatar to perspire was accurate.

      ‘And?’ Brian Elsden was staring at Poppy with a look of mild horror.

      ‘This is my friend Poppy Varidis,’ Audrey said, fairly confident that her name would not register any familiarity for this man.

      He nodded and dragged his eyes back to Audrey but looked nervous. ‘I tried calling you earlier, but...’

      ‘We were probably on the ferry,’ Audrey said, remembering she’d forgotten to check her phone. ‘Is there something wrong?’ Her body began to tense as Brian Elsden’s eyes refused to hold her own.

      ‘Ah, yes... I’m afraid that the vendor has decided against your offer.’

      ‘What’s that?’ Poppy had stepped up to the counter to join Audrey and he visibly contracted back into himself.

      ‘The vendor has accepted another offer,’ he said, gaining some strength.

      ‘But she’d already accepted mine!’ Audrey said, feeling her face flush with anger.

      ‘Yes, but you hadn’t paid anything on it and—’

      ‘The other party has,’ Audrey finished for him. ‘When? Just now? Quin O’Rourke?’

      ‘Well, actually, not yet. There’s been two parties, but I’m not at liberty—’

      ‘Cut the crap,’ Poppy said quietly and leaned towards him. ‘We just saw him walk out.’

      Audrey placed her hand on Poppy’s arm. ‘What’s the offer?’

      He quoted a figure ten thousand dollars higher. Audrey took a step back in surprise.

      ‘Give us a minute,’ Poppy ordered, and Brian obeyed, moving to the rear of the counter to the printer, where he proceeded to tidy a paper stack. ‘What can you do?’

      Audrey’s thoughts were in a spin.

      ‘Mum and Dad said that there was leeway with the price if I needed it, but the extra would require a higher deposit to put down now. More than I’ve got.’

      ‘How much can you go to?’

      ‘With Mum and Dad’s money, another two thousand?’

      ‘Leave this to me, Aud.’ Poppy’s tone was determined.

      ‘Brian,’ she said, almost as a command. ‘We’ll offer two on top of that. What would that make the new deposit?’

      He gave them a sum immediately, his skill in such calculations apparent.

      ‘Done. We can have that to you this afternoon.’

      Audrey stood to the side, gob smacked. ‘Pop, I don’t have that much,’ she whispered.

      ‘But I do. No, no argument.’ Poppy turned back to Brian. ‘Get that “b” of a vendor on the phone and give her the new offer.’

      Brian’s eyes lit up as though he suddenly realised that things were looking very good for his business. ‘Please, take a seat and I’ll try to get on to her now,’ he said and headed to a partitioned office at the rear.

      ‘And tell her that I can pay the full amount by the end of the week,’ Audrey called after him.

      Audrey and Poppy took a seat.

      ‘Are you sure?’ Audrey said to her friend, still marvelling at how she had come to the rescue.

      Poppy placed her arm around her shoulders. ‘It’s important to me, too, that you get this house. I’ve never been surer of anything before.’

      Brian’s smile was obsequious as he returned to the counter. ‘Congratulations,’ he said, staying on his side of it, ‘the vendor will accept your offer. However, I’ll need to ring the other party—’

      ‘Listen...’ Poppy had gotten up from her seat and was walking towards him. Standing opposite him, she raised her body to its full, impressive height. Audrey wouldn’t have been surprised to see her fading red streak suddenly blaze in a surge of maternal hormones. ‘You’ll wait until we’ve put the deposit down, then you’ll tell her... them.’

      ‘But...’

      ‘You didn’t wait for us, to give us a chance, so you’re not waiting for them. There’s got to be a law. Aud?’ She’d turned to Audrey, who had stepped up to the counter still in awe of the proceedings. ‘You’ve bought lots of properties before. Do you know?’

      Audrey hadn’t needed to answer before Brian cut in. ‘It’s okay, I’ll wait for you, but you’ll need to put down the whole deposit today—’

      ‘God, this is the shonkiest real estate agency in the world,’ Poppy said.

      Even though she and Audrey had agreed on the deal between them, Audrey could tell she was playing with him now. Poppy was right. A holding deposit and a cooling-off period was standard practice. Elsden Real Estate was treading on treacherous ground and, by the look on Brian’s face, he knew it. But things worked differently here, legally or not, and Audrey felt the urgency to finalise the deal before Foster-O’Rourke Holdings exerted more influence.

      ‘We’ll have it to you before the end of the day, Brian,’ she said. ‘In the meantime, I’m sure you’ll prepare the documents for me to sign when we return.’

      ‘But—’

      ‘It’s a breach of practice?’ she said, looking him directly and holding his gaze.

      He looked away. ‘I’ll have them ready for you.’

      ‘Thank you. And by the way, make sure you ring the other parties and let them know that the house is mine.’

      

      When they stepped out the door, neither of them could contain their laughter.

      ‘Whoooh! You did it!’ Poppy said once she’d gained control of herself.

      ‘No, you did it. Thanks, my love.’

      Poppy’s grin stretched across her face. ‘Stuff it. I’m having a macchiato to celebrate. Sorry, B. That is, after I’ve had a pee.’  Her laughter suddenly stopped, and Audrey felt her grip her arm.

      ‘Pop? Pop? What’s wrong? Is it that pain again?’

      She didn’t answer but began to topple sideways and it took all of Audrey’s strength to stop her from falling to the ground.

      ‘POP! HELP!’ she implored two women walking towards them, who both rushed forward to take some of Poppy’s weight as, together, they laid her down on the sidewalk. Audrey, kneeling beside her, whipped out her phone and dialled triple zero; it was answered immediately.

      ‘What’s the name of the street?’ she almost snapped at one of the women, who was kneeling and gently stroking Poppy’s hair. ‘Is she still breathing?’ Her tone was almost pleading now. The woman nodded. Audrey looked down at her friend. Poppy’s eyes were closed and her skin was deathly pale. She recited the address to the operator and answered the required questions, trying to breathe deeply between responses to calm the panic that had pervaded her body.

      She was still on the phone when she heard the welcome sound of the siren. By now, a small crowd had gathered around them. She held Poppy’s hand while they waited for the ambulance to manoeuvre into the closest position and let out a gasp of relief when two paramedics almost flew out the doors towards them, the crowd parting to allow their access.

      

      As she climbed into the back of the ambulance, Audrey, still in shock and holding Poppy’s hand, looked out at the silent crowd gathered on the footpath and spilling onto the road. At the back, near the door of Elsden’s Real Estate, a man with a stunned expression on his face was trying to make his way forward, but the paramedics were shutting the doors in their haste to leave. As they drove off, the siren accompanying her internal wailing, Audrey watched through the rear windows as he pushed his way forward. It took her several seconds to register that it was Quin.

      It seemed like they’d only just left when the ambulance came to an abrupt halt and the back doors flew open. As the stretcher was lifted out, Poppy’s eyes opened and searched for her friend. When Audrey called her name, they closed again as though comforted.

      Assisted by a paramedic, Audrey climbed out the back and followed behind to the emergency department entrance, feeling as though she was caught in a silent and sinister maelstrom. Once inside, she was directed to a counter to supply the necessary details, while Poppy’s stretcher was herded through the automatic doors that closed with an ominous thud. When she’d finalised the forms and reminded “Margaret” behind the counter that Poppy was pregnant, she crossed the passage to a small but otherwise unoccupied waiting room, painted and furnished in various tones of grey, and sat on one of the hard vinyl chairs to wait. On a small television set high in the wall, a panel of women were in earnest discussion, the tone of their voices fluctuating from sombre, to angry, occasionally punctuated with laughter.

      

      Half an hour later and still no news. Audrey’s state of shock had rendered her unable to think or to feel anything. On one level she knew that she needed to call Poppy’s parents, to call her own parents, but she doubted any muscle in her body would enable her to move, to talk, or even to cry. She was sitting like this, in a state of psycho-paralysis, when she saw him come in through the entrance and head for the counter. Her brain registered her own and Poppy’s names being spoken. Her eyes recognised him as Quin, but none of it mattered. She watched with disinterest as he drew up a chair and spoke her name again, to which she nodded in confirmation. She watched as he reached out his hand and took hers and saw how the fine hairs on the back of his looked silky in the light from the fluorescent globe above them. She was vaguely aware that she should feel heat coming from his hand, but there was nothing and she saw how her own hand rested in his and that her nail polish had chipped. No matter. The only thing that had clarity for her was a tiny smudge on a photo held against the windscreen, an embossed envelope, and the care in which those fingers with their perfectly applied black nail polish had placed it in...

      ‘The handbag!’ Audrey turned to Quin as if he should know exactly what he was talking about. ‘Where is it?’ She pulled her hand away from his when he didn’t answer and almost ran across the passage to the desk. “Margaret” came out from behind the counter and listened intently, nodding and murmuring soothing sounds as she guided Audrey back to the waiting room.

      ‘We have it, dear,’ she said. ‘It was in the ambulance. You identified it, if you remember, and the patient’s ID in the wallet. I’ve just got to register it and I’ll return it to you in a minute,’ she said, as Audrey sat down.

      ‘Audrey.’

      She looked up and met his eyes at last. His face was so close, she could see the pores of his skin where he’d recently shaven. Beneath his nose, a small, thin scar met his upper lip. His hair, normally back from his forehead, had fallen over it, making him look younger, though the creases around his eyes when he smiled, as he was doing now, seemed deeper than she remembered. His eyes were his dominant feature—kind, wise...

      She pulled herself back from the temptation to lean into him. ‘Why are you here?’

      His body jerked back as though he’d been hit. ‘To see how you both are... I saw what happened.’

      ‘Oh yes. Standing in front of the real estate agents. Brian Elsden. Had you forgotten something inside?’

      He looked at her, bewildered.

      ‘We saw you leave there earlier... when you’d gone in there to... to do me out of the house.’

      Quin’s eyes widened. ‘But I didn’t...’

      Audrey placed a hand on his arm. ‘It’s okay. I won. The house is mine.’ She pulled away again.

      ‘Audrey, I didn’t go in there to buy the house, I—’

      ‘Audrey Spencer?’

      She turned away from Quin towards the voice. A tall woman was bending towards her. ‘Yes?’

      The woman glanced at Quin in acknowledgment and leaned in closer. ‘I’m Anna Rhodes, the obstetrician.’

      Quin’s voice cut between them. ‘I’ll leave. I hope everything’s okay. Please... let me know.’

      Audrey nodded lightly and fixed her eyes on Anna Rhodes. In her peripheral vision she saw Quin leaving through the front doors to the street.

      ‘How is she?’ she said, bracing herself for what was to come.

      Anna took the seat that Quin had left. ‘She’s fine. Sleeping now.’

      ‘And the baby?’

      Anna placed a hand on Audrey’s shoulder. ‘There’s a strong chance that Poppy will lose the baby.’

      Audrey sat silently for a moment. Margaret had come out from the reception booth to stand beside her, and she and Anna Rhodes were offering sympathetic murmurs.

      ‘Does she... does Poppy know?’ Audrey said at last.

      Anna nodded.

      Audrey waited.

      ‘She was... upset, as I’m sure you can imagine, but I’m not sure whether it’s truly sunk in yet. She’s been slipping in and out of sleep.’

      Audrey was longing to see her friend, but she felt the need to arm herself with information. ‘Do you know what’s causing the pain?’

      Anna shook her head as she spoke. ‘We can’t be certain at this point, until tests are done. It could be that the foetus isn’t viable, or Poppy’s body is rejecting it.’

      ‘But she saw the heart beating.’

      ‘Yes, but any number of things can go wrong. Poppy’s age and... her condition—she’s anaemic and very underweight. Really, it’s hard to know until the tests come back, and even then, we mightn’t really know. She’ll need to stay in here for a few days at least, so that we can monitor them.’

      Audrey listened and knew that Anna was giving voice to the fear she’d had since she’d seen her friend step off the ferry the day before.

      Margaret, who’d been standing close by ready to offer support, moved back to reception with the arrival of a mother and her teenage son on crutches.

      ‘Can I see her now?’ Audrey was desperate on one hand to see Poppy, but on the other, she dreaded seeing her emotional pain.

      ‘Yes, I’ll take you.’ Anna waited for Audrey to gather her bag and called a hello to the mother and son, who returned the greeting with easy familiarity. ‘This way,’ she said, directing her through the automatic doors and along the grey linoleum-floored corridor to a room on the right. Audrey paused in the doorway. Poppy was lying in a foetal position with her back to the door, the sheet pulled up close to her ears. Only the black hair on the back of her head was visible and, in its wild state, she looked incredibly vulnerable.

      ‘Hey, you,’ Audrey said, sitting gently on the edge of the bed.

      ‘Hey you back.’ Poppy’s voice was croaky and her smile soft, but her dark eyes beneath her heavy lids were like deep pools of sorrow. ‘Sorry, babe.’

      ‘Sorry? What for?’ Audrey shuffled closer and had to lean down to hear her.

      ‘For stuffing things up, as usual.’

      Audrey stroked the hair back from Poppy’s face. ‘Don’t be an idiot,’ she whispered. ‘I’ve already got the title as “stuffer-upper”. Pop,’ she said more seriously, ‘I’m here for you... and whatever happens. We’ll work through it together.’

      Poppy reached for Audrey’s hand and squeezed it softly. ‘I’m not losing B, Aud,’ she whispered, her lids twitching under the strain to keep them open, and her voice began to slur. ‘I promise.’

      Audrey looked down at her friend, who was now asleep. If the baby’s survival just came down to Poppy’s steely resolve, she would be confident, but as both of them knew only too well, no matter how much you might want something to happen, there were no guarantees.

      She sat by the bed for another twenty minutes in case Poppy woke, but when Anna returned from attending to another patient, she confirmed that the sedative she’d been given would help her rest for a few hours at least.

      ‘Have you got some things to do in town? Anna asked as they walked back out to the waiting area.

      Audrey hesitated, not sure what to do. At this moment, there was no desire to do anything, and the thought of the house just increased her sorrow. But she knew that if she didn’t act today, she was in danger of losing it and, although she couldn’t hang on to the chance that Poppy wouldn’t lose the baby, she felt she needed to move ahead with that hope. Poppy, wonderful unpredictable Poppy, could decide against living on Hibernia, no matter what the outcome. Audrey, on the other hand, knew that she wanted the island to be her home.

      ‘Yes,’ she said firmly. ‘I’m buying a house today.’ Exactly how she could do it, she didn’t know.

      Anna’s eyes widened with surprise. ‘Oh, congratulations!’ She took Audrey in and her expression became softer. ‘She’ll be in good hands here. It’s lucky you got here when you did. If you’d been on the island... who knows what the delay might have meant. Do what you need to do. We can always make a bed up for you if you want to stay here with her.’

      ‘Oh, would you? I hadn’t thought that far ahead, to be honest, but that would be wonderful.’ Audrey could have kissed Anna Rhodes, but doubted she’d be a keen recipient.

      

      Outside, the warm air temperature was a shock. Audrey considered what her next move should be. Checking the hospital’s location on Google Maps, she headed back in the direction of the town. Her head was beginning to throb from the stress of the morning, and she realised that she never did have the coffee they’d so been looking forward to.

      Eyeing a café that exuded ambience, she crossed first to the grassed square opposite and sat to make the first of her calls. Poppy’s parents were startled by the news, but weren’t able to get “down there”, they’d said. Audrey promised to keep them up to date with her progress and they promised to call their daughter that evening.

      Isabel was already packing by the time Audrey had told her father the news. ‘We’ll be there this afternoon,’ they’d said. When she told them the latest on the house, their response was immediate. The extra funds would be transferred immediately. Audrey listened to them talking to each other at the other end, grateful for their love and support. The idea of her parents bailing her out had made her unhappy, a sign that at her age she was unable to look after herself. But she’d come to understand that Max and Isabel wanted, perhaps even needed, to feel a part of their daughter’s life again. For too many years, and particularly her more recent married years, they’d begun to feel redundant, and she knew that in her fierce determination to be independent, to live up to their belief in her, she’d been complicit. The time spent with them on Hibernia had gone a long way to restoring their relationship.

      Her finger hovered at first over Campbell’s number, then she pressed it with determination.

      ‘Audrey.’

      ‘Hi.’ Audrey breathed deeply before continuing. Her emotions were running high, but she didn’t want to sound hysterical and lose dignity. ‘I spoke with my solicitor yesterday and she tells me you’re claiming half of my personal assets.’

      ‘Well... yes. That’s right. I’ve been advised by someone. I did try to call you and warn you, though.’

      She couldn’t believe that he actually thought he was being noble. ‘Why are you doing this, Cam, and so late in the whole settlement process? I thought we’d reached a deal that you’d agreed to.’

      ‘It’s actually not fair. We were married for ten years. Married, Aud. What’s yours is mine and what’s mine...’

      Audrey could feel her blood pressure rising. ‘Really? What am I getting that was yours?’

      ‘That’s not fair. You knew right from the start how difficult it can be in the creative

      world—’

      ‘Creative, my arse.’ Audrey bit her lip, thinking that Poppy has suddenly taken over her body.  But suddenly it was clear to her. ‘Cam, is this a payback? For not getting back with you?’

      ‘Don’t flatter yourself, Audrey. I’m just asking for what I deserve.’

      There was no arguing with him, she knew from experience. Why she’d bothered to call him, she didn’t know. They ended on a bad note, a ‘see you in court’ threat from him and a dismissive sign-off from her. Taking advantage of the reception, she rang Beatrice and told her what had happened, and about the funds for the house.

      ‘He’ll get nasty, you know that don’t you?’ she said.

      ‘Well, what else can he do? There’s nothing else he can get his hands on.’

      ‘Audrey, you didn’t tell him about the house, did you?’

      ‘No.’ Audrey went cold.

      ‘Don’t buy it in your name. Not until this is over. He’s out for blood.’

      ‘Surely...’

      ‘I’m still in negotiations over all of this. There’s a good chance he can’t claim what he’s gone for so far, but don’t risk anything else.’

      Audrey nodded into the phone, finding it hard to believe what she was hearing. ‘I won’t.’

      ‘If your parents sign for it, it will be okay. Audrey? Are you okay?’

      ‘Yes... I’ll be fine. Thanks, Beatrice.’

      When she ended the call, Audrey wished she could let out a long and loud howl.

      In The Daily Grind, she took a seat by the window. Though it was hours since she’d eaten, she had no appetite, but when the ordered macchiato was placed in front of her, her brain cells began to spark up from its aroma and she felt a surge of strength. Campbell was a first-rate bastard, she whispered into her cup, just as Poppy had always believed.

      Here’s to you, Pop, she thought as she took her first sip, still not quite able to digest the fact that they should have been doing this together, making plans for the house and life as islanders.

      She took a small notepad from her bag and began the financial calculations for the house and projected expenses as a way of giving it all some substance, something tangible that would make it seem real. Despite being proficient with technology, she preferred to work this way, as though by seeing it in her own hand, she was able to exhibit control. Now, however, she knew that such control over anything was an illusion. She hadn’t banked on Campbell making more claims as he’d seemed more than happy with the terms of the original settlement. His own contribution to their finances had been sporadic, to say the least, but she had been willing to share the profit on the warehouse evenly, despite the fact that a significant portion of its purchase price had come from her own previous investments.

      To be in this position—funds frozen, borrowing from her parents, an uncertain financial future, and now not even able to buy the house in her own name—was not only a shock, but Audrey was beginning to feel stripped of who she was. Who she would be, or could be, seemed so uncertain and obscure that it was beyond her capacity to envisage it.

      She checked the time on her phone. The funds for the deposit should be there in thirty minutes, her father had said. She’d go to the bank then and organise the bank cheque that Brian Elsden had specified. Max and Isabel thought they’d arrive in about four hours, enough time for them to sign the contract.

      As she savoured the coffee, she took in the view from the window into the street. Wilson’s Point was a bustling town, and she was now even more endeared to it when she thought of how quickly the ambulance had arrived and the immediate attention at the hospital. Anna Rhodes had been right. If Poppy had collapsed on Hibernia, who knows how long it would have taken for help to arrive. While she was sure there’d be an emergency helicopter service, she wondered if the bridge was actually a good idea, after all.

      The grassed square opposite the café was larger than she’d thought. A number of people— workers from local businesses, she assumed by their office-type outfits—were sitting alone or in groups eating lunch in the sun. She was reminded of her own work routines, her favourite café for lunch and the bright and airy space of her office in a corner of the main gallery, but nothing about the memory was nostalgic; it seemed instead like a distant past and she didn’t miss it at all.

      A few people were milling around a banner wrapped around a power pole. From where she was sitting, she couldn’t see what it said, but it was provoking considerable discussion amongst them, led, it seemed, by two females and two males, all in their mid to late twenties. One she recognised as Ingrid, the daughter in the bakery.

      Audrey paid and expressed her appreciation of a good coffee and crossed the road and stood at the rear to see what the banner said. In large letters, it read SAVE HIBERNIA, handwritten in thick black Texta. Beneath it in red were the details of a protest march to be staged at the island’s wetland on the site of the eco-lodge development in just four days’ time. Ingrid and the other three were dressed in green tights and tee shirts, their faces and hair smeared in paint of the same colour. A crowd had started to form around them, and Ingrid picked up a megaphone to be heard over them.

      ‘People of Wilson Point, save your most precious resource—Hibernia. Develop at your peril. Five species of migrating birds and sixty species of native wetland plants will be lost if this development goes ahead. Don’t be fooled by the “eco” promise. There’s nothing ecologically sound about this lodge. Sections of the wetland will be drained, and the integrity of the rest will be compromised...’ She paused. ‘What’s that?’

      Audrey saw her bend towards someone who was wearing a hat she recognised. The birdwatcher was saying something to Ingrid, who nodded, stood up and drew the megaphone to her lips. ‘And we have an expert here who says that the Hibernian wetland is unique. Not only is it the most southern mangrove community in the world, it’s the only breeding ground left for the blue-footed Banjo Frog.’

      Members of the crowd were muttering to each other, some dismissive of ‘those greenies’, as Audrey heard one woman say, but mostly they looked surprised, evident in the questions directed to the girls.

      ‘There’s a plan for a bridge,’ Ingrid said forcefully, her face flushed behind the green paint and her eyes wide and alert. ‘Did you know that?’

      This prompted louder mutterings from the crowd.

      ‘Bullshit!’ one man called out.

      Ingrid persisted. ‘I wish it was, mate. Go to the council and demand to see the plans.’

      ‘YOU, THERE!’ an angry voice bellowed from the opposite side of the crowd. A section parted to let him through, and Audrey caught a glimpse of a man in a dark, cheap suit moving forcefully towards the two girls. ‘You can’t do this! You don’t have permission to—’

      ‘Do you, Frank? Do you have permission to do what’s she’s talking about?’ another man called and was joined by a chorus of supporters. ‘Love to know who’s in your pocket, mate!’

      The one identified as Frank looked flustered and waved his hands downwards to quieten the crowd.

      ‘There’ll be a meeting next week…’

      He’s stalling, making it up, Audrey thought.

      ‘... when we’ll discuss the proposals... in a civil manner, not like this.’

      ‘So it’s true!’ a woman called out. ‘Always knew you were a shonky bastard, Frank Ryan. Just like your father.’

      Ingrid raised the megaphone. ‘It’s beyond a proposal. They’ve already started work on clearing the site for the “eco-lodge”,’ she said, scraping the air with two raised fingers of the free hand.

      The crowd turned towards Frank Ryan who had begun to pull at the neck of his shirt. ‘We’ll discuss this at the meeting next week,’ he called over them and turned quickly on his heels and headed back the way he’d come.

      As the crowd dispersed, snippets of conversation reached Audrey’s ear.

      ‘Bloody disgrace. That place is special.’

      ‘Property prices will go up. Sounds brilliant.’

      ‘It’ll take years for them to get it done. Like everything here.’

      ‘Yeah, it’ll blow over.’

      ‘It’ll be a waste of money. Nothin’ to see over there, anyway.’

      ‘When were you last there, Ken?’

      ‘Wouldn’t waste my time.’

      A few people had stayed back to talk with Ingrid and her friend. Audrey waited for them to finish and introduced herself.

      Ingrid and the other girl, who Audrey learned was Sal, nodded as she told them what she’d heard.

      ‘Yeah... Foster-O’Rourke Holdings. A strange one, that,’ Ingrid said.

      ‘Why’s that?’

      ‘Well, Quin O’Rourke owns that company, with his wife—sorry, his ex I think—and he... well, we... my family and friends an’ that... we always thought he was a really good bloke. And everyone knows Dion.’

      Audrey nodded with a smile.

      ‘Yeah, you know him,’ Ingrid continued. ‘Strange as he is, he’s a good judge of people and, well, he loves Quin.’

      Audrey agreed. With everything she was discovering about Quin O’Rourke, the fact that Dion loved him, that Rosa and Beppe respected him, was indisputable. Something just didn’t fit.

      ‘Coming to the rally?’ Sal asked, as others stepped forward to talk to the girls.

      ‘I’m not sure where I’ll be then, but if I’m still here, count me in,’ Audrey said.

      After saying her farewells, she checked the time on her phone then punched in the numbers to her bank account. Thanks, Mum and Dad, she muttered under her breath when she saw the substantial figure to cover the deposit. Taking Beatrice’s warning seriously, she found Brian Elsden’s number and called.

      ‘Audrey? I didn’t expect... how’s your friend?’

      ‘She’s sleeping at the moment thanks Brian, but... I’m in a bit of a bind. I’m about to organise the bank cheque for the deposit but need to get back to the hospital. I’m wondering if you could draw up a receipt for the amount. I’ll sign it and return later, with my parents. There’s been a change of plan and it’s to be in their name.’

      ‘Really? Well, I suppose... as long as it’s the amount we’ve discussed, it doesn’t really matter whose name’s on the contract. Sorry to hear about your friend, though.’

      Audrey bit her lip. Brian’s sentiment was hollow.

      Twenty minutes later, she was standing in front of him with the bank cheque ready.

      When he took it from her, his eyes blinked with approval at the amount. ‘I’ll see you and your parents later then,’ he said, his lips forming something bordering on a smirk.

      Outside, Audrey called the hospital. ‘No change’, Margaret told her, ‘still sound asleep, love. Hang on a minute.’ She heard a muffled conversation, then, ‘Just talking to Anna. She says give it a couple of hours. Vitals are good and she’s sleeping soundly.’

      Audrey thanked her and, once clear of Elsden Real Estate, wondered what she would do. It was only then that the fact she’d just secured the house hit her and she smiled to herself. How she wished she could celebrate with Poppy, but they would, in time. She considered another coffee, and perhaps a Danish to at least acknowledge the moment, but decided against it. Ahead, she saw the faux pillars of the Shire Council offices and, still with hours to kill, decided to do exactly what Ingrid had suggested.

      Inside, she headed to an oversized reception desk and was greeted by a woman who looked as though she was straight out of the Sixties—high, almost beehive hair, and glasses with rims that swept up like butterfly wings on the sides.

      ‘Hello,’ she said with a nasally twang, her scarlet lips released of their pucker to form a version of a smile. ‘How can I help?’

      Her reception was as chilled as the air-conditioned space in which she sat. Audrey introduced herself, explaining that she was in the process of buying a house on Hibernia and would like to see the plans for the proposed development.

      The woman looked at her blankly. ‘I’m not sure what you mean by “proposed plans”, but it’s policy that only current rate payers would have that privilege.’

      Interesting choice of words, Audrey thought. ‘I think you’ll find that I do have a right to see them as a prospective buyer.’ She was bluffing, but it had worked on a lax council office once before.

      The woman sized Audrey up. ‘Just a moment,’ she said and dialled a two-digit number on the desk phone. There was short to-ing and fro-ing of conversation before a squat and balding man, bearing a striking resemblance to Brian Elsden, appeared from an office at the rear.

      As Audrey watched him approach, her attention was distracted towards a flurry of movement in a glass-partitioned office to the left. Two men were standing with their backs to the glass and half-closed venetian blinds, and seemed to be in an animated conversation, evident in the gesticulations that one of them was making.

      ‘Darren Elsden. How can I be of assistance?’

      The name was not lost on her. Audrey drew her attention back to the man in front of her, a more insipid version of his brother, who was holding out a hand in greeting as he came around the desk to stand next to her. She took his proffered hand and reiterated her request.

      ‘I’m afraid Jean here is right,’ he said, half-turning to include the woman behind the desk whose eyes held a satisfied glint. Darren Elsden explained the regulations.

      ‘Well,’ Audrey said, ‘can you tell me if it’s true that a bridge is planned to connect Wilson’s Point to Hibernia?’

      ‘I’m afraid I’m not at liberty...’

      In the relative quiet of the reception foyer, the sound of the two men’s voices carried forward from the glassed office as the door was opened. Audrey couldn’t distinguish whether they were just talking enthusiastically or arguing, but Darren Elsden and “Jean” turned towards them with a look of concern and some embarrassment.

      As the two men stepped into the foyer space, Audrey gasped. One was the man at the square—Frank Ryan—and the other was Quin who, by the look on his face, was angry. He paused in surprise to see her, and then walked towards her. Frank Ryan looked as flustered as he had in the town square.

      ‘What’s up?’ he said sharply, looking at Darren Elsden, who quickly explained the situation. ‘For God’s sake!’ he said, clearly unable to take any more stress in one day.

      Quin, who was standing near Audrey, turned to her. His expression was still tense and, in contrast to Frank Ryan’s high blood pressure flush, was almost grey with rage.

      ‘Don’t waste your time here, Audrey,’ he said, loudly and firmly. ‘I can tell you everything you want to know.’ He cocked an eyebrow to her and the expression in his eyes convinced her that this time he was going to talk, and she was going to hear him out.

      ‘Okay,’ she said and they turned their backs on the other three and walked together to the doors.

      Once in the street, she stopped. ‘Have you eaten? I haven’t and can feel my energy dropping.’

      Quin looked at her, surprised. ‘I’m happy to but I have to admit I’m surprised at the invitation. Thought I might’ve been on the blacklist.’ His smile was warm and colour had returned to his face.

      Audrey couldn’t help smiling in return. ‘Don’t get ahead of yourself. Depending on what you’ve got to say, my reaction could radically alter.’

      His eyes widened, but there was a hint of mischief behind them.

      For an almost local, Quin was unfamiliar with the eating establishments of Wilson’s Point. ‘I think I saw a new tapas bar along the waterfront.’

      ‘Really?’ Audrey was surprised. She hadn’t noticed but thought it an ambitious project in this town and wondered how ready the locals were for the changes that those in power had in mind. She told him her thoughts.

      ‘Couldn’t agree more. Things are growing too fast here. Someone in the council, and I know exactly who that is, has big plans for the town. I suspect he’s been on a recent holiday to the Amalfi Coast or Spain and thinks he can recreate it here. What he’s missing, of course, is that the biggest attraction of this area is its simplicity.’

      ‘Like Hibernia.’

      ‘Yes,’ he said, holding her gaze briefly as they walked. ‘But that’s even more special.’

      Audrey was warming to him, but still felt guarded. It was easy to believe him and that his intentions were sincere, but she’d learned the hard way to not be so gullible. She’d hear him out, but she wasn’t going to take anything he said at face value. He had some questions to answer and, although it seemed that the growing evidence of his role in the island’s development was stacking against him, she also knew that there were times when things are not what they seem. She reminded herself of his tenderness with Dion, and how he’s spoken of the wetland that day when they’d relaxed over the lunch table. Surely, she thought, she wasn’t such a poor judge of character.

      ‘How’s Poppy?’ he enquired, as he indicated the road to follow to the marina.

      Audrey related all that Anna Rhodes had said and she saw his expression grow sombre as he listened intently.

      ‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ he said, placing his palm on her shoulder in a tentative gesture of support.

      ‘Thank you,’ Audrey replied, acutely aware of the shot of electricity now humming through her body.

      

      The marina was busier than it had been hours earlier, with boats of various sizes and people milling along the gangplanks. Across the inlet, and in the clean air, Hibernia looked closer than usual. Too close, Audrey thought as she eyed the signs of development on this side of Wilson’s Point.

      The tapas bar held prime position looking over the inlet towards the island and she wondered how she hadn’t noticed it before, as it was painted in red and yellow, though the colours were subtle rather than garish. It had seemed an odd choice for lunch on Quin’s part, representative of the encroaching development, and the thought scratched at the irritation that he was complicit in a similar threat to Hibernia.

      As they took their seats at a table in the gentle sun on the deck, she felt an uneasiness, her suspicions of him returning. She voiced her concern.

      He didn’t look surprised but seemed calm and relaxed. ‘The development here is the council’s doing and, to be honest, I don’t know who they’re in league with on this project. However...’ He paused to acknowledge the woman bringing menus to the table. ‘Audrey, would you like a drink?’

      ‘Just water for me, thanks.’

      ‘Same for me,’ he said, taking the menus. ‘I’m looking forward to this,’ he said to the woman. ‘Have you been busy?’

      She smiled in return. Audrey recognised the ethnic elements of her features immediately.

      ‘Mmm... not so much,’ she said, with an inflection that suggested she was not from Granada like Isabel.

      ‘Córdoba,’ she said in response to Audrey’s question. ‘And you?’

      Audrey was surprised. ‘My mother is from Granada.’

      The woman nodded in recognition.

      ‘I’m sure business will pick up,’ Quin said, ‘I’ve heard excellent feedback.’

      The woman nodded in appreciation and, as though on cue, a group of four drew up to a table further along the deck.

      ‘I hope it does work out,’ Audrey said to Quin, when the waitress had left to attend to the new arrivals. ‘You were saying?’

      ‘Exactly that,’ he said, picking up on the thread of his conversation. ‘The proprietors here have bought into this development in good faith, I’m sure. They’re here now, and I really don’t like to see businesses go under. Especially family ones, which is what this is, I suspect. There’s been enough of that on the island since the dairy closed and fishing sanctions were imposed. So, in answer to your question, no, I have nothing to do with this development.’

      Audrey believed him, but it wasn’t the pressing question she needed to ask. ‘But how about on Hibernia?’

      Quin leaned back in the chair and his gaze briefly drifted across the inlet. The muscles around his mouth and eyes became tight and the fingers of one hand began to lightly drum on the table.

      The woman came out of the bar carrying a water bottle and two glasses that she placed on the table.

      ‘Should we order first?’

      Audrey couldn’t miss the stall for time but nodded. They each scanned the menu and agreed on the shared lunch platter.

      When the woman had left, Quin took a deep breath and began.

      Audrey listened carefully as he told her about the company that he and Marion had started and the vision they’d shared for building affordable, eco-sound housing in developing countries, mostly in south-east Asia. It had been a successful partnership on many levels for fifteen years but had begun to fall apart several years ago.

      ‘My sister’s, and Michael’s, death wasn’t the cause of the drift. We’d become different people, with different values. Marion wanted to expand the company into other projects here. She was still committed to the existing ones but felt that we could “ride” the current trend in the health and wellbeing industry by building eco-retreats. I wasn’t convinced, but there was someone else in her ear...’

      He hesitated as the woman brought the platter to the table and placed the plates in front of them. ‘This looks excellent,’ he said to her as he and Audrey eyed the tapas selections.

      Using the interruption, they each took a selection onto their plates.

      ‘Who was in her ear, may I ask?’

      Quin raised his eyebrows and let out a small sigh. ‘Our silent partner, Tony. Turns out they’d been having an affair for twelve months. In that time, he’d managed to convince her that we should expand, and she went along with that.’

      ‘Not so silent then, it seems,’ Audrey said, before taking a bite of the zucchini flower stuffed with mozzarella and prosciutto and rolling her eyes with pleasure. ‘Oh, yum.’

      Quin smiled and followed her lead. ‘Wow, that’s great.’

      ‘You must’ve been hurt?’ she said, watching him for a sign of emotion as he talked about his ex-wife.

      ‘Yes, of course... surprised, I think, more than anything. But we’d been drifting apart anyway—each of us travelling without the other. Obviously in my absence there was plenty of opportunity for that relationship to grow. I found out only a few weeks before the accident. When that happened, I...’ His gaze drifted past her but was unfocused as though re-imagining that time. ‘I fell into a... a depression, I suppose. My sister and I were very close, and it was her dream to come back to Hibernia to raise Dion. She was so happy on the farm, and I visited them as often as I could. Michael... well, he was a great guy. They were a “perfect couple”, if such a thing exists, but in their case, it was true. Anyway, I couldn’t see the point in anything really, except Dion. Whether Marion and Tony capitalised on my state is beside the point. I let them buy a major portion of my shares and with it, I almost lost control... in all sorts of ways.’

      Audrey had the rising sense that she could see where this was going. If Quin no longer had equal control, then Foster-O’Rourke Holdings would be making decisions over the top of him. But it still didn’t explain the signs of his own involvement—buying Dion’s inheritance, renovating the Island Hotel for a clientele that was clearly not the locals, his name “attached” to the proposed bridge...

      She didn’t have to prompt the questions. Quin continued immediately and she sensed that he was finding the process cathartic, evident in the release of the muscles in his face. When he paused every now and then to observe her reaction, she saw a return of that gentleness in his eyes that she’d seen, even fallen for, she had to admit. Her pulse quickened in those moments, but she reined herself back in, determined to not allow her heart rule her head again.

      Marion, with Tony’s promptings it seemed, was aiming to buy up land on Hibernia under the company umbrella and it was not without help from Frank Ryan, Darren Elsden and his brother Brian, who all stood to gain big commissions from the sale. ‘They were after Harold’s place too,’ Quin said. ‘They’d made an offer early in the piece, but when I learned of their plans, I still had enough power on the board to block them, and everything else.’

      Audrey was confused. ‘If you’re still able to block them, how are they managing to buy the farm that Alex lives on and have another attempt at Harold’s house?’

      ‘Marion is a wealthy woman in her own right,’ he said, ‘so she’s funding it and the eco-lodge development herself.’

      ‘And the bridge? Surely...’

      ‘Yes and no. It turns out that the council, or should I say its Mayor, Frank Ryan, has had that project under wraps for a while, but it’s expensive and ambitious. As you can imagine, a bridge would be a boon for the eco-lodge and any other development in mind on Hibernia. That’s where Foster-O’Rourke Holdings comes into it, but again...’

      ‘You’ve blocked it.’

      ‘I’m trying to, but the rest of the board has been swayed.’

      Audrey considered what he was telling her. He seemed so genuine, and it was starting to make some sense. She spread smoky tomato and garlic dip on a slice of crusty bread and offered it to him. ‘Would you like some of this? You’re doing all the talking and not eating.’

      He hesitated and she saw that he coloured slightly before taking it from her. There it was again, that electricity when their fingers brushed. Did he feel it too, she wondered?

      While he was eating, Audrey filled him in on the latest with Campbell. ‘In comparison to your situation it seems such small fry, but to be honest, it’s enabled me to put my problem into perspective. I have such support, Mum, Dad, and Poppy. But I did think you were going to buy it from under me.’

      Quin nodded. ‘Yes, I know. If you hadn’t bought it, I would have anyway.’

      ‘It was becoming a price war,’ she said.

      ‘Yes, but I at least have the advantage of knowing Harold’s daughter. When I heard about the trouble you were having with your, er... husband, I rang her—Jenny’s her name—and told her what was going on. She might live on the mainland, but she doesn’t want to see Hibernia destroyed, either. She had no idea who the other interested party was.’

      ‘You knew about Campbell’s latest move? But how?’

      Quin smiled broadly. ‘Dion, of course. When you visited them with Poppy. He was on the phone immediately.’

      Audrey laughed. ‘Oh, of course. He’s very sweet.’

      Quin dipped his head in agreement.

      Audrey paused before she continued. There were still some things she couldn’t understand. ‘I hear what you’re telling me,’ she said at last, ‘and it makes sense. But what about your sister’s farm—Dion’s farm—and why The Island Hotel? It’s not for locals, is it?’

      Quin took a sip of his water. ‘Harold’s house, Dion’s farm, where Alex is living, and the old abbey form a wedge targeted to be a golf course servicing both the eco-lodge clients and international players—a helipad was planned, too.’

      ‘What?’ Audrey became alarmed. ‘But I’ve bought the house and...’

      ‘It’s okay,’ Quin said. He placed his hand palm up in front of her in an invitation. Surprising herself, she responded. The warmth of his hand as it closed around hers travelled into her chest, making her slightly breathless. ‘I’ve bought up those properties ...’ he continued with a shy smile. ‘Well, all but yours, thank goodness. Alex can stay for as long as he likes. It wasn’t difficult to save the cemetery and the abbey—they’re now listed as heritage, though that took a bit of work.’

      Audrey was impressed, but there was still a nagging doubt that she had to raise. ‘But why would you need to buy Dion’s? It was safe anyway, wasn’t it?’ Audrey slipped her hand out from under his, afraid that he would feel the blood pulsing there.

      ‘They tried to get to him. To Dion. He’s an innocent and he thought that if he sold it, he could make life a bit easier for Rosa and Beppe. It’s hard for him to go there as you can imagine, but I take him every now and then to get used to it. He’s getting there. Slowly.’

      ‘Poor boy,’ Audrey said, remembering the two pairs of boots with the fresh mud on them at the back door of his family home.

      ‘And the hotel? I’m sorry if I sound nosy...’

      ‘It’s fine, Audrey. I’m so pleased to have the opportunity to explain myself. But... I’m not sure you’re going to like this. Hear me out though.’

      He told her then that he had voted for the development of the eco-lodge on Hibernia when he knew of the plan, but it had been at a very different site that would have had much less impact on the environment, and none on the wetland.

      ‘We agreed on that site, but let’s say while my back was turned, they switched to the headland next to the beach—“more aesthetically pleasing”, were Marion’s words. I’d bought The Island Hotel partly to offer fine dining for the clientele of the original site, and to give Dion something to work towards. You’ve seen how he is.’

      She did see. Dion was in his element in the hotel, and she understood how this might be a significant reason for Quin’s plan. But his admission of agreeing to the eco-lodge had surprised her and she had to ask why.

      ‘Ironically, as a desperate measure to save Hibernia,’ he replied immediately. ‘So many people have left, especially the younger generation who, quite rightfully, see no future there. Once, there were ten families who fished the coast, sustainably I might add. With sanctions, this has reduced to two. The closure of the dairy killed off the most significant employer. Now, it’s only a handful of artisans scratching out a living with the occasional bus tour from here on the mainland.

      Audrey thought of the small tour bus they’d passed as they’d left Alex’s on the first visit.

      ‘I thought the eco-lodge idea was sound. I agreed to it, I endorsed the bloody thing and even agreed, I’m ashamed to say, to the idea of a hydrofoil, not to replace the old ferry, but as an alternative. What a fool I’ve been.’

      This time it was Audrey who reached for his hand. ‘Have an olive,’ she said, with a small laugh.

      Quin softly clasped her fingers. ‘Do you believe me, Audrey?’

      She held his eyes with hers. If she was gullible, too trusting, too easily ruled by her heart, then so be it. She’d take the risk on him, she decided.

      ‘Yes. I believe you,’ she said.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Rain swept in sheets across the island. By mid-morning, Hibernians and mainlanders were to gather at the wetland in collective protest against the eco-lodge development.

      Bill’s day would be the busiest in years, he’d told Audrey with eyes brimming with anticipation before he’d left for Wilson’s Point. Ingrid, her friend Sal and the two boys, Felix and Josh, had been surprised and encouraged by the mainlanders’ sentiments and were expecting a few hundred of them to arrive. How many Hibernians would turn up was a mystery, as Ingrid and the others’ appeals were more often met with a non-committal shrug or nod, and even ridicule.

      ‘It’s no surprise to me,’ Quin had told them. The locals’ ambivalence to change was both its strength and its potential downfall, though he knew that many of the older generation welcomed it if it would mean that their children and grandchildren would stay.

      It had been this, he’d told Audrey that day at lunch that had persuaded him to agree to the original plan for the eco-lodge. In the days following, he’d taken her to the original proposed site— closer to the ferry and on a section of farmland cleared many years before. While it had a beautiful outlook with views to the Great Dividing Range on the mainland to the northwest, and to several of the rocky uninhabited islands to the north, it didn’t have access to a spectacular swimming beach or the serene beauty of the wetland. Tourism, he’d said, would help to save the island from becoming a forgotten backwater, but the ecological cost was too great. Quin had thought that he’d persuaded Marion and the rest of the Board members, but Tony had other ideas and had successfully convinced her to get another opinion—from someone he knew.

      ‘But why Hibernia, anyway?’ Audrey had asked. ‘What’s Marion and Tony’s interest in it?’

      ‘Eco-tourism is a thriving industry,’ Quin said, ‘but the number of suitable “unspoiled” locations with good accessibility were few.’ As long as the lodge, its amenities and its food appeared to uphold that aesthetic, he explained, most potential clients didn’t dig more deeply. The company has been clever with the plans for the golf course and helipad—far enough away from the lodge and hidden behind the bands of eucalypt woodland so that it wouldn’t be visible.

      

      As Audrey and Quin had stood at the ferry ramp waiting for its return with the mainlanders, Max and Isabel joined them.

      ‘How’s the girl?’ Audrey asked her mother, who was holding an umbrella over them both to shelter from a new sheet of rain.

      Isabel nodded. ‘Good. Resting in the lounge upstairs and Lola is keeping her company. And that nice boy, Alex, he’s called in, too.’

      Audrey had been so relieved to see her parents and Lola on their return to Hibernia. When the hospital was confident that Poppy was strong enough, they agreed to her return to the Sanctuary, as long as she had plenty of rest and care, Anna Rhodes had said, directly and sternly. Now, with Isabel, Lola, and Alex, it seemed Poppy wouldn’t be alone to brood, or to get restless, though that aspect of her seemed to have quietened, at least for the moment.

      As the ferry had approached, Audrey, with rising excitement, craned her neck to see the number of passengers. ‘I’m only seeing a couple of cars, and the bus—empty, and few free-standing passengers,’ she said to Quin and her parents.

      Together, they went down to greet them with Sal as the metal ramp was lowered with a thud. Ingrid, Felix and Josh were waiting for them at the wetland with the locals who were true to their promise to come. When Bill appeared to secure the ropes, his expression had lost its earlier enthusiasm.

      He met them on the ramp, the rain trickling in rivulets off his peaked hat. ‘This is it,’ he said to their yet unspoken question. ‘Five all-up. The rest are locals on their daily return.’ He returned to ensure the passengers alighted safely.

      

      At the other side of the island, the news was not much better. Ingrid and several others, including Francis, as Audrey now knew the birdwatcher, stood forlornly at the edge of the wetland, the clouds of rain so low and dense that they couldn’t even see the eco-development site.

      ‘Ah... Dios mio,’ Isabel muttered as they joined them with the mainlanders. But they knew there was no point. They’d passed the workers on their way back to the ferry, the construction suspended due to the poor weather conditions.

      Audrey took in the bedraggled group that they were. Surely, she thought, there was another, more constructive way.

      It was then that she had the glimpse of an idea of how to save Hibernia.
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          TWO MONTHS LATER

        

      

    

    
      ‘A few more and that will do it, I think,’ Audrey said, holding the small glass container close as she positioned its label with precision. ‘How many’s that?’

      ‘Three hundred,’ Poppy said, finalising the count of lids in the cardboard boxes stacked on the dining room table. ‘How many will we take?’

      ‘Mmm... half of that, maybe. I doubt we’ll sell that many over the weekend, but that’ll leave me enough to fill the orders for the Melbourne and Sydney restaurants. How’s Alex going with the cheese?’

      ‘Okay, I think. It’s been a sharp learning curve for sure, but he’s loving it. His fingers look like he’s been smoking a packet an hour, but the colour of the cheese… oh, my God, it looks great—the marbling from the saffron. Where d’you come up with that idea?’

      ‘Mum, of course.’

      ‘Actually, it’s given me an idea...’ Poppy’s voice trailed off and Audrey didn’t attempt to interrupt her rumination. In these moments, she could almost feel the creative energy radiating from her, something that Audrey had feared might never happen again.

      She considered the label she’d just placed on the jar—Poppy’s design—Hibernian Sunset Saffron in gold overlay on a photograph of the sun setting over the ocean in a blaze of orange and red that was a perfect match for the saffron threads. Isabel had taken that shot from the top of the cliff behind the house.

      ‘Right... that’s it.’ Audrey held the container to the light. Behind the amber glass, the threads looked deceptively benign and gave no clue of their potency or their financial value. She placed it in the box and stood with her arm around her friend’s shoulder.

      ‘You’ve done it, babe,’ Poppy said, stroking Audrey’s hand.

      ‘We’ve done it, you mean.’

      Through the open glass doors, the sun filtering through the fronds of the palm tree bathed the dining room in a soft light. Outside, Max was bent over the frame of the deck he was in the middle of constructing, his brow creased in concentration. He looked up and smiled in recognition of someone approaching and straightened for the greeting, startling a small flock of corellas grazing near him in the grass. They screeched their disapproval as they left.

      Though he needed to return to Ballina on occasion to prepare the house for the next intake of holidaying guests—an already successful plan hatched by Isabel and Max while they remained in Hibernia for an indefinite period—and to tend to the garden under Isabel’s strict instructions, Max’s spiritual home, according to Lola, was Hibernia. Whether this was true, or whether it was because he was busier than he’d been after the redundancy, Max’s mental health seemed to have improved considerably. He’d even attended a few Qigong classes with Isabel, Audrey and Lola, something Audrey had never thought she’d see.

      Alex’s soft Canadian drawl drifted through the doorway. Audrey glanced at Poppy to see her smiling broadly in anticipation. ‘He’s early.’

      ‘Can’t keep away from me,’ Poppy said, with a wink.

      How she’s changed, Audrey thought as she paused and watched her friend moving from box to box, folding down the cardboard flaps that bore the HSS logo—again, her design. Her hair, which she now wore loosely, had grown, the shocking red stripe replaced with strands of grey. Her face, though still thin, had more colour, heightened by the vibrant clothes she more often wore—today, an emerald-green blouse and rich red skirt. Audrey stole a glance at Poppy’s belly and felt a wave of sadness for her loss, for their loss.

      For the first few weeks after the miscarriage, she’d barely left the bedroom at The Sanctuary and Audrey had despaired for her friend’s sanity. Isabel and Lola had helped to coax her into the sunroom and took it in shifts sitting with her while she wept. At other times, all four of them would gather in the chapel and Lola, in her calm yet practical way, would guide them in deep reflection on the cycles of life—on birth and death—that bonded the four women at a deeper, almost primal level.

      Last night, as Audrey and Poppy had sipped a gin and tonic, their chairs placed in between the beams where the decking planks were still to be placed, Poppy had spoken of her grief. ‘It’s probably for the best, Aud,’ she’d said softy, but calmly. ‘I’d have been a crap mother.’ She’d wept as Audrey leaned across to place her arms around her.

      It had been Alex who’d had the greatest impact on her recovery. Every day, he would come to The Sanctuary and sit by her side to talk. Bit by bit, he restored her sense of humour and, in more recent weeks, had managed to reignite the passion for her art. Audrey remembered when she’d found him in the hospital corridor, pacing and on the verge of tears when he’d heard the news about the miscarriage. She’d been surprised at the strength of his emotion, but the quickly formed bond between Alex and Poppy was strong and evident to all. Lola understood it, and so did Isabel. Months ago, when Audrey had never even heard of Hibernia, she would have been cynical; hers and Campbell’s relationship had ignited quickly, then died. But now…

      ‘Only you could have had the vision for that old barn,’ Poppy had said, changing the subject and breaking Audrey’s reverie as she watched a cockatoo shred a palm leaf. ‘No, don’t shake your head, you’re a bloody genius, Aud.’

      Though Audrey had laughed it off, a happy warmth rose through her body. From the first time she’d seen the old dairy barn, she could feel the return of the aspect of her work that she’d loved the most—giving spaces new life, not by throwing out the old, but by showcasing it, giving it new purpose. Max, Quin and Alex had reframed the windows, patched weathered sections of the walls, and resurfaced the floor using recycled timber sourced from Wilson’s Point. Now, the light through the clean original windows reflected off the sandstone walls and polished floor, creating a sense of warmth and character. But the greatest inclusion was the mezzanine floor sitting above Alex’s workshop end. From its vantage point, visitors would be able to observe the displays from different angles and in different lights.

      ‘Thanks, Pop. It looks great, doesn’t it? They’ve done a fantastic job. And did you see the look on Mum’s face when she saw it?’

      ‘I know.’ Poppy’s own face began to colour with a rush of blood. ‘She’s so friggin’ gorgeous, your mum. But wow, those photos! Who’d have thought?’

      ‘Not even me, I’m ashamed to say. Dad looks at her sometimes as though he doesn’t quite know who she is anymore... in a good way. Between that and the fabulous design of the paradise garden…well, I think it’s reignited a spark, if you know what I mean.’

      When Isabel and Max had returned from Ballina and met Audrey at Elsden’s Real Estate, she was surprised at how youthful and lively her mother seemed. In just the two days they’d been away, Isabel had sketched ideas for The Sanctuary’s paradise garden, collated some of her mother’s original recipes for Dion, and was sporting a brand-new camera that Max had ordered for her while they’d been in Hibernia. Whenever Max needed to return to Ballina during the past two months, she stayed with Audrey and Poppy, helping with minor refurbishing and in re-establishing the garden, her knowledge of permaculture practices second to none.

      Every few days, she would return to The Sanctuary to spend time with Lola and work on the garden, and to help Dion in the kitchen at The Island Hotel. Isabel’s camera was always with her. She had an eye for the making the ordinary beautiful, whether the rear view of her husband as he fixed the door of the shed at The Sanctuary, the morning light swallowed in the weathered paint, or a profile shot of Dion intent on the perfect placing of garnish. These candid moments were as profound as the images captured of the lagoon behind the hotel at dawn and the ocean at sunset.

      The paradise garden had become her pièce de résistance. Based on the traditional Islamic design of a rectangular garden split into four sections representing the compass points, each was filled to overflowing with vibrant, green-leafed citrus trees and a carpet of native flowers. At the garden’s centre was the oversized, blue-glazed pot that Lola had purchased in Melbourne, spilling with water that trickled over its seductive shape into the pool at its feet. Wooden seats were placed at the garden’s edges so that it could be appreciated in its whole. It was on one of these that Audrey would often find her mother and Lola deep in conversation, sometimes in Arabic. The garden provided something else for each woman. For Lola, Audrey knew, it was a connection to Aamir and her many years living in Morocco. For Isabel, Audrey assumed it was a reminder of the Alhambra in Granada, though she sensed that it meant something more. Isabel had never mentioned her friendship with the chief gardener of Alhambra. While Audrey wondered, she would never ask. She’d come to appreciate Isabel not just as her mother, but as a woman, and some things just didn’t need to be shared.

      ‘Speaking of spark, what’s going on with Lola and Francis?’ Poppy asked.

      ‘I know. Now there’s a surprise. Something’s certainly going on. When I was at the Sanctuary the other day, he dropped in—unexpectedly I’d say, because Lola looked a bit flushed with me there. They were going through that awkward small talk in front of me that revealed so much more. He’s lovely, though. I hope it works out for them. She deserves it.’

      None of them had seen this potential relationship coming. Lola had only mentioned Francis in passing before she’d gone to Melbourne. When she returned, she seemed to be more sociable, more willing to become involved in the life of Hibernia, as though she finally felt that it was home and that she belonged. The case against Aamir’s first wife and children was settled out of court. Although Lola didn’t reveal the nature of the settlement, it was, she said, substantial. Certainly, the pace of restoration and renovation of The Sanctuary accelerated, with work teams staying there to overcome the unpredictability of being able to cross from the mainland due to the weather.

      Though always full of life and positivity, Lola seemed more content. She’d admitted to Audrey that, although money could never replace Aamir, the acknowledgement of her rights as his wife provided her with a sense that he was looking after her and, she said, a certainty that he would want her to be happy. She bought a car so that she could source produce for The Sanctuary from the local organic growers who were forming a co-operative headed by Ingrid, Sal, Felix and Josh. She accompanied Francis on his visits to the wetland and was becoming a minor expert on the local and migrating birds.

      

      Audrey and Poppy had sat watching the sun slip to the west and listening to the parrots screech their manic farewell on return to their night roosts. Audrey thought back to the first time she’d seen the house. Of how she had imagined herself sitting on a patio under the tree drinking a gin and tonic and how she’d been struck with the thought that she’d be alone. With that memory, she looked at her friend sitting companionably by her side and marvelled at the sight of her. Though recent hurts, the loss of B, and Campbell’s ultimately unsuccessful attempts to sabotage her future, had caused her to maintain her guard, she was slowly beginning to understand that life did not always disappoint, but could bring joy she’d never expected. Hibernia was teaching her that. The island had not just opened her nasal passages, she thought as she filled her lungs with the salt air that drifted in the wake of the waves beating against the cliff below in their rhythmic thud.

      ‘What are you two up to?’ Alex stepped through the opening and glanced around at the boxes spread throughout the dining room. ‘Aaah... stashing the gold, I see. Would you like me to drop them off in town on our way?’

      Poppy moved towards him, and his arm curved immediately to accommodate her.

      ‘It’s okay, but thanks anyway. Dad’ll help me. You two need to get back to the barn—the gallery, I mean,’ Audrey said.

      ‘Deck’s shaping up.’ Alex turned in the direction of Max who was just out of ear’s reach. ‘I’ll give him a hand with it when the show’s over this weekend. I’m surprised, though, that he’s not required back in town.’

      ‘Hmm. Between you and me, I think he was “in the way” at The Sanctuary. Lola and Mum have their systems. Dad was feeling like the third wheel, I think. He’ll love your help with the deck, though. Quin will help, too. I think Dad’s really enjoyed working with you two on the barn.’

      ‘You mean the “Spencer-Varidis Gallery”,’ Poppy said with mock severity.

      ‘Ha! True. Alex, is everything ready there? Have Rosa and Beppe delivered the canapés and wine?’

      Audrey smiled inwardly at the memory of Beppe’s expression of pleasure when she suggested the idea of promoting the wine he produced. Rosa, standing behind him, had nodded with satisfaction. Though she could be pragmatic and controlling at times, Audrey saw in that moment how much she cared for her husband. But it was when Audrey outlined a proposal for the saffron grown on Dion’s farm that Rosa stepped forward beside him and, to Audrey’s shock, they both cried. She was worried at first that she’d offended them, but when they had composed themselves, Rosa embraced her and told her that this would be their son’s legacy—and so Hibernian Sunset Saffron was born.

      Beppe, Rosa, Dion and Quin were happy for her to manage the small company that had been formed. The unpredictability of the internet connections on the island was an issue at first, so she decided to rent a small office space in Wilson’s Point. She had to admit that she was loving crossing over to work and home by ferry—and soon it would be Bill’s new ferry, Maggie 2, funded by the islanders—but if it didn’t run that day, it didn’t matter; time was now something she could manage to suit herself.

      Alex nodded. ‘Oh yes, Dion’s at his best with those canapés, I’d say. Even if nobody comes, Spencer-Varidis is a pretty cool place to be. Now the workshop area’s done, I’m a bit torn between mandolins and cheese,’ he said, holding out his hands as though balancing equal weights.

      ‘You can’t help being a polymath, my love,’ Poppy said, linking her arm in his. ‘Anyway, we’d better get back there. How do I look?’

      Alex went through the formal motions of appraisal. ‘I think you’ll pass.’

      Poppy scowled, then broke into a broad smile. ‘Bastard.’

      ‘I love your soft talk baby,’ Alex said, lowering his lids and smiling dreamily.

      ‘Cut it out, you two. It’s not fair.’

      ‘Don’t worry, babes, you’ll have plenty of shmoozing coming your way when this is over.’

      ‘Let’s hope. I haven’t seen him for two days. Settling Dion into the farm has preoccupied him, but it’s important that they take that slowly.’

      ‘Have you heard how it’s going?’ Alex’s face held genuine interest in the answer. He’d formed a strong bond with Dion and a friendship with Quin who was now his landlord. In order to spoil the plans for the golf course and helipad, Quin had offered Arthur, the owner, a better figure with the possibility of buying a section of it back, excluding the area Alex used, should life on the Gold Coast not be what they’d expected. Being able to stay on the farm, and his burgeoning relationship with Poppy, was the impetus for Alex’s creativity to flourish in making both cheese and instruments. It was this that had prompted Audrey to suggest the conversion of the barn to showcase the local artists’ work.

      ‘Dion seems okay,’ Audrey said. ‘The first couple of days were hard on him. Hard on Quin, too, I think—all those memories—but they’re both adjusting to it. Rosa and Beppe have been spending time there, too. Rosa hadn’t been there since Michael’s and Fionnuala’s deaths, but she’s happy for Dion, and she knows he’s in good hands with Quin.’

      Over lunch on that day in Wilson’s Point, Quin had told Audrey of his long-term plan concerning Dion. In stages, they’d been staying together at the crocus farm, slowly adjusting and sorting through the emotions of their loss.

      ‘He’s doing okay, under the circumstances,’ Quin had told her, ‘though I’ve found him a couple of times in his parents’ room, curled up on the bed.’ He’d looked down at his lap and when he faced her again, his eyes were glassed over. ‘He’s just a boy,’ he added, his voice cracking with restrained emotion.

      ‘It must be hard for you, too,’ Audrey said, reaching for his hand.

      Over the following weeks, Quin and Dion spent longer on each visit to the farm, the raw emotion of being there starting its slow healing, until now they spent most of their time there. Audrey, too, stayed on occasions.

      One evening as they sat by the fire, Dion stood up with an exaggerated stretch to say he was going to bed and issued the instruction that they ‘get along, if you know what I mean’.

      ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ Audrey had responded, with mock innocence.

      ‘Audra, do I have to spell it out for you? Q’s in love with you.’ With that, he’d saluted his goodbye and went to bed.

      She and Quin had sat silently for a moment.

      ‘Well,’ Quin said with a serious tone. ‘I think we’d better “get along” then. What do you suggest?’

      ‘That’s going to depend on whether Dion’s correct.’ She turned to face him more fully. ‘Is he?’

      Quin nodded slowly. ‘I think he might be onto something.’

      Audrey nestled into the crook of his arm. ‘Me too.’

      ‘The hotel’s a fabulous distraction,’ Audrey continued, feeling a growing sense of anticipation that she’d try to quell all morning, ‘and if the weekend goes well, it’ll put The Island Hotel on the map. There’s already twenty-six staying there and The Sanctuary’s booked out. Lola knows that a few of the guests are wanting to check out the eco-lodge site, but she’s happy to know that there’ll be jobs for locals and, of course, that its relocation will take the pressure off the wetland.’

      While the war with Marion and Foster-O’Rourke Holdings was far from over, they were close to winning a battle—a compromise to consider relocating the eco-lodge to the site that had been originally chosen. None of them, Audrey and Quin included, had anticipated the reaction of many of the islanders, and even more surprising, a lobby group at Wilson’s Point; it seemed that the mainlanders had an even greater appreciation of Hibernia’s uniqueness than the locals did. That, and their growing dislike for their Mayor, Frank Ryan, had prompted action. This weekend, several investors in the company were staying at The Island Hotel and at The Sanctuary on Quin’s invitation. Winning them over this weekend to the relocation would be crucial.

      ‘Let’s hope they all like cheese!’ Alex said.

      ‘And fabulous art,’ Poppy added. ‘Anyway, my new boyfriend, it’s time we got back there and finished the labeling!’

      ‘All done. I did it last night,’ Alex said. ‘I thought we might... you know…’

      ‘Oh, my God! You’re not really thinking what I think you’re thinking?’ Poppy adopted a look of confusion.

      ‘I don’t know now, you’ve confused me. What am I thinking?’ Alex had adopted a look of innocence in return.

      ‘Good grief, you two. Get out of here!’ Audrey said, laughing. ‘I’ve got things to do, too. Here, can you load a few boxes in my car on the way out?’ She didn’t wait for an answer but handed two boxes to each of them. ‘You’d be better to go out the front door. Dad’s managed to unjam it, but just mind yourself on the verandah, Alex.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Dad? Would you like a cup of tea before we go?’

      ‘Sounds good, love,’ her father answered from outside. ‘I’ll be in in a minute.’

      The dividing wall between the dining room and kitchen had been the first thing to go when Audrey had moved in a few weeks ago. The three bedrooms and the lounge room at the front had been repainted, the five fireplaces had been opened and the chimneys cleaned. In the kitchen, the wall where the sink and Harold’s old stove had sat was already braced and a large hole was knocked out into the sunroom, so that now, as Audrey stood at a rudimentary bench scattered with jars of spices and herbs, she looked straight from the kitchen out the sunroom’s windows to the garden. The fruit trees, mulched and tended by Isabel, were thick with leaves and small fruits—apple, pear, quince, lemon and orange were beginning to form. At the top of the rise, the sky met the sea in different shades of blue. Though the new kitchen cabinets, island bench and new oven were still to arrive, the Aga was perfectly functional and the kettle sitting on it was already steaming. As Audrey prepared the teapot, she breathed deeply to steady her nerves, then took it and two cups to the sunroom, placing them on the table between Harold’s refurbished armchair and another she’d found in an opportunity shop in Wilson’s Point.

      ‘It’s ready, Dad.’

      ‘Coming, love.’

      Audrey knew that the weekend had so much riding on its success. After the failure of the protest rally and the poor turnout at the council meeting in Wilson’s Point, she’d worked hard to garner support for a festival to showcase Hibernia. There’d been the nay-sayers, as Quin had told her, but she’d been surprised at the turnout at the local hall when she and he had put the proposal forward. Over the course of the evening, as Quin answered their questions honestly, and he, Francis, Ingrid and Sal had explained the risks to the island if the eco-lodge and the bridge went ahead, Audrey had realised that so many of those who had come had no idea what they stood to lose. For them, life would go on as it had been for years. The eco-lodge was “over there” on the other side of the island where there were fewer farms.

      The bridge… well, that would be good, wouldn’t it, they’d said, as the ferry crossing to the mainland was often hampered by the weather. In general, the Hibernians didn’t realise that they had what so many others now wanted—a slower existence, an alternative to the stress-ridden pace of urban lives. Gaining easy access wasn’t the answer. ‘We do need to save the island,’ Quin had said in response to the concerns about the loss of industry, the loss of youth to the mainland, ‘but this is not the way.’

      When Audrey had taken to the floor, she had reiterated Lola’s words, ‘Sometimes a sanctuary has to be hard won if it’s to deliver its promise,’ and she saw some heads nodding slowly, as though they were digesting it. Utilising her presentation skills to maximum effect, she’d offered her proposal—a festival that showcased the very best of the island. Colin Gregory’s free-range ducks and quail; Ernie Drinkwater still couldn’t be convinced to kill his beloved birds, but he was happy to supply the quail eggs; Joe Heppell’s duck pâtés and cured meats; Barbara Roche’s pastries and Bryce and Colleen Millard’s organic, naturally fermented breads and, of course, Beppe Cazoni’s wines and olives, and Alex’s cheese. In addition, there was fine cuisine at The Island Hotel, yoga classes and Jaz Kennedy’s Saori weaving at The Sanctuary, and afternoon mint tea and Middle Eastern fare by the paradise garden.

      When she’d discussed the proposal for the old dairy’s barn—to be converted into an art gallery, though maintaining the integrity and spirit of the building—she could feel a resistance building. But when she’d shown slides of some of the work to be displayed—Jonah Cowley’s metalwork and jewellery, XiXi Chan’s pottery, “Uncle” Jedda Mac’s wood carvings, Poppy’s contemporary sculpture, and Alex’s gold-inlayed mandolin, it was Isabel’s series of photographs of the wetland at dusk that drew an appreciative sigh. By the end of the evening, two-thirds of the locals were on board expressing their growing resistance to the eco-lodge development.

      Afterwards, Quin had cooked a private dinner for the two of them at The Island. When he’d toasted her for the idea and the work she’d done towards making it a reality, his eyes, lit by the small candle between them, were soft and loving. They’d become a pair—working together to save Hibernia, working together to build a new life—he with Dion on the crocus farm, as well as starting an eco-development advisory company with Max and his former colleague, and she with Poppy in the house fittingly named after the island she’d come to love, and a business with Beppe—Hibernian Sunset Saffron. In time, in slow time that allowed life to flourish, who knew what would happen between them.

      Max drained his cup, then headed out to bring the car up the drive. Audrey returned to the dining room. As she picked up the remaining boxes, she caught her reflection in the Art Deco mirror still on the wall in its original position. The light in the dining room was brighter than on that day she’d first seen it, and this time she saw herself clearly.

      Audrey. Happy. At last.
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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Delfi’s aim was off. The potato peeling had missed the inside of the bucket and was now stuck to its exterior. She shook the water from her hands and began to dry them on her apron, pausing to take in the effect of its pale shape against the black plastic. She cocked her head and had to stifle a laugh when she realised that the peel had formed an unflattering cameo of her mother-in-law, Evangelina. She turned back to the sink, scrubbing the potatoes with renewed vigour, her shoulders trembling under the weight of her suppressed laughter. From behind her, she heard determined steps on the slate floor and the click of Evangelina’s tongue against the roof of her mouth. Delfi set her shoulders in soft defiance and scoured the potatoes with brutal force. From the corner of her eye, she saw her mother-in-law bend to the bucket. She waited for the reproach, but the older woman seemed to be deep in reverie and merely extracted the peel and, without a word, returned to the small storeroom at the rear of the taverna. Delfi was intrigued and wondered what Evangelina would do with it. She would like to think that she would keep it to laugh over later with Josef as they sipped ouzo between the lunch and dinner trades. But Evangelina didn’t drink, nor did she sit companionably with her husband, and she would certainly not store the cameo for a laugh, but as further evidence of her daughter-in-law’s shortcomings.
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        * * *

      

      Nikolas angled the box of tomatoes through the doorway of the second storeroom. Soon, he resolved, he would widen the door’s frame when he found the time. He set the box onto the floor and began to straighten the kinks out of his back. His perspective from the rear of the taverna spanned the indoor and outdoor tables to the sea. The morning sun had just risen over the eastern peninsula, the opposite prong of the island’s horseshoe, and was already shedding white light. His mother and father would be happy, he thought, as the warmer the day, the more tourists came. For Nikolas, though, as he stood with his hands resting on his hips, it was enough to just take in the beauty of the moment.

      In the shadowy space to his left, Delfi was peeling potatoes, striking at them with a murderous intent. He smiled at the sight of his wife’s solid frame, the ample curves accentuated by the apron’s ties at her waist. He could go to her, quietly, and surprise her. He would part the thick coil of her hair and kiss the white of her neck. He imagined himself cupping her voluminous breasts. She would turn to him as she did in the privacy of their bedroom and…Delfi threw a peeling at the bucket against the wall. It missed but stuck to its exterior. She shook the water from her hands and began to dry them and, just when Nikolas thought she would remove it, she seemed to reconsider and turned back to the sink, every now and then glancing at the bucket. Nikolas thought he could see her shoulders trembling. His mother appeared from the other storeroom. At sixty-five, Evangelina was still nimble. The calves beneath her apple-shaped torso were strong and she could outpace most. Nikolas knew that Evangelina had seen the transit of the potato peel, and he waited to see what would happen next. Delfi had not moved, and he could tell that her shoulders were braced. Evangelina stood at the bucket, seemingly transfixed. When she bent to pluck off the peel, Nikolas envisaged her next move—to place it with a clear statement of displeasure inside. Instead, she kept it in her hand and returned to the storeroom without a word. Nikolas saw Delfi’s shoulders relax, and she began to hum a popular tune and sway her substantial hips in time with its tempo. The sight of his young bride, the sound of the waves as they retracted through the pebbles on the shore, and the warmth of the rising sun stirred Nikolas and his pleasure ran like warm honey through his body.
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        * * *

      

      Evangelina was not having a good morning. She had risen, as usual, at four thirty in plenty of time for Mass. It was a ritual she had maintained since her youth when she would accompany her mother and grandmother to the chapel in their village on the island of Skosias. This morning, she had called in to see Sophie, as she did every day, and found the old woman still in her bed with a heavy cold. Though Evangelina was anxious to get on her way, she was reluctant to leave her and called Sophie’s daughter who lived just a twenty-minute drive away. Evangelina could have left but chose to wait. When the daughter arrived one hour later, her displeasure oozed into the space between them. Evangelina hurried to the Chapel of The Dormition of Our Lady but was too late. The Mass was halfway through, and she would not be seen to be tardy. Instead, she stood outside, out of view beneath the window, and gave her own salutations to Theotókos, Mother of God.

      Evangelina’s relationship with Mary the Mother of God was deep. They shared certain traits—unwavering faith and a tolerance for the shortcomings of their human husbands. In sentimental moments, Evangelina could see the very strong resemblance between the two men. Her Josef, too, was kind and gentle and had kept a donkey in the early years of their marriage. The strongest connection between the two women, though, was their love for their sons. Of course, Evangelina would not assume that she knew the depth of Mary’s grief, but she had her own worries.

      Feeling incomplete without the Communion wafer, Evangelina had made her way to the taverna. Between work, family and her commitment to the church and her neighbours, Evangelina would reflect that her life was full, or partly so because there was still special room left for grandchildren, a prospect that might now finally come to fruition. For many years she had despaired that Nikolas would never find a suitable bride. Despite her strong belief in the intervention of God, she was no longer willing to wait for an answer to her prayers and had taken matters into her own hands.

      Though she had left her own island many years ago when she married Josef, Evangelina returned often to visit her family. While there twenty-one years ago, her second cousin’s niece Delfinia was born on the feast of the Assumption. Evangelina had mentally marked the day as portentous and had tucked the knowledge away in her heart for a rainy day. When Nikolas came back home to live, at forty and without a wife, Evangelina produced her trump card. Surprisingly, her son was receptive to the idea of marriage but, in retrospect, his agreement was too passive. Though the girl, Delfinia, was only eighteen, she agreed. Evangelina had no doubt that she would. Her son was a catch—handsome, intelligent, gentle and kind. But lately, she was beginning to suspect that the young Delfinia was shrewd, if not calculating. Nikolas was, after all, the heir to Hestia’s Taverna, a better prospect than on offer from the local boys of her island.

      In the little storeroom, Evangelina prepared the kalamari and sardines for the grill. The morning sun was already white and so, with experienced calculation, she took out an extra two handfuls of each from the salted water. It was messy and smelly work and, for that reason, was done away from the dining tables. Eventually, Evangelina would hand this work over to her daughter-in-law, but for the moment, she gave her the simpler jobs. Customers seemed to like the domestic touch of the preparation at the sink inside the taverna. They could see that their potatoes, aubergines and salads were freshly prepared, though the gutting of fish was another matter.

      As Evangelina turned to the container to pull out another ‘just in case’ handful of sardines, through the open door to the taverna, she saw something fly from Delfinia’s hand to the bucket placed at a ridiculous and impractical distance from the sink. Evangelina waited for her daughter-in-law to retrieve the offending waste that had adhered to the outside of the bucket, but Delfinia stood stubbornly at the sink cocking her head this way and that. In the wake of Sophie’s daughter’s tardiness that morning, Evangelina had had enough of the younger generation of women who, in her mind, were lazy and spoilt. This included her own daughter, Elektra, but Evangelina was in no mood to think about her today. She threw aside the towel she kept solely for wiping fishy hands and strode purposefully behind Delfinia to the bucket. As she bent to retrieve the peel, she paused to take in its effect against the black plastic. Inwardly she gasped when she realised that she was face to face with a perfect image of the Mother of God in profile. Gently, Evangelina lifted it off, careful not to distort the holy shape, and returned to the storeroom with the relic softly enclosed in her palm.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Josef was oblivious to the goings on inside his taverna, though this was not unusual. He disliked tension and, although he was fond of his young daughter-in-law, the atmosphere between her and Evangelina was too much for him on most days. He would hear about it later anyway, on the way home in the truck. In the five-minute drive, Evangelina would unleash her frustrations with the girl—the irregularity of the potatoes, the density of the baklava, tables left for too long before being cleared—pausing only to make the sign of the cross as they drove past the church. Evangelina would give him a look, but Josef explained, every time, that to take his hands from the wheel to cross himself would put their lives at risk and he was certain that Theotókos, the Mother of Jesus, would not want that. Josef had no interest in the church, despite his name. Like his father, grandfather, and great-grandfather before him, he went through the motions of formal religion to appease his wife, but, like those wonderful men, his devotion was to the sea, to his fresh catch of fish each morning, to his olive trees and grape vines. For Josef, the smell of his tomatoes warming on the vine was better than any frankincense; the sun’s light on tiny wave crests more brilliant than any gilding; the murmur of the sea as it filtered back from the shore more mesmerising than any communal prayer. And then there were his canaries. What hymn could cause as much rapture as the song of his beloved birds?

      Josef scraped off fragments of charred meat he had missed in the cleaning the night before with a wire brush. His eyesight was not as good as when he was a boy, but at sixty-six, it wasn’t too bad either. He didn’t bother with spectacles—he didn’t read anyway. As long as he could see the first green shoots of the garlic bulbs, the first feathery carrot leaves and the tiny green buds of his lemons that was good enough.

      As he cleaned, Josef found himself thinking about his youth, as he often did these days. Perhaps it was the warmth of the morning, perhaps it was a scent carried across the water, but Josef was thinking, with a small twist of something that felt like grief, about the first time he saw the young and beautiful Evangelina. He remembered that he had been on his way home from a long day’s fishing. As he passed the island of Skosias, he stopped in the shelter of its bay to eat his bread and cheese and to savour a cigarette. He had pulled the boat on to the shore and was resting in the sun with his back against a large rock when he heard her. Evangelina’s laugh, carried to him on the breeze, was the first thing he had fallen in love with. It was a sound he no longer heard, and Josef’s knot of grief tightened as he remembered. He had turned on his knees at the sound and removed his cap, which was new and brilliant blue. With his nose resting on the cool rock and his eyes just above its rim, he had watched. He saw a girl, not much younger than himself, up to her knees in the sea and an older man in the shallows by the shore. The girl’s skirt was knotted across her thighs and, even from a distance, Josef could see the strength of her legs. The man, who Josef would learn later was her father, was short, and the girl was shorter still, but her curves…ayyy…The older Josef with a wire brush in his hand remembered those curves. Hidden from view, he had watched the two of them for a while. Together they worked as a team. She would go further into the sea and loosen the net while the man would haul it in. When one corner of the net seemed to be stuck and the two struggled to release it from the sand’s grip, Josef summoned up his courage. Rocking back on his haunches, he dusted tiny stones from his trousers and, with heart racing and hands trembling, he folded his bread and cheese into a clean handkerchief and placed them into the boat. He steadied himself, took a deep breath as he replaced his cap and stepped onto the stretch of beach towards them as though he was out for an afternoon’s stroll.

      ‘Yeia sou,’ he called.

      The two were both knee-deep now and were struggling, their strength sapped by laughter.

      ‘Yeia sou,’ the man returned.

      ‘Can I help?’ Josef was addressing the man, but his eyes never left the girl. She stopped when she heard him and stood up quickly. Her hands released from the net and one tugged at her skirt while the other clutched at her blouse. A lock of hair, as black as the vein of rock in the cliffs that housed Josef’s family taverna, had escaped its ties and was hanging over her forehead. The man, who waded then between Josef and the girl, sized him up and down. Josef felt as though his longing was exposed and shifted his cap about his head.

      The older man shrugged with a look in his eyes that only now, as an older man, Josef was able to interpret and said, ‘Ne, that would be good.’

      Josef’s pants were already rolled to his knees. The girl had not moved though her head was now bent, and she was staring into the water. As he waded into the sea, its thickness strained against destiny from rushing towards him.

      ‘What is your name?’ the man said.

      ‘Josef.’

      The girl’s head jerked up and she eyed him with, what Josef hoped, was interest. She released her hand from her blouse and tucked the curl of hair behind her ear.

      ‘Welcome, Josef. I am Stavros. We could do with your help. My daughter, Evangelina here,’ the father’s arm swept back as though to draw her in, ‘is strong, but not enough today. I could use a son.’

      ‘Baba!’ Evangelina scolded her father.

      She has a sharp eye, Josef thought with amusement and a stirring of passion.

      

      Evangelina had come out of the taverna and was standing beside him at the grill. From the corner of his eye, he could see her clasp and unclasp her hand around something she held in her palm.

      ‘Josef,’ she whispered, and in Josef’s nostalgic mood, the hint of passion that stirred was like the echo of a lost time. He turned to her. From behind her, the sun lit the wayward strands of her now grey hair and formed a soft halo. Evangelina’s eyes were still sharp and clear, but this morning they seemed to be illuminated by something else.

      ‘Agapi mou. What is it?’ His voice had caught in his throat, and he had to cough.

      Evangelina hesitated, then opened her hand. She looked down at the thing in her palm and, when her eyes met his, he thought of the young girl on the beach forty years earlier. When he failed to respond, she thrust her hand closer. He knew he was expected to make a response, but was anxious now that, whatever he said, it would be wrong. It was a potato peeling that she was showing him. Delfinia must have cut it the wrong way and Evangelina was holding the evidence out to him.

      ‘Ahh.’ He nodded as though he understood and knew that his response would not be good enough. Evangelina’s face wore the look of disappointment he had come to expect. She closed her fingers over the peeling.

      ‘Why do I bother!’ she said and left him standing at the grill, the wire brush still suspended in his hand. Josef shifted his cap with the other hand and sighed.
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        * * *

      

      Elektra stood in front of the mirror and ran her fingers through the short strands of her new style. Christos had cut it shorter than usual, but the fringe was fuller in comparison and tapered to a chic point over her left eyebrow. The colour was darker too; it was red black, not what she would have chosen but, she had to admit, the effect was great and made the speckled gold in her dark eyes stand out. Her vision shifted to the reflection of Sappho’s behind her; her café. She loved to take it in this way. Reflected in the mirror, it had a surreal quality as though it was still a part of her imagination.

      The honeyed wood of the polished bar and the collective gleam of the glasses suspended above it, the wooden tables and stools—they were all as they had been in her daydreams. Elektra turned from the mirror and sucked in the reality of it all. She knew she had a lot to be happy about. The café-bar had tripled its takings in just two months since the liquor license had been granted; she had finally found reliable staff in Anton and Paulo, and she was in love. But there was a shadow that she couldn’t ignore.

      Elektra could feel her blood pressure rising at the thought of her family. They enraged her. In fact, it was only Evangelina who maddened her because she adored her father, but there were times when she wanted to shake him too. Elektra’s anger was a habitual distraction from guilt. Evangelina and Josef had set her up in the café; she was grateful, but that gratitude weighed her down. She wanted to get on with life, to branch out, but she felt now more than ever as though she was bound to them by an invisible rope that stretched from Hestia’s Taverna in the west of the island to Sappho’s in the east. The way Elektra countered this was to ignore them. She often didn’t answer her mother’s calls, saying she was too busy. Nikolas and Delfi are there, she reminded herself whenever the guilt surfaced, and Evangelina and Josef were only an hour’s drive away. After all, they didn’t go out of their way to see her, she mentally argued in her own defence. Elektra pictured her parents trying to negotiate the traffic of the island’s capital in their old truck. She held back the thought that she had visited them only once in the past four months.

      Josef and Evangelina were like a cramp in her little toe.
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        Three years earlier

      

      

      Nikolas pressed the button on the coffee machine. It gave one mighty hiss as it expelled steam and dripped dark amber liquid into his cup. Breathing the aroma deeply into every cell of his body, he removed the cup with one hand then slid aside the heavy glass door to the balcony with the other. He stepped out, as he did every morning. This was his favourite time of the day before most of Athens woke.

      There were two cushioned wicker chairs on the balcony, but Nikolas always sat in the one furthest from the door. As he settled back into its comfort, he took in the view across the park from the vantage of the fifteenth floor. It was a view that he never tired of because the morning light was never the same. He knew that it was because its angle of refraction changed according to the proportion of pollutants, but it cast an ethereal glow on the uppermost branches of the trees while the under-stories retained the secrets of the night. At this height, he imagined that he was edging ever closer to the gods, though the Acropolis still towered a good twenty metres above.

      These moments of solitude were becoming increasingly important to Nikolas, a time to take stock of his life. Linda would still be asleep for another half an hour or so. Once, he would have waited with impatience for her to wake but more often now when she did, the mornings were filled with a quiet tension. He wanted to ask her why, sometimes he came close to it, but he didn’t want to hear what she might say. Life had been perfect, and he couldn’t understand what had changed.

      Behind him, through the open glass door, he could hear her in the kitchen. He felt as though he was at war with himself, wanting to go to her, to kiss the sleep from her eyes, but at the same time feeling as though he was bound to the chair. She would know that he was there. He waited. The juice extractor whirred, butter was scraped across toast. When there was silence, he could feel that she was watching him. Now, he thought. The chair-legs moaned on the tiles as he propelled himself forward. His mouth was filled with words, but they were too randomly placed. As he stepped inside, he heard the quiet click of the bathroom door. The toast and juice had been abandoned on the marble bench top.
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        * * *

      

      The screen flickered, interrupting transmission and the critical dialogue between Katerina Matsouka QC and her assistant George. Delfi cursed under her breath. Now she would miss the vital clue in the murder case of Doctor Christos Vegos. The screen steadied, but Katerina Matsouka’s face was frozen in thought. Fortunately, she was suspended in a flattering frame. Delfi studied the face—the curve of the highly arched eyebrows, the perfect line of black kohl on her top and bottom lids, the way the colour of the coral lipstick deepened at her lips’ edges. Delfi’s own dark but unaccentuated eyes rested on Katerina Matsouka’s significant cleavage and the hint of a lace-edged brassiere just visible in the opened neckline. Delfi looked over her shoulder towards the door and, when sure she that she was alone, unbuttoned her own blouse to the fourth button. She placed her hands around the outside of her breasts and plumped them closer. When she caught her reflection ghosted over the stilled face of Katerina Matsouka, she was amazed at their likeness. The two of them could be sisters.

      ‘Delfi!’ Her father’s voice was fluted through the gaps in the external wall of their modest home.

      She leapt from the couch and hit the off button on the television. Katerina Matsouka, caught in what now looked like an expression of objection, flickered and then blinked into blackness.

      ‘Yes, Baba? I’m here.’ Delfi fumbled with the buttons of her blouse and, as though in an act of contrition, deftly hooked the top button as well, even though it pulled tightly at her neck.

      Manoli Kazan supported himself with a hand on the door frame as he manouevred one arthritic leg into the room.

      ‘Baba.’ Delfi rushed to him and held his arm as he dragged in the second arthritic leg. ‘You mustn’t work so hard.’ She added a scolding note to her voice, but her father wasn’t fooled.

      ‘Ee mikrí mou, just like your mother.’

      Delfi tried to ward off the sensation of a thickness in her chest that grew at any mention of her mother, as she had for the ten years since her death during the birth of a stillborn son. The sensation had begun as the grief of an eight-year-old girl who had lost her mother, but over time it festered into guilt, especially because, as a girl, she couldn’t help her father in the way that a son could.

      With one hand behind his back, Delfi guided her father to the table. As he sat, Manoli wedged the willow branch that served as his cane between the chair legs and rested his hand on its orbed head. Delfi stood back to admire the meze she had prepared for her father’s lunch. He sat quietly, taking it in.

      ‘What is this, ee mikrí mou?’ He pointed with his free hand towards the plate closest to him.

      Her words tumbled across the table. ‘Kofta, babaganoush …’

      Manoli raised his hand from the orb and gave a tired laugh. ‘It is beautiful.’

      Delfi removed the napkin she had carefully folded and placed at her father’s setting. Standing behind him, she flicked it out with rehearsed ease. She reached around him and placed it across his chest, then tucked one edge into his collar with great tenderness, as she knew that that was what her mother would have done. When she sat down at her own place opposite him, she saw a single tear in the corner of her father’s eye. The sensation grew in her chest and strained the button at her neck. She looked down at her empty plate, her appetite all but gone.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Kalamata!’ Elektra threw the potato knife with her free hand at the sink while simultaneously sucking blood from the index finger of her other hand.

      ‘Elektra!’ Evangelina’s voice, tunnelling from the rear storeroom, enveloped her daughter as though she was standing beside her.

      ‘Kalamata, Kalamata, Kalamata.’ This time Elektra murmured her curse like an invocation to the devil. ‘I can’t peel anymore! I’ve cut my finger!’

      Evangelina hesitated in the door frame, wiping her hands on the cloth suspended in the apron cord at her waist. ‘Put a band aid on it.’

      ‘It’s too deep.’ Elektra put her finger back in her mouth, wondering if her mother would care enough to take a look.

      ‘Show me,’ Evangelina demanded, holding out her palm as she moved toward her daughter.

      Elektra slid the finger out of her mouth obediently and presented it to her mother. In the space between them the air crackled. Just at the point of touching, Elektra withdrew deliberately. Evangelina’s hand did not flounder in the void between them but brushed the air with a gesture of dismissal.

      ‘Go. Leave them,’ she said, nodding at the potatoes. ‘I will finish.’

      Elektra stood her ground, resisting the thirty-two-year history of submission. She didn’t want to peel potatoes, but she didn’t want to be told to leave either.

      ‘Go!’ Evangelina had moved closer now. She was shorter than her daughter, but her stocky frame and sharp eyes would have made Atlas tremble.

      Elektra could feel one mutinous foot take a small step backwards as her mother released the cloth from her waist and flicked it at her as though her daughter was no more than an irritating fly. Elektra’s resolve was broken. She turned on her heels and released the apron from her own waist to the floor. Sucking at the blood from her injured finger, she swept past the tables set for the lunch trade, tugging with her free hand at the fold of a tablecloth. The setting for two clattered to the floor, leaving the bare wooden table naked and as though in shock.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ Josef called from the grill.

      A small knot of remorse was forming in Elektra’s gut, and she softened her stride as she approached her father.

      ‘Are you all right, my darling girl?’

      The determination in Elektra’s step faltered as she levelled with him.

      ‘Baba.’ Elektra could hear the plea in her own voice. She wanted to cry with frustration into her father’s chest as she had when she was a little girl.

      He was facing into the taverna and so was in shadow. Elektra knew that his large, dark eyes would look sad, but his mouth beneath his thick moustache would be smiling just looking at his only daughter. The knot moved higher into her chest and felt like it was caught behind her breastbone.

      ‘Fuck!’ she roared to the sea behind him, to the gulls gathering for their morning conference and to the shadowed face of her father. ‘Fuck.’ She brushed past him and ran, almost stumbling to the beach, but regained her composure and paced it out with thunderous intent. She hardly wavered in the irregularity of the basalt stones that constituted the shore as her heavy shoes crunched them into the soft sand beneath. These were the same stones that fluted waves into the hypnotic chant of sirens; the same stones that held the memory of the deep, dark forces that had transformed the island’s topography and history. That history was now preserved under canvas in the archaeological dig above Hestia’s Taverna. Tourists came to marvel at the remnants of a once mighty maritime civilisation caught in its final moments of despair, and represented most simply by an overturned water urn, which was three thousand six hundred years old.

      ‘Fuck!’ The word spat from her lips catching an oncoming stroller by surprise. She heard the woman’s gasp and smiled to herself with satisfaction, though hot tears were pricking the corner of her eyes. She crunched on, until her energy lagged, and she took rest upon an upturned crate in the shade of tall salt shrubs at the rear of the beach.

      Elektra inspected the cut finger. The bleeding had been replaced with a seeping of clear plasma, but the pain had intensified and was hot and throbbing. She looked out to the water and saw a fisherman wading waist-deep just off the shore. He was too entranced with his fishing line to notice her sitting on his crate. She envied his poise and his concentration. Even from the rear, Elektra could tell by the ease of his shoulders that he was a man content with his life. She was adept at this observation of other people because she so desperately wanted to know their secret. A flapping sound to her left distracted her from the fisherman. Beside her, in a large ice cream bucket filled with water, a red mullet flipped once and then paused, caught in suspended animation that suggested it had resigned to its fate that it would never be free.

      Elektra knew then that she had to leave.
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        * * *

      

      ‘No offence, Mother of God, but you do not have a daughter, so I don’t expect you to understand.’

      Evangelina flipped the red mullet onto its other side and ran the scaling rake from tail to head with one deft movement.

      ‘If you had,’ she continued, ‘you would know what to do. Or perhaps, you could ask your Son…’ Evangelina was about to add ‘or your husband’, but she stopped. Mary’s real ‘husband’, not the Josef husband, was a mystery and, in truth, she liked it this way. It was as though Holy Mary’s husband was always at sea allowing the two women to share a more intimate relationship than if he was constantly around.

      Evangelina placed the fish in a bucket of ice. She held the new scaling rake that Elektra had bought her up to the light. The scales had clustered at its end and were milky white, but one or two were still transparent like tiny windows. She remembered how Elektra had insisted that the rake would be better, faster and safer than the old knife that Evangelina had been using for years.

      ‘Get with the times, Mother,’ she had said with exasperation, as Evangelina held the rake to the light, as she did now. Evangelina had conceded, for her daughter’s sake. Now, she placed the rake in the sink and, with a new fish in position, took out the old knife from its equally old scabbard. Evangelina scaled with devotional attention, as though she was preparing the mullet for its burial. It had been caught in Josef’s net only two hours earlier, but it was not her job to kill it. She did not like to kill the Lord’s creatures, though had she had a sharp-pointed blade and a live fish in front of her right now, she could no longer be sure of that.

      What have I done wrong? Evangelina mentally implored. She threw the fish in the bucket with elite-athlete precision. Automatically, she pulled out another and her knife slid along the body with a rhythm that beat time with her own thoughts—a mental list of all the things she had done for her daughter: the embroidered shawl, the taffeta communion dress and now the beaded evening gown for Nikolas’s wedding, all done with her own hands, at night, when she was tired. Evangelina thought of Elektra’s derision when she held up the dress.

      ‘I told you, Mama, I do not want to wear a dress.’

      What sort of a girl didn’t want to wear a dress to a wedding, especially her own brother’s wedding? Evangelina knew the answer and was ashamed. To make matters worse, her son was about to marry an English woman.

      What have I done wrong?

      The mullet eyed her with suspicion.
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        * * *

      

      Josef lay very still in the small space he had created between the bait bucket and wooden crates whose purpose he no longer knew. His right foot was housed in the same black leather slip-on it had inhabited for twenty years; despite Evangelina’s vigorous polishing, deep cracks betrayed its age. His left foot was bare except for the end of a fine fishing line wedged between his big and second toes. His left arm lay across his abdomen while his right hand rested on the edge of the closest crate and a coarser fishing line was loosely held between his index and mid fingers. From above, it would have looked as though he was pinned diagonally to the sea. If Josef had known this, he would have been pleased. He could think of no better place to be pinned down.

      Josef closed his eyes and imagined that life beneath the boat. It was the best that he could do now. Beneath the boat, beneath the placid water whose surface had the viscosity of oil, life moved with the precision of a choreographed dance. A school of sardines swirled in a dark funnel, wide beneath the hull of the boat and narrowing to a single point, metres below, a photographic flash emitting with each rotation of their silver bodies. Larger fish darted, skirting the edges looking for the small, the weak, the lazy, and in the ink-black depths, a ray dipped and rose, dipped and rose with graceful ease as it skimmed the sandy bottom.

      He had fished for more than fifty years, but it had been thirty since he had broken the surface of the water to enter that world. When he was young it had been his job to retrieve a snagged line for his father, and more rarely for his grandfather, for he was the superior fisherman. Josef had taken great pleasure and pride in stripping off his shirt and, with the arrogance of his youth, flexing his muscles in front of the older men.

      ‘Hey, Duripi, our Kikeru look for mermaids!’ called Rusa, using the name he had given his grandson.

      Always, Josef felt that his arrogance had been misplaced. There was no envy in their eyes and the young, strong Josef longed instead to be them.

      Now, the older Josef lay in the same boat, but he felt none of the peace of those great men. How he missed the body of his youth. He tried to remember, but the current one he inhabited could not relate to joints that didn’t snag on the worn edges of its own bones; he couldn’t comprehend a body that defied and mocked gravity. But the youthful Josef had not gone completely. He viewed the world through weakened lenses, but remembered its clarity and, where his arm lay across his lower abdomen, the youthful Josef lay coiled and alert in his groin. Pinned diagonally to the sea, warmed by the morning sun and lulled by the gentle sway of the boat beneath his body, Josef felt the stirrings of lust carelessly disguised as passion. His hand moved beneath the elastic of his trousers, and he gave himself over to the moment.
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        Present Time

      

      

      Delfi lay on her back willing her body to greet the day with enthusiasm. Her husband would not be beside her; she knew without turning. He would be re-staking tomatoes, looking for non-existent weeds, watering by hand—by hand! Even her father had seen the wisdom of the hose. Delfi’s lids opened and closed, opened and closed in an attempt to crush the thought of her father with each blink. She tried not to think of the day that she and Nikolas had led him away from the home he had lived in all his life. She tried not to replay the look of despair and grief on his normally placid and gentle face. He didn’t say anything, just turned towards the house and dipped his head as a genuflection.

      ‘The house will still be here, Baba,’ she had said and had heard her own desperation. ‘I’ll bring you back…when I come to visit.’

      That had been three years ago and Delfi had only visited her father six times. On none of those occasions had she taken him home. She knew why, and she knew it was selfish, but the thought of stepping back into the house that still preserved the physical traces of her mother was too much for her. She knew every piece of jewellery, every photo that had been carefully and lovingly framed by her mother, the shoes and dresses still in the cupboard of her parents’ room and the last pair of slippers still in position to receive her feet beneath the bed. She thought of the last time she saw her father, sitting in his old armchair that had been transported from the family home to the bedroom in his sister’s house. He was looking out the window when Delfi arrived, and it took a moment for him to register that she was there. Behind him on the floor beneath the bed, his suitcase—old, but still in almost new condition from a lack of use—was open and Delfi was shocked to see that, although she had unpacked it two and a half years before, it was filled with his clothes as though he was preparing for departure.

      Delfi shifted in the bed. The energy she had tried to muster for the day had drained into the mattress. Three years’ experience of directing her thoughts from her father enabled her to segue into more life-giving memories. She thought instead of her honeymoon in Athens—how she had loved everything about that city, even the prospect of thieves lurking in the gardens around the Plaka. The Acropolis was magnificent, but it didn’t thrill her as much as the cafés, restaurants and the designer boutiques. None of this compared, though, to the moment she saw Katerina Matsouka, who failed to be disguised by the silk scarf and sunglasses, being ushered into the television studio by her minders. ‘It might not be her,’ Nikolas had said, but Delfi knew that it was her; she knew Katerina Matsouka as she would know her mother, or an older sister if she had had one.

      The drumming of water from the garden tap broke her thoughts. Delfi imagined Nikolas bending over the tap, the fingers of one hand still fixed around the faucet, the other hand supporting the weight of the metal can. How he could not be impatient with such a slow process was beyond her. Why he would not connect the garden hose was beyond her. In fact, many things about her husband were beyond her understanding.

      She thought, again, of their honeymoon. It had been her suggestion that they go to Athens, and she remembered very well Nikolas’s reaction. She had assumed that his reluctance had been because he had left there only six months earlier to return home to live with his parents. She knew very little about his time in the capital, other than that he had lived there for many years, first as a student, then as an engineer for a marble company. She knew that his work had been very demanding and very stressful and, he had told her, this was why he had returned to the island and Hestia’s Taverna. But Delfi knew too that Nikolas had been engaged to an English woman called Linda. Though he had told her this, there was little else that she knew except that she had left him with nothing more than a letter as way of explanation. What the contents of the letter contained Nikolas would not say. On one occasion when Delfi pressed him, he took both of her hands in his and told her that he did not think about Linda, and neither should she. It was then that Delfi raised again the prospect of Athens for their honeymoon. Nikolas agreed. ‘Of course,’ he had said as he gave her hands a gentle squeeze. ‘If that’s what you really want.’

      Lying on her back in the bed, Delfi gave a long sigh as she remembered. She adored her husband and remembered how, after their first meeting on Skosias, she had dreamed of him night after night and thought of him every minute of every day, her heart feeling as though it had expanded in her chest. Never did she think that he would agree to marry her—he was so handsome, so intelligent and sophisticated. Why would he want her? When her father told her that Nikolas had asked his permission to propose, Delfi drifted for weeks in an unreal space.

      But that had been then, and the reality of her married life was a different matter. If they had the opportunity to live their own life, away from the taverna, away from Josef and…no, not Josef, just Evangelina…but Nikolas would not leave. He had money, she knew, but he sometimes acted as if he didn’t. He was very intelligent and well-qualified. Why would he not leave? She often wondered this but did not ask him; it was not her place. In truth, Delfi knew very little about her own husband—only what she saw now—a gentle and kind man who was very, very good-looking. She sometimes imagined Nikolas in the white dustjacket of a doctor, just like Christos Hatsaglou. Katerina Matsouka had fallen in love with him in the last series—for Delfi still managed to watch her favourite program, which was repeated later at night. Katerina Matsouka would fall in love with Nikolas; she knew that. This would only be apparent to Delfi, who knew every nuance of the actress’ facial expression. When Delfi thought about this as she watched the program late at night while Nikolas prepared himself for bed, she made love to him more passionately.

      But this morning, fantasies were not enough to lift her spirits. Nikolas was not a doctor, nor an actor, though sometimes Delfi wondered. Instead, he was toiling in the dirt with the tomatoes, perhaps even straightening a kink from his back. And she, Delfinia Kazan, would not be waking to the applause of Athens but would be peeling potatoes at the sink under the watchful eye of her mother-in-law.
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        * * *

      

      ‘What do you mean, I don’t love you enough! What the hell does that mean?’

      There was silence at the other end of the phone.

      ‘That’s right…give me the fuckin’ silent treatment!’

      As Elektra railed down the phone, she knew that she was sealing her fate, but she couldn’t stop.

      ‘What’s her name! Is it that bitch I saw you with last week? The German? Tell me it’s not the German!’

      She could hear her own voice echoing. Eugénie had hung up at some point during the diatribe and the sound of her own voice floating in no man’s land was like a metaphor for her life. Elektra went to slam her phone on the counter, but her fingers curled at the last moment to take the impact. She looked up and caught her reflection in the mirror. Only months before she had marvelled at the glow of the café reflected there and the spark of life in her own eyes. This time it was like a dark net had been cast, trapping and suffocating her. Elektra’s bravado, the self-assurance that she had mistaken for the real her had disappeared. In that mirror she saw herself as she knew she was—a failure, a bitch, unlovable.

      Her fingers curled back around the phone and her thumb hovered above the number for Hestia’s. She wanted—she needed—the no-nonsense love of her mother. Elektra wanted to be scolded, to feel the love hidden in Evangelina’s wrath and the wisdom in her practical directions for her life. But that same thought served to remind her how incapable she was to live her life on her own terms. Even the pride she had in everything she had achieved in the café-bar was ruined by the fact that it had been a gift from her parents.

      Elektra tried to breathe a full flowing yoga breath—into the abdomen, to the chest, to the throat—but somewhere between chest and throat her breath jagged on a hard rock of anger and grief. Her arms flailed around her body like a squid in a net and she clutched at the counter to steady herself. In the mirror behind the bar, her mouth was gaping and closing, and her eyes were wide with fear. Her chest heaved and the rock in her chest became molten with rage.

      Elektra roared, catapulting vitriol into the café. A tiny vibration rippled through the wood of the counter beneath her fingers. Glasses clinked in an imperceptible chime, and two small cockroaches scuttled beneath the door in the direction of the sea.
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        * * *

      

      Something woke Evangelina. Not a sound, not a problem unresolved, just a feeling that something was wrong. She lay very still waiting for the telephone to ring, or had it already rung? She turned towards Josef who was lying on his side with his back to her. His night shirt was crumpled into a ball exposing the flesh above the line of his underpants. Softly, Evangelina placed her palm on the still youthful skin of his back. She felt his breathing slow, almost stop and she slowly retracted her hand to rest by her side.

      She shuffled her body to rest again in the dip of the mattress and stared at the ceiling. Here, turned away from Josef, it was easier for her to think more clearly. It had been three years now since the wedding of Nikolas and Delfinia; three years of harbouring a terrible truth about her husband. Evangelina lay perfectly still. She was experienced in the silent management of her emotions. Her breathing calmed and her thoughts turned to her continuing conversations with Mary, the Mother of Christ.

      In Evangelina’s mind they met often, in a variety of settings—the beach, her own living-room, sometimes in Hestia’s surrounded by the noise of patrons. Each time they met, the two women would be dressed in the simple robe and veil of the first millennium women of the Middle East. This time, in Evangelina’s imaginings as she lay in her bed, they were wearing modern clothes and were meeting in a different taverna, away from Hestia’s where they, or at least Evangelina, would not be recognised.

      As they sat at an indoor table, Evangelina admired Mary’s style—a simple summer dress that perfectly fitted her beautiful and ageless body. The flawless skin of Mary’s arms mesmerised her and Evangelina found herself straining to avert her eyes from the hint of cleavage at the V-neck of the dress. On this occasion, Mary wore a modest streak of eyeliner that accentuated her large and sorrowful eyes. That enlargement of sorrow was like an invitation to a more intimate sharing of confidences. Evangelina shifted in her seat as she did in her bed.

      ‘Mary, Mother of God…You look beautiful…As you do each day…’

      ‘Just “Mary”,’ the other woman said. Her eyes smiled and Evangelina was surprised to see that tiny lines did form in the soft skin surrounding them. ‘We are friends now, Evangelina.’

      Evangelina dared to hope that they could be friends, but Mary’s confirmation filled her with such joy that she was afraid she would weep.

      Mary sat back in the chair and rested her hands; Evangelina was certain they would be softly clasped in her lap. ‘Tell me what is wrong?’

      It wasn’t unusual for Evangelina to unburden to the Mother of God, but normally Mary was dressed in traditional robes. That contained Mary—no hair, no skin other than her face and hands—offered guidance and peace of mind that Evangelina was certain came directly from Mary’s first-hand contact with God himself. This Mary was an earthly woman, though her skin shone as though lit from within by a warm, white light. If Evangelina didn’t know better, she would imagine that Mary had problems of her own—juggling two husbands would be a peculiar dilemma. Evangelina stole a glance at Mary’s hands that were now resting on the table’s edge. No wedding ring. She looked down at her own. It had become scratched over time and now nestled in the folds of her skin. She felt a small ache behind her breastbone.

      The thought that this Mary might also have problems prompted Evangelina to talk about her own, in particular the one that, as yet, she had not dared to mention.

      ‘Mary,’ she began feeling an anxious spasm at the use of such familiarity. But the woman opposite her smiled and her eyes encouraged her to continue. ‘My husband…’

      ‘Josef?’

      Evangelina felt a slight flicker of annoyance but remembered that it was a reasonable enough question from a woman with two husbands.

      ‘Yes, Josef.’

      Evangelina opened her eyes and looked across to the sleeping body of her husband. She nestled into the dip of the mattress needing to be comfortable before she continued and closed them again.

      ‘He has been unfaithful.’

      She had said it. Three years of stored grief; the hardening plaque of hurt that had settled into the large and small joints of her body began its decay. Her face burned, with shame and relief. She had confessed to the table, to the tiny scratches on her wedding ring, to the perfect, unpolished nails of the woman opposite and her eyes now lifted to face her. Were they tears that she saw pooling in the lower lids of those sorrowful eyes?

      Mary lifted one hand from the table and rested her palm on the back of Evangelina’s hand, the warmth flowing into the muscles of Evangelina’s arm and straight to her heart.

      ‘Thank you,’ Mary whispered, ‘for telling me this.’

      Evangelina’s eyes were locked to Mary’s. She waited—for comforting words of support, for advice—but the Mother of God said nothing more and sat back in her chair and smiled, a beatific smile.

      Evangelina’s confession—for that is how it felt as Josef’s wife—hung in the air between them, but as the other woman continued to say nothing, that confession began to crumble and dissolve.

      ‘Would you like a drink?’ Mary said at last.

      Mary didn’t wait for her reply but raised a long slender finger to attract the attention of the waitress.

      ‘Two ouzos, please,’ she said.

      In what seemed like infinitesimal time, the glasses were placed on the table. Mary picked up hers and held it forward. Evangelina, still in a daze, did the same.

      ‘Do you feel better?’ the immortal wife of God asked the wife of Josef…no, the co-owner of Hestia’s Taverna.

      Evangelina considered the question for a moment. She felt a fluidity in her limbs and a flutter that felt something like joy around her heart and in her stomach. ‘Yes,’ she said suppressing a desire to laugh.

      The two women raised their glasses and the clink of their meeting resonated throughout the taverna.
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        * * *

      

      Josef woke to the clink of glass. It was a sound that formed constant timpani to his days in the taverna, so it was unusual that it should wake him. He turned, a slow and arthritic semi-circle in the bed. He didn’t expect to find Evangelina there at this hour, but something felt different about this morning; something that was hinted at in his dreams—of Evangelina’s hand resting on the skin of his back.

      There was another clink; he hadn’t imagined it, a rattle of glass and the odour of cooked tomatoes that was now approaching the bedroom. Josef flipped with boyish fear onto his back and dug his elbows into the mattress to prop himself against the padded bed head. His bed shorts had twisted in the move, leaving his manhood vulnerable beneath the sheet. Balancing on one elbow he hurriedly jerked them into place, drew his torso upright and expanded his chest.

      One slippered foot appeared at the base of the bedroom door and gave it a hard tap. The door yawned to reveal Evangelina holding a tray at breast height. In a reflex move, Josef pulled the sheet a little higher across his chest. She was dressed in her housecoat and her hair was still loose and fell in waves around her face to her shoulders. The effect of this prompted in Josef an unexpected arousal. Evangelina, whose keen eyes missed nothing, shifted her gaze from Josef’s face to the twitching of the sheet over his crotch. In response to her glare, Josef drew the sheet even higher towards his chin.

      ‘Agápi…’ Josef cleared his throat, ‘why are you not at Mass?’

      Evangelina had not moved, but seemed to be uncertain, as though wrestling with her thoughts. She gathered herself and continued to the bed placing the tray, with a small thump, onto Josef’s crotch.

      ‘I have a headache,’ she said to the sheet.

      The fact that Evangelina was never ill and looked more vigorous than usual this morning left her lie hanging in the space between them.

      ‘Perhaps you should rest today…in bed.’

      Her eyes lifted to his, but he could not read what lay behind them. Remorse, a constant emotion, filled him as it had never done before, until he could barely breathe. Could she see it? Did she know what he had done? The burden of his guilt sapped the energy from his arms and around his heart.

      ‘It is nothing,’ she said, ‘it will pass.’

      Briefly, Josef felt a surge of hope, but remembered that she was only talking about her headache.
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        * * *

      

      The chime of glass woke her from her reverie. Behind the bar, Anton waited, still holding the glass tumblers. Though Elektra was looking at him, she felt as though she was caught within a thick plasma. The exaggerated clearing of his throat bounced off the hard wood of the bar to reach her ears like the rumble of a train. She tried to focus but her eyes seemed to have lost their ability as if it had dissolved with her tears in the pillow each night.

      Eugénie was not coming back. She’d made that increasingly clear in each answer to Elektra’s many phone calls. Now Eugénie just let her rail to the voicemail. Pretty soon she would change the number and be lost to her, perhaps forever.

      Elektra’s phone had barely left her hand, and she hit redial once again. Eugénie wouldn’t answer, she knew that, but Elektra just wanted to listen to the recording. She imagined her speaking in that easy-going way that she loved. She remembered the day Eugénie had recorded the message, how they debated over whether it should be in French, Greek or both and had laughed at every attempt to not sound stilted. Elektra listened intensely for any sound of her own former, happy self in the background.

      What bewildered Elektra was that she hadn’t seen it coming, though it wasn’t the first time she had been taken by surprise by a lover. In retrospect she could have seen it with the others, but not this time. They had been in love. She was still in love. Elektra cast her mind, for the hundredth time, over the argument when Eugénie told her it was over. A lot had been said, cried and yelled between them, but Eugénie’s accusation that she was too controlling had hit the hardest—not because it was unfair, but because she had heard it before. She had always denied it, became incensed and angry, but her argument was losing ground.

      Her eyes focused on Anton. ‘Do you think I have control issues?’ she said, feeling her eyes narrowing to take the verbal slap.

      Anton, still holding the tumblers placed them rim down on the counter, smoothing the edges of the towel beneath them. He didn’t look up. ‘Will I still have a job if I answer?’

      He had said it softly, but it was like a karate blow to the solar plexus. Her eyes felt scolded by her tears, and she felt that she was looking at him from under water, his body distorting with the refraction of light. The space between them was like a vacuum where no breath could be taken.

      ‘Okay,’ she said and heard the fragility in her own voice. She turned on her heels and moved blindly toward the kitchen.

      ‘Elektra?’

      She could hear the anxiety in Anton’s voice.

      ‘It’s okay,’ she said before the swing door closed behind her. ‘It’s okay.’
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      ‘Nik, it’s me.’

      Nikolas paused, steeling for what was to come: a loan of money, a shoulder to cry on. Not that he would deny his little sister either. Over the years she’d wept a flood down the phone, usually about being unloved—by lovers, by Evangelina, though he doubted it was the latter this time, or money. Their parents had set her up in the café-bar and he knew that it was doing very well. So…it wasn’t money, or their mother…It will be Eugénie, he thought.

      ‘Nik! You there?’

      She sounded plaintive, washed out. He focused his attention.

      ‘I’m here, Lek. What’s wrong?’

      ‘Why do you always say that when I call?’

      He laughed. ‘Do I?’

      ‘Yes, you bastard. You do.’

      Nikolas smiled to himself. She was the only person in the world who could get away with calling him that.

      There was a pause before she continued. ‘Eugénie’s gone.’ There was no humour in her voice now.

      ‘Are you all right?’

      ‘No, and why don’t you sound surprised?’

      ‘I don’t know. I didn’t know her well, Lek. Do you want me to come up?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Do Mama and Baba know?’

      Nikolas heard the intake of breath in response and a low growl.

      ‘Not yet.’

      He could understand her reluctance. Their mother would become even more tightly wired—taut, ready to snap. Josef, on the other hand, would just retreat further into himself.

      This thought about his father bothered Nikolas. Josef had always been a quiet force, but over the last few years he seemed to be withdrawing from the family. It took a while to recognise it, but Nikolas saw his father in moments of reverie, a dull pain in his eyes that had replaced the youthful spark. He had wondered if he was ill, or even entering the early stages of dementia. He had carefully broached the subject with his mother, but Evangelina had shrugged her shoulders and dismissed it with a wave of her hand. Nikolas suspected that his father was not ill but was suffering from a deep sadness that he recognised only too well.

      ‘Nik? Are you okay?’

      The question momentarily shook him, and he replied more guardedly that he intended. ‘Yes, Lek…Sorry…I’ll be there in about an hour.’

      ‘You can get away from Hestia’s?’

      He heard the relief in her voice.

      ‘Yes. It’s closed today as you know. I have to pick up a few supplies anyway. Need anything?’

      ‘No. Anton has it under control.’

      ‘Nik?’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Thanks.’

      He wondered how many times they had finished conversations this way, but the defeated sound of his sister’s voice got to him, and Nikolas felt the need to make up for the many years when he hadn’t been around.

      ‘Be there as soon as I can,’ he said with an extra note of reassurance. He was never quite sure what she was capable of doing when she felt this way.
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        * * *

      

      Nikolas was unable to abandon the feeling that a dark pall was being cast once again over his life. For the past three years he had thought that it might evaporate like morning mist in the sunshine of Delfinia. Lately, he had felt that even her radiance was becoming dulled as though his darkness spread like a contagion. He recognised it and he feared it. In his mind, his young wife's face loomed with the full brightness of their wedding day. He remembered the stirring of conflicting emotions he felt as she stood beside him at the altar. She was an affirmation of all that was innocent and good, but his heart was heavy. He thought of their wedding dance and the look of hope in her eyes and the weight of keeping that hope alive. He knew, with shame, that he had wanted it to be Linda who he held in his arms on the dance floor.

      Nikolas was aware, too, of something else; something that had caught his peripheral vision. He slowed to a stop at the traffic lights, his fingers drumming the steering wheel as he strained to remember, but there was no clear memory, more a feeling, remote and translucent that had something to do with his father. The lights changed and he eased into the traffic’s flow. In his memory, he scanned the small hall that had swelled with family and friends, many of whom had travelled to Skosias from distant islands and from the mainland. He saw his sister dancing with abandon, arms flailing as she circumnavigated the tall and striking Eugénie who danced more discreetly, but whose laughter seemed to take even herself by surprise. Nikolas remembered the look of love she gave Elektra, a look that was matched by the bride dancing in his arms. He was able to locate his mother. With his lips pressed to Delfi’s ear in response to something she had said, he had seen his mother watching Elektra. The look on her face had surprised him; it was not annoyance, embarrassment or derision—it was love and something else. Evangelina had been caught in an unguarded moment of wistfulness. Nikolas knew the emotion because he felt it too that night—what had been and might have been.

      Over the three years since that night, he had relived certain events of his wedding, but when it came to his father, there was a gap. At the ceremony in the church, he was sitting awkwardly in the front row wearing a new suit and with his hat off. Although Josef had seemed uncomfortable and self-conscious, Nikolas was surprised how dignified his father looked and with Evangelina beside him they made a handsome couple. Nikolas caught a glimpse that night of their younger selves. He could recall seeing his father at the end of the night when he and Delfi were ushered off to the room upstairs in the local taverna that had been prepared for their first night together, but he could not remember seeing him during the wedding dance. Nikolas hadn’t thought about this absence of his father at the time, but it bothered him now.

      He pulled into the warehouse and greeted Chris, the owner, who already had the order Nikolas had placed that morning waiting in the loading bay. Though the two men were always on friendly and familiar terms, Chris didn’t seem to be in the mood for small talk as was often the case. Nikolas was relieved.

      ‘Cherete antío,’ each man said, slapping the other on the arm in a gesture of mutual respect as they parted.

      As he resumed the drive to Elektra, Nikolas did not revisit his earlier thoughts, but they left a small, dark cloud that he knew he would have to revisit. The traffic required his attention, and so would his sister.
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        * * *

      

      Over and over, Delfi relived the events of her wedding reception. This morning was no different. As she dressed the tables for the following day’s trade she thought, again, of how beautiful the little hall had looked that night. Who would have thought that the plain little building that sometimes became a taverna in the centre of her home village could be so transformed? It had been a complete and wondrous surprise; a miracle transformation worked by the women of the village, many of them part of her extended family. Delfi knew that they had done it to compensate for the absence of her own mother, but it was also to honour her memory. Lucy had been a gentle but much-loved member of this community of women and her death still resonated through the village ten years later. These women had sewn her beautiful dress—white chiffon that fell to the floor in folds and a silk Empire bodice studded with pearl-shaped jewels sewn by hand. As she placed a knife and fork on a check tablecloth in Hestia’s Taverna, Delfi remembered how her great aunt’s cutlery had reflected the candlelight with a warm lustre. She studied the fork in her hand and held it at an angle to capture the light outside the taverna, but it was a cold morning light and the fork, though clean, was scratched and dull.

      This morning, Delfi felt free in the absence of her mother-in-law’s critical eye, as Nikolas had insisted that his parents have some time at home. Delfi wondered if he, too, got tired of his mother’s constant criticism, though it was never directed at her only son. She remembered being aware of Evangelina watching her at the wedding, of her standing at the edge of the dance floor, taking her in at the moment when Nikolas had pressed his lips to her ear and whispered that she was beautiful. Evangelina had looked away at that moment, feigning interest in Elektra’s wild and erratic dance moves.

      Delfi placed the fork on the table at a skewed angle and gave a little tug to the tablecloth as she passed to the next, just to take it off centre. She filled a dish with salt crystals from a plastic pouch in the pocket of her apron. On her own bridal table, they had been pink crystals to match the pink and silver confetti scattered at the base of the vases that held long-stemmed pink roses. Although Delfi had not been allowed to take part in the preparation of the hall, she had known some of it from her cousin, Toula.

      ‘You should see it, Delfi!’

      Toula had been even more animated than usual. Although they were the same age, had been born on the same island, and their rearing had been in the collective hands of the community of women, there was a world of difference between the two girls. One element that bound them together was their desire to leave the island and to become movie stars in Athens.

      While Delfi had held this desire close to her heart, she had doubted that it would ever happen. Her mother, she knew, would not have wanted this for her. Toula, on the other hand, carried no such doubts and could not wait to leave Skosias to try her luck in the capital city. Since Nikolas had come into her life, Delfi had felt as though she was living her fantasy. She relived her wedding dance over and over, still feeling the hairs rising at the nape of her neck, knowing at last how Katerina Matsouka felt in the arms of Christos Hatsaglou. She remembered how her full dress swirled gracefully as her husband twirled her around, and she saw the faces of the guests at the edge of the dance floor admiring her in her greatest moment, and how her father was smiling and beating time with his walking stick. In particular, she sought the face of her cousin, to revel in the moment, a shared dream. But Delfi remembered that she could not find her.
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        * * *

      

      Evangelina stood at the kitchen window watching her husband weeding on his hands and knees between the tomato vines and aniseed stalks. The large leaves of the zucchini plants in front reflected sunlight in pools of water that had collected overnight and all but camouflaged Josef in his light canvas pants. He would like it that way, Evangelina thought—to disappear amongst his plants. Only his left foot sticking out from the garden bed gave him away and she could see the still youthful skin of his shin above the sock line.

      Josef backed out of the garden on his knees and, using a tomato stake for support, rested his weight on one foot, then the other in a reverse genuflection. We are getting old, Evangelina muttered to the window. She thought of the young Josef on the beach the day they met. From her perspective in the shallows, he had seemed taller than he was, but he was lean and virile and that smile…ayyy…that smile.

      When Josef entered the kitchen, she was already standing at the table. ‘Here,’ she said, quarter-filling two glasses with ouzo and sliding one in front of him. ‘Sit down.’ She felt a small irritation at his expression of confusion. From the bench she brought over salted breadsticks and a small bowl of olives. Josef sat obediently. There had often been moments of silence between them, especially over the past three years, but it now thundered in her ears. She sat opposite him, picked up her glass and waited for him to do the same. He lifted his and mirrored her movement. The glasses met as did their eyes for the briefest of moments. ‘Eat,’ she said and pushed the olives towards him.
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        * * *

      

      Josef raised the glass to his lips and paused before sipping. He studied his wife as she self-consciously sucked on an olive, her eyes fixed on the old clock to her right as though she was willing the second hand to end this moment between them. His wife’s behaviour this morning and now confused and unsettled him. It was not unusual for the two of them to share a meal, but only ever with water. It was highly unusual for her to bring him breakfast in bed. Normally, it lay ready for him on this table, prepared in the early hours of the morning before Evangelina left for Mass.

      The events of today signalled some type of shift in her attitude to him and made him acutely aware that, for the last three years, it had not just been himself who had changed. Josef knew the reasons for his own withdrawal, but he had supposed that Evangelina was much as she had always been for the past forty years—since her laughing, loving eyes had been cast from him to the children, since the trials of family life and the demands of the taverna had created a rhythmic tedium to their days. He had supposed that she had not noticed this, and how much it hurt him, that her attention was constantly directed towards everyone and everything else but him, that she had not suspected for a moment that he could betray her.

      The ordeal over, Josef returned to the garden. He longed to disappear into the tall stalks of aniseed and tomato plants. His arms felt weak, so even the smallest tug at the soft-stemmed weeds drained his energy. Down here, at least, amongst the stalks, the minutae of ants and beetles provided a companionship that soothed him. Shuffling forward, he absorbed his entire body into the garden bed and, in a patch of soil yet to be planted, he eased around and onto his back. From this position the blue canvas of sky was interrupted only at its edges where soft and feathery leaves of aniseed swayed in an erratic rhythm. Josef plucked at a lower leaf, rolled it into a soft ball and placed it on his tongue, the warm comfort of its taste settling him better than the essence he had just shared with his wife. With eyes fixed on a sky that Josef believed was truly coloured blue, as he had no concept of the refraction of light, he allowed his thoughts to go where he knew they would.
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        * * *

      

      Evangelina had returned to the kitchen window and watched as her husband’s legs disappeared into the garden bed. She knew that he would desire to end his days in this way, to die beneath his own green canopy, or even more, to take his last breath and to slip from the side of the boat into the sea. She imagined him bidding goodbye to silvery schools of melanouri, pictured the wary and knowing eye of an oktapóthi softening in farewell—no hard feelings. She wished that her husband’s

      desire was to die in her arms. As she watched plants shifting to accommodate him, she mentally counted those who had found her arms a comforting place to end their days. Before long it would be Sophie, she thought, because that daughter of hers would never make it in time.

      

      Evangelina thoughts turned to the events of the day. Her decision to forego Mass had surprised even herself, but Mary, the Mother of God knew her reasons and would understand. Nevertheless, Evangelina had tried to suppress her feelings of guilt. She had not missed Mass in over fifty years and felt, in a peculiar way, that she was being unfaithful. She hoped that she was not bringing any further misfortune into their lives—things were just settling down, in her children’s lives at least, though her son’s visit earlier that morning had her wondering.

      When she had brought the breakfast tray to the door of the bedroom, she had had to summon her courage. If Josef was asleep, she was not sure what voice she should use to wake him. She had not had to rouse her husband for most of the mornings of their marriage, except on the rare occasion of illness. Josef would normally be hauling in the catch as she made her way to the taverna from Mass. That she could not envisage the morning face of her own husband bothered her as she stood at the door with the tray in her hands. She realised that she had probably seen more of Father Apostopoulos’ face as he stumbled from his bed to answer her irritated knock at five thirty in the morning. Father Apostopoulos was a very good man and a worthy ambassador of God, but since his wife’s death two years ago, his predilection for red wine with his nightly meal and, Evangelina suspected, a glass or two of port before bed, meant he occasionally slept in and would be running late for Mass. Evangelina sighed to herself; Father Apostopoulos was another responsibility that weighed heavily on her at times.

      With this exasperation about the flawed and unreliable nature of men, Evangelina had kicked at the bedroom door with a slippered foot sending it flying inwards. The startled look on her husband’s face satisfied her frustration for the moment, but she was aware too of Josef’s vulnerability and of the white skin of his shoulders that the drawn sheet did not hide. Evangelina felt a small flutter in her stomach, a shrunken version of what she had felt that first time she saw him wading into the water towards her and, again, on their wedding day and every day after until…she could not remember when it had begun to diminish. She had to steady herself in case the contents of the tray gave away the rattle in her pulse. As she began to place it on Josef’s lap, she saw the sheet twitch and swell from beneath—the monster that had come between them.

      Outside, the plants settled and Evangelina imagined Josef lying on his back, knees bent, and hands clasped over his belly. Although she had been disturbed at the sight of his morning erection, it had played on her mind, and she felt peculiarly and strangely energised.

      It was rare for them to be home together during the morning, but Nikolas was taking care of the week’s preparation and had insisted that they have a rest. There was enough fish on ice he had reassured them. Evangelina was not comfortable with a slower pace at this time of the day, nor the hours of time to fill with Josef in the house, but she was too restless to give her attention to tasks that could be done. In her prayers, and in her active mental life, she had resolved that she would try to forgive her husband, but she found that the gestures she had offered today upset her equilibrium. Would it just be easier, she wondered, if she let things continue as they were? On most days she was busy enough not to notice the strain between them, though Evangelina assumed that this strain was caused solely because she had withdrawn from him.

      Had she known what he was thinking, lying in the garden bed, she might have thought differently.
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        * * *

      

      Above him, the stalks of aniseed nodded in a synchronised dance. Josef thought of what had just transpired between them; Evangelina’s face turned from him to watch the clock, to scan the benchtops for rogue crumbs, the possibility of a spill on the floor that would require her to leap from the chair, but she had stayed. When she sipped from the glass, he could tell by the flex of the cheek facing him that she suffered the ouzo; for Evangelina it had only ever been medicinal.

      He angled his arm behind him to remove a twig boring into his back and winced as his shoulder complained. As he shuffled further into the soil, Josef realised, not for the first time, that he did not understand his wife, that perhaps he didn’t know her at all. There was a time when he’d thought that they were one, unified by their love and the children who came from them. Even when the tedium of life threatened to separate them, he had assumed that it was not possible, but what he did, that single act, had changed it all.

      

      Over the years, Josef had only returned to Skosias with his wife a handful of times. When Nikolas had told him that he would be married on the island, he had dreaded the day he would have to return. Josef could tell that his son expected him to be pleased and had embraced Nikolas, holding him close as if to contain the sinking of his heart in his own chest. As they pulled apart, he gripped his son’s shoulders and was on the verge of saying something—advice, a warning? ‘Wonderful,’ he had said instead, as any good father would do.

      When he stepped through the doors of the hall where his own wedding reception had been held, the memory of his own youth hovered ready to overwhelm him. But there were jobs that needed to be done. Evangelina had issued instructions early that morning before she went to Mass. The oktapóthi would need to be beaten and marinated, the melanouri scaled and filleted and repacked in fresh ice. ‘Give clear instructions to the cooks,’ she had said. ‘They won’t do it as good as you.’ His wife had smiled as she said this and had placed her hand on his arm. She was brighter and lighter since being back on Skosias, despite the self-imposed organisation of the wedding practicalities, but when Josef had gently suggested that she did not need to do so much, her reaction was immediate.

      ‘The girl has no mother! It is my responsibility to do this.’

      Josef had shrugged and accepted it. He knew that his daughter-in-law-to-be would not be short on well-meaning women of the village, many of them her relatives, to make sure her wedding was as perfect as possible without her own mother.

      Inside, the cacophony of these very women nearly overwhelmed him. It seemed to Josef that the eyes of each one of them shone with an inner fire and the simple hall was transforming as a physical projection of that energy. Amongst them Josef could see the back of his wife. She still held herself upright, he noted with pride, so different to the other and sometimes younger women. From the front he knew that Evangelina’s hair would be carefully combed, but from this perspective he could tell that she had hurried this morning—excited no doubt. A small, untamed section revealed silver-threaded roots. It was this that made his heart suddenly jolt with love.

      Evangelina was gesticulating in conversation with her second cousin, Delfi’s aunt. They were all fickle women, including his wife, but they shared the bond of family, and seeing how animated she was in their presence, he felt ashamed that he often discouraged her from returning to visit.

      As Evangelina waved her hand in the air mid conversation, Josef saw a glint as the sun streaming through the freshly polished windows struck her wedding ring. He had placed that ring on her finger in the church just down the road, and when they had danced, in this very hall, she had held it up to his eyes and said, ‘You’re mine now. Forever.’

      Josef had wept silently then, with joy. The memory of it made him weep silently again.

      

      Perhaps he could blame the suit for what happened that night.

      As soon as he had put it on, the day of the wedding, with Evangelina tugging, tucking and clicking her tongue, he had felt that he was not himself. When she had insisted that he view the effect in the long mirror on the back of the bedroom door in her cousin’s home, he had recoiled at what he saw there—his father dressed for burial. Josef was transfixed, rooted to the carpet. She had stood beside him in the deep blue linen dress that she had sewn by hand, her eyes bright, and had stroked his hand with what had become uncommon affection. But Josef was unmoved as though his body had died and left only his mind wandering in a twilight.

      

      Josef’s memory of his son’s wedding did not include the journey from the house to the church because his mind had disconnected from his physical actions, but as he sat beside his wife in the front pew, it returned to him in painful steps—reminders of his and Evangelina’s youth, their passion and hope for a future filled with promise.

      Ashamed of his own self-indulgence, he focused on Nikolas standing beside the young and beautiful Delfinia at the altar. This was his little boy, now a man, and Josef marvelled that he and Evangelina could create someone so handsome, intelligent and respectful and cursed himself for allowing whimsical thoughts of his own youth to cloud his many blessings. As Josef looked with admiration at his son, what he saw also took him by surprise. He had not noticed before that Nikolas’s hair was beginning to recede and he became acutely aware that, at forty, he was much older than Josef had been on his own wedding day. But what surprised him even more and disturbed him was that he saw sorrow in his son’s eyes. Was it because Nikolas already felt the stirrings of age, of time slipping away? Did he already know that the girl beside him would withdraw the desire for him that now lit her eyes? Josef lowered his own and reached for his wife’s hand, but it was unresponsive. He felt her turn to him and knew, without looking, that she would be confused. His hand returned to his lap.

      On the other side of the aisle, also in the front pew, were Delfinia’s father, Manoli Kazan, and his widowed sister, Hanna. Josef had been shocked at the change in Manoli since his wife’s death ten years earlier. When he had seen him outside the church, Josef felt great pity for him when he gave Delfi’s hand to Nikolas. Though he was certain that Manoli would be happy for his daughter, he was losing her too. In that moment, Josef realised the significance for Delfi, of leaving her father and her island behind.

      Manoli had been a strong and virile man in his youth and into his sixties. He had played the accordion and travelled with a small band to various islands to play at weddings and festivals. Although he was more than ten years older than Evangelina, Josef suspected that his wife had once had a crush on him, like many of the other women of the island. Manoli had not been quick to the altar. His resistance to marriage had caused a great deal of speculation about his lifestyle as a travelling musician that was fuelled by a suspicion about Manoli’s background; his mother had been Greek, but his father had been a Turk. When Manoli returned permanently to Skosias aged fifty-two and married Evangelina’s second cousin Lucy who was only twenty-eight, the villagers were shocked. Josef remembered Evangelina’s indignation, ‘It’s disgusting…my cousin is a fool…he will tire of her…’ and so on, though Josef had suspected that, beneath it all, lay an uncoiling snake of envy.

      Despite such reservations, the marriage, it seemed, had been happy, though not long. Lucy’s death during the birth of a stillborn son was an unexpected and catastrophic event. Josef remembered that her gentle nature and love for Manoli and their daughter Delfinia was apparent to everyone, and her death confirmed for Josef that it is the very good who die young. Josef had often pondered this. Evangelina knew this as truth. For her, God took the good to himself as a measure of their worth and special place in his heart. For Josef, it was a cruel twist of fate. If God did exist, Josef was not so sure that he liked him.

      

      He’d had to brace himself for the celebrations that were to follow the marriage ceremony later in the hall. Although he had witnessed its transformation earlier, he was not prepared for the extent of it revealed in the soft evening light. Large candles surrounded by tall pink roses, confetti and cellars of pink salt crystals shone in the middle of each of twenty tables. Evangelina could not contain a gasp of surprise. As the mother-of-the-groom, she’d had to leave the final preparations of the hall to others and this hadn’t sat well with her, but Josef could hear the pleasure in her gasp.

      

      With the hall no longer resembling that of his own wedding day, Josef became more tuned to the moment rather than wired to the past. Evangelina had left him and was ushering guests to their tables. She didn’t need to do this, but Josef was not going to be the one to tell her so. Besides, she looked radiant, and he was content to bask in some of that glow for however long it lasted. He wondered whether he should be doing something and, left to stand on his own nodding occasionally to villagers he recognised, began to feel redundant. Nikolas and Delfinia had not arrived yet and there was little to do. Josef edged through the tightly packed tables giving salutations as he went and found his way outside to the grill set up on the stoa that extended outwards from the double doors on the western side of the hall. The sun was setting and casting a crimson-gold light. It caught in the lime-coloured leaves of the grapevine that sprouted from gnarly trunks wrapped around the supporting columns. Above him the stems had knotted along rusted yachting wires that strained to support them and woven around them were strings of small globes. Beyond the stoa, the small hill on which the village hall sat dropped away into a narrow valley irregularly lined with olive trees. Even in the waning light, Josef could see the silvery-grey underbelly of new leaves as a soft breeze licked through the grove.

      There were men standing around the grill and the fat from a large spit behind them vapourised into aromatic clouds as it hit the coals beneath. Josef knew some of these men from old times, but he was an irregular visitor and had generally avoided being caught up in their talk. Despite Evangelina’s earlier instruction to oversee their preparation of oktapóthi and melanouri, Josef had ignored her. It wasn’t that he didn’t like these men, just that he felt he had little to talk about. His life was simple, as their lives were, but these were largely men of the land despite living on a small island. Josef was a man of the sea and his island’s history and his own heritage had been shaped by a catastrophic force whose malevolence still brewed beneath the island’s caldera. This history, and a genetic legacy of a people who knew that at his heart man was half beast, caused Josef to feel separate, not from arrogance, but simply because he was never certain about the truth behind the intentions and thoughts of others; except for Evangelina. Only Evangelina.

      The sound of excitement filtered out from the hall and Josef guessed that his son and bride, the hapless groomsman Orestes and Toula, had arrived. At the same moment, Elektra emerged at the top of the stairs that ran down to the sloping hill towards the valley. Josef expected to see Eugénie behind her, but as his daughter came to him and kissed his cheek, he could smell the cigarette on her breath.

      ‘I know…I know,’ she said.

      It had been a long time since he’d had a cigarette and Josef winced at the smell. ‘Just don’t tell Eugénie, ok?’

      ‘Anyway, Baba, what are you doing out here?’ Elektra linked her arm in his and began to guide him to the door. ‘Your son and daughter-in-law await!’

      Josef wondered if he really did hear a note of sarcasm in his daughter’s voice or just imagined it. He knew that she loved her brother, but Josef realised that a day such as this would never happen for his little girl. He was sad for her then, but if he admitted it to himself, he was a bit relieved too. Besides, though he didn’t know her well yet, Josef was fond of the French girl and knew that she was very good for his daughter.

      Reluctantly, he left the fresh air and the intermingling smell of searing meat and allowed Elektra to steer him to his designated place as father-of-the-groom. His wife was already there and scowled at him when he took his place by her side. Eugénie was there too and gave a similar look to Elektra.

      There was much clapping and cheering as Nikolas, Delfinia and Toula, and Orestes entered from the eastern door. Delfinia’s face had flushed a soft pink to match the table settings and her large and beautiful eyes caught the reflection of twenty candles. Josef strained to see over a woman in high heels in front of him because he needed to see his son’s face. Nikolas was smiling broadly, but there was no candlelight reflected in his eyes and in the space between his eyebrows a deep furrow had formed. Josef felt a sigh bubble in his chest and held in a breath to quell it. He turned to Evangelina. Her joy had stretched her lips across her teeth and Josef heard the laugh that he had fallen in love with over forty years earlier.

      The greetings of the newly married couple over, the guests settled quickly to their tables, though the volume of conversation remained and was now accompanied by the exuberant strumming of a bouzouki player. The effect for Josef was deafening. Elektra and Eugénie were talking and laughing to his right and his wife, revelling in the company of family and old friends, had gotten up and moved from table to table and was talking with an animation he had not seen in quite a while. Nikolas too moved around the room greeting guests with ease that settled Josef for the moment. Beyond the seats that he and Evangelina had vacated to his left, Delfinia was in deep conversation with Toula. Josef gazed with wonder at his daughter-in-law, how young and innocent she seemed, and he admired her strength knowing that she must miss her mother on this day in particular. She was a good girl, and he looked forward to the life she would bring to the taverna, and the prospect of new life in the form of grandchildren.

      Josef had only met Nikolas’s former fiancé Linda, the ‘Englishwoman’ as Evangelina referred to her, once. He had liked her, and she too was beautiful in a modern, sophisticated way. Though Josef knew some basic English language, he found her accent very confusing and so this limited how much he could get to know her. Evangelina didn’t like her, he knew that well. For nights after Nikolas announced his engagement to Linda, she had tossed and turned. ‘What have I done wrong!’ she would wail. Josef thought that his wife was unfair because the Englishwoman had been gracious and had tried her best to communicate. He remembered that she had a gentle smile, and he remembered too the way she reached for his son’s hand and gazed with love into his eyes. When Nikolas came home only months after that meeting, thin, pale and unnaturally quiet, and told them that he would not return to Athens, Josef was shocked. While Evangelina made all the noises of a worried mother, she had slept more soundly then. She visited Skosias with him not long after and made moves to secure Delfinia’s hand for her son. That Nikolas did not object never struck Josef as strange until now. Caught in Evangelina’s enthusiasm, he had failed to see that his son’s agreement to marry Delfinia might well have been a resignation. Astonishment at his own stupidity and ignorance of his son’s emotional state hit him with a sudden insight, and Josef now understood the sorrow he saw in his eyes.

      Although Josef had always thought that Delfinia mostly resembled her mother, here in conversation with her cousin, he could see some mutual resemblance to Manoli’s side of the family. Both shared full lips and upturned smiles, but otherwise that was where the similarity ended. Delfinia had a natural beauty, whereas the other girl wore too much make-up. Unlike the wide-eyed innocence of his daughter-in-law, there was something shrewd about Toula, though Josef wondered if this might have only been because the girl’s eyes were small and heavy-lidded and were exaggerated by her oversized nose.

      They were deep in conversation. Delfinia was leaning inwards and though her body was half-turned away from Josef it seemed to him that she was sharing a confidence. Toula leaned in to listen, but her eyes scanned the room until they rested on someone of interest behind him. There was something unsettling in that look that made Josef turn. Behind him Nikolas was conversing with a guest. Josef turned back as Toula and Delfinia stood up and separated.

      Unaccustomed as he was to sitting still for long periods, Josef’s limbs became both stiff and restless. Delfinia and Toula, Nikolas and Evangelina and even Manoli and his sister Hanna had abandoned him at the table and only Elektra and Eugénie were still there. After several guests had come to pay their respects to the father-of-the-groom, he stood and adjusted the collar of his shirt that was strangling him and made his way again through the western doors on the pretext of checking on the grill, should Evangelina accost him. Outside he breathed deeply, inhaling the smoky air that now had overtones of salt and seaweed drifting in from the sea and sighed with relief at the softer volume of chatter and music. He gave a cursory glance at the spit and the grill between the bodies of the same men and figured that he had about thirty minutes or so before he would need to return inside.

      Josef moved to the railing near the staircase away from the men and leaned against it looking back towards the hall. The strings of tiny lights along the yachting wire were now lit with a soft white glow. Several chains of them had been tacked to the external wall of the building in a haphazard fashion and as he took them in, he saw imitations of the constellations that guided him when he fished for kalamari. Though the effect was beautiful, he longed for the hard comfort of his boat, to be lost in an inkwell studded with gems above and a phosphorescent glow of life below.

      There was a sudden pause in the music inside and the sound of someone’s voice making a faltering announcement. The men at the grill also paused to listen. In that moment of relative quiet, Josef heard something soft and almost mewing like a cat beneath the deck. He looked over the rail and saw a woman, or a girl for it was hard to tell in the dark, sitting on a bench that had been positioned to overlook the olive grove in the valley. Josef strained to make her out in the dull light, but as he did so he became aware that she was weeping.
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      Evangelina needed to get on with her day, but she was unable to extract herself from the window. There was little movement in the garden now that her husband was totally immersed. As she had sat opposite him at the table, words that had tried to form for three years were decongested with sips of ouzo. The memory of what happened that night clung to itself in a viscous knot.

      Her son’s wedding had been a gift from God. When Nikolas had come home with that English woman whom he planned to marry, she had been stricken with grief. The girl was arrogant and was obviously not interested in learning her future husband’s language. Evangelina was convinced that she looked down on the family and could not wait to take Nikolas back to Athens. Gone were the dreams of grandchildren who would nestle in her lap, accompanying her to Mass when they were old enough, looking after her in her old age. Instead, their connection to her would be watered down, as their blood would be. Night after night she had appealed to the Mother of God to intercede and her prayer beads began to wear a callous on her thumb. Reluctantly, she began to sew wedding outfits, conscious that her dressmaking skills would not be adequate for an Athenian wedding. When Elektra railed at the dress she had made for her, it was almost the last straw. Evangelina was on the verge of refusing to attend.

      The day Nikolas came home only months later and told her it was over, she could hardly contain her joy. That night, she gave thanks to Theotókos for her intercession and promised that she would attend Mass twice a day for a week at least and that she would travel to Skosias as soon as possible to secure the hand of Delfinia, born on the Feast of the Assumption—with her son’s agreement of course.

      

      Evangelina had basked in the moment as she watched her son move from table to table greeting family, friends and relatives, some he had barely met. How handsome he looks, she had thought as her heart swelled with pride. He was clearly the best-looking man in the room, and the most well-educated too.

      The wedding had exceeded her expectations and she was surprised at this because in her experience it was rare that dreams were matched with reality, and never had they been exceeded. Even her own wedding day, though perfect in so many ways, was clouded by the knowledge that she would leave her mother and father, not just to a different home, but to another island a whole two hours away on the old ferry that shuffled between neighbouring islands on an irregular timetable.

      The only blight on this day was that Evangelina had been irritated that Nikolas did not want a groomsman. She had questioned him on this, but his resistance came back simply as, ‘No, Mana mou. It is my wish.’ She knew her son, that when he made up his mind about something, that was it. He was like that as a little boy and had never changed, but it was also this quality, she believed, that enabled him to excel at school, to gain a scholarship, to become an engineer for a big international company. She had been pleased that he had chosen to base himself in Athens rather than some distant city, though, in truth, he rarely came home in his twenty years there, and when he met that Englishwoman, they saw him even less. However, on the subject of a groomsman, Evangelina was not giving into his wishes. On the day before the ceremony, she had asked Orestes, the son of her cousin Voula, to stand beside Nikolas at the altar and, with Toula, swap the crowns on her son’s and Delfinia’s heads. Orestes had been bewildered but knew better than to argue and, in the end, Nikolas had simply raised his eyebrows at his mother, but agreed.

      Evangelina had wondered too why he had not invited any of his friends from Athens to the wedding, but she was just as pleased that he hadn’t. She had met some of them on her trips to the capital when Nikolas was studying there and had felt out of her depth in the sophisticated world that her son inhabited. Now as she looked around the candlelit hall, she wondered if it would lose its enchantment if she saw it through their eyes. She looked closer and became aware of the occasional loose thread on the embroidered edges of the tablecloths and of the uneven shapes on the wall created by fallen plaster that had been hurriedly painted over in the days before. She was swept then with an unfamiliar melancholia, the knowledge that the fantasy this night created would not, in fact, be met in reality.

      In her thoughts, Evangelina was the young girl who had dreamed of being a singer and travelling with Manoli and his troupe to other islands. She took in Manoli at the table talking with his sister Hanna and remembered how virile he had been, how he had seemed so sophisticated and knowledgeable and had convinced her that she could have a bright future as a singer. Evangelina fantasised about what that life would have been like, but she held it to her heart because she knew it would disgrace her parents.

      When she met Josef, she abandoned that dream, because he became the new one. Josef and children were all that she wanted. From her position on the opposite side of the hall she could see him at the table. He was uncomfortable, she could tell by the way he shifted in his seat and his hand returned to his throat in the desire to loosen his tie and to clasp the medallion on its chain around his neck. She remembered how, in this very hall, she had danced in his arms and their future was open and seemed endless with possibilities. She had sung that night, in his ear, words of a love song long forgotten.

      Evangelina sought out her children thinking of how she had sung the lullabies of her own childhood into their downy heads as she cradled them. Nikolas’s hair is receding, she noticed with shock; he is already getting old. Elektra was sitting at the table with her friend. She had refused to wear the dress that Evangelina had spent hours sewing late into the night. Instead, she was dressed in a suit, almost like a man’s suit, and she was holding the friend’s hand on the table where others could see. Opposite them, the object now of all her hopes was Delfinia, who was deep in conversation with her cousin. Her daughter-in-law was robust, and those hips would allow her grandchildren to be born easily, she thought with pleasure. She considered the other girl who, by tradition and along with Orestes, would become the godparent of Evangelina’s first grandchild. She looks like a pórni with her makeup and bright red lipstick she thought, snapping herself back into reality.

      The bouzouki player had been joined by a young woman with a high, lilting voice who sang both traditional and more modern songs. Evangelina watched her for a moment reliving her youthful dream, but quickly turned her mind back to more practical matters. She scanned the room looking for anyone who might be needing something—a drink, a conversation, more bread to accompany the hummus and oil. In particular, she looked out for the older guests, many of them related to her in one way or another, though there were few left now from her own parents’ generation. There was Spiro, her father’s youngest brother. She was glad that he bore little resemblance to her father. How she wished he were here this night to dance with her as they had done at her own wedding. Evangelina remembered only too well the grief she felt with the thought that she would never go out in the boat with him again or haul the fish net in and arrive back home with the daily catch to her mother, who was always in her apron and wiping her hands on its edges and who would be standing at the kitchen door to greet them. To Spiro’s left was her aunt Dorothea, her mother’s oldest sister. She was a strong and outspoken woman, unlike her sister who had been gentle and kind. Evangelina could almost feel again the touch of her mother’s hand on her face and how she fussed over her the day of her marriage to Josef, making her promise that she would return to Skosias every two months. Evangelina had promised and had been true to her word, though she didn’t know she would only see her mother twice more. As the baby of the family, Evangelina was indulged and adored. Only two of her three brothers and two sisters were still alive. They lived on other islands and were too infirm to travel to Skosias for the wedding.

      Her cousin Angelina, surrounded by several other members of her family, waved her over and she was caught up in conversation until they were interrupted by a pause in the music and an announcement from Delfinia’s uncle Theos who, Evangelina thought, seemed to have taken on the role of Master of Ceremonies and who liked the sound of his own voice. He announced that it was time to dance the Kalamatianó. Evangelina was taken by surprise and was acutely aware that the order of events of this evening were totally out of her hands.

      The bride and groom also seemed to be taken by surprise. Delfinia had broken away from her conversation with Toula who seemed to have disappeared, and Nikolas, working his way from a table behind, met her in the space that had been preserved for dancing in front of the band. When they embraced a cheer went up around the room. Chairs scraped along the old floorboards as guests readied themselves to form circles for the dance. Evangelina looked out for Josef but had lost sight of him when everyone, but the very elderly stood up. Angelina had her arm around her waist and was ushering her towards the dance floor. Forgetting Josef for the moment, Evangelina clapped along as her son and his bride began to sway, locked in a loving embrace. Others were quick to follow, including Elektra who all but dragged Eugénie onto the floor and they immediately broke into a modern dance, Elektra’s arms flailing about her. Evangelina would have been annoyed, but the joy on her daughter’s face softened her heart, and there was something in the eyes of Eugénie that touched her deeply—it was a look of love, and, if Evangelina didn’t know better, the look of a girl who had lost her mother. Circles were formed and hands were clasped, Elektra was tamed and Evangelina became absorbed in the moment.

      Two songs in and still bound to her circle, she scanned the others for Josef but could not see him. He loved to dance, but didn’t like crowds; it was no excuse, she thought with rising irritation. Even the arthritic Manoli had joined in and Evangelina was moved to see a smile forming on his still handsome face. He was not dancing but stood on its edge beating time on the floor with his stick. Hanna was not with him and Evangelina wondered how she was coping with the night after the recent death of her own husband. Delfinia and Nikolas were in separate circles now and though he was dancing, Evangelina thought that her son could have done with some of his sister’s energy. Delfinia, on the other hand, was flushed with pleasure and was free dancing with her friends, though that girl, Toula, was not among them.

      Annoyed now at her husband’s absence, Evangelina sought him out in the one place he was likely to be. As she came through the western doors, she breathed deeply of the night air. The scent of the sea, of lavender and rosemary oils that had vapourised in the earlier heat of the day, of charcoal and dripping fat, took her back to her childhood years on the island and the nostalgia of it almost overwhelmed her. Evangelina thought of Hestia’s. While no lavender or rosemary grew along the beach, the salt air was a constant as was the pungent odour of fresh seafood and old fish oils that seeped into boards of their boat that was hauled on to the shore after the morning catch. And there were sounds, of the sea trickling back through the basalt pebbles on the beach and of Josef’s canaries trilling in the cages above the grill.

      There were four men that she knew by sight at the spit readying the meats for carving and two plating up the oktapóthi and kalamári from one side of the grill and turning kebabs on the other. One of the men noticed her and nodded with his head towards the rail on the far side of the stoa, but it confused her because there was no sign of Josef. She moved to the railing and looked out into the dark valley beyond and could just make out old Daniel’s grove of olives where she used to play with his daughter, Harmonia, as a child. Harmonia was here at the wedding, but how different she was now to the young girl who used to scale the trees ahead of her and taunt her to climb to the furthest branches. She was so bent and wizened already she would be lucky to scale a fish, Evangelina thought.

      In the faint light provided by the strings of globes, Evangelina could just make out that there were two people immediately below her, and as she strained her attention, she could hear the murmur of a male voice and that of a female in a soft and broken reply. She moved to the second step of the staircase to get a better view and what Evangelina saw then caused her to reel. Her hand flew out to catch the rail and she steadied herself before turning on her heels and walking past the men back into the hall.

      

      Three years later, at the window of her kitchen on a different island, Evangelina steadied herself against the sink and wished that her husband would absorb into the earth.
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      As soon as he entered Sappho’s, Nikolas knew that things were not right. There was a scattering of twenty customers or more, good for this time of the day, but the atmosphere was subdued—none of the usual contemporary jazz that Elektra loved playing through the speakers, no sign of his sister and her infectious laugh as she moved from table to table. Anton was at the bar filling coffee cups lined up in front of him. He acknowledged Nikolas with a quick nod as he came to the outside of the counter balancing two filled cups in each hand. Nikolas moved to help him, but Anton smiled and gestured with his head to the room at the rear.

      ‘You’d be more help in there,’ he whispered with a small smile. ‘Thanks though.’

      Nikolas took a breath and headed to the back, smiling at the patrons as he went.

      He found his sister sitting on an upturned crate with her back to him, staring at the wall. Her phone was in her lap and Nikolas wondered if she’d been sitting this way since she had rung more than an hour earlier.

      ‘Lek.’

      She didn’t turn immediately, but he saw her shoulders brace. ‘Nik,’ she said to the wall. Her voice was soft and shaky.

      Nikolas manoeuvred through open boxes and crates and stood in front of her. Her eyes were closed but her lids and cheeks were mottled red and white. She opened her eyes in stages, painfully, it seemed to him. He squatted next to her and placed his arm around her back and tilted her head to his shoulder.

      ‘Fuck, Nik,’ she said with a sob that was so plaintive and lost that his heart felt that it, too, was ready to break. He breathed deeply. He recognised that pain. With his other hand he brought her head closer, kissed the wet skin of her forehead and rested his head against hers. They sat this way, without speaking, until Elektra finally stirred. She turned her body squarely to face him.

      ‘Thanks,’ she said, clasping both his hands in hers.

      Nikolas released one hand and pulled a crate beneath him. He returned her hand to his palm. Elektra looked drawn but child-like. He thought of her carefree and spirited dance at his wedding and resolved that he would never be irritated by her energy again. If only she would show some of it now.

      ‘Lek, you’ve got to be strong…’

      ‘Really!’ She was staring at him now and Nikolas thought the gold flecks in her eyes discharged a spark. He sensed what was coming.

      ‘So says the boy who came running home to Mama and Baba when his heart was broken!’

      Nikolas sent a breath deep into his viscera. ‘Don’t be like that.’

      ‘Like that? Like what!’ Her eyes were wide now, straining the swollen pillows of skin beneath. She took her hands out of his to straighten her back then pushed her fringe across her forehead out of her eyes.

      Even though she was younger than him, she still managed to make him feel like an uneasy boy. His earlier resolve to be patient with her was already being tested.

      ‘Why are we so crap at relationships, Nik?’ She looked startled at her own question.

      The words stung him more than they should have. Elektra slumped and bowed her head.

      ‘Sorry…I didn’t mean to bring it up…I’m such a bitch…wanting you to hurt, like I am.’

      ‘Lek.’ Nikolas could hear the unsteadiness in his own voice. She’d hit a nerve.

      ‘Have you heard from her?’ Elektra’s question jolted him, and he felt as though his thoughts had been exposed.

      ‘No, why would I?’ he said, trying to compose himself.

      She took his hand again and stroked the back of it with her fingers. ‘Nik, it’s me you’re talking to.’ She leaned forward on the crate to kiss his brow.

      ‘I was meant to comfort you,’ he said.

      ‘You have. It’s good to know I’m not the only bastard.’

      ‘So…what happened?’ he said deflecting her comment.

      Elektra inhaled deeply and let it go in a sigh. ‘Nothing. Well…nothing in particular. At least I didn’t think so. She told me she had to go to Paris for a few weeks to visit a cousin or something…’

      ‘And you didn’t believe her?’

      Elektra paused and Nikolas could see the doubt clouding her face.

      ‘Well, that’s the thing. I have no reason to doubt her, but…’

      ‘But you wouldn’t be there to be sure.’

      ‘Yes.

      ‘Lek.’

      ‘I know, I know.’

      She turned her face from him. He could see her skin colouring as she spoke to the wall. ‘But she won’t even let me apologise.’

      Nikolas studied his sister’s profile. The scenario was a familiar one, but she seemed to be more bruised, humbler than the other times this had happened with other lovers. In that moment, he knew that his sister was truly in love for perhaps the first time in her life. He was worried even more for her now. ‘What can you do?’

      She faced him and he felt a rise of panic at the look in her eyes. ‘I don’t know. I think it’s over.’ Her chin lowered to her chest.

      ‘Where’s Eugénie now?’

      ‘Paris, I think.’

      ‘What do you want to do?’

      Elektra looked up and spoke to a point beyond his shoulder. ‘I know I don’t want to be here.’

      ‘Lek! What do you mean!’

      Her eyes were glazed; she seemed unable to speak and he was reminded of another time when she was like this and how it nearly ended.

      ‘Lek?’ He felt his eyes bore into her, willing her to look at him and speak.

      She blinked slowly, still talking to the wall, “I just need a break from here.’

      Was she trying to put him off, he wondered. Was this all she meant? Nikolas searched his sister’s face for a clue.

      ‘Okay,’ he said. His thoughts were tumbling. ‘How? What would you do?’

      ‘Go to Paris,’ she said, looking at him directly.

      ‘Paris?’ Relief washed through him but was quickly replaced with more practical concerns. ‘But how?’

      Elektra shifted on her seat. ‘Nik, would you look after things for me here? For a few weeks?’

      He was shocked. It was the last thing he wanted to do, and, in some corner of his mind, he felt it would jeopardise…something he couldn’t be certain of. His immediate reaction was to say no, but he reminded himself of why he was here and how frightened he was for his sister only minutes ago.

      ‘But Mama and Baba—’

      ‘Will be fine. They coped without you for years Nik while you were away having a life. Besides, Hestia’s will be closed soon for the winter.’

      ‘And Delfi?’

      ‘Will come with you, naturally. It would be good for that girl to have a bit more life experience. God knows she could use it!’

      ‘Don’t…’

      ‘I don’t mean anything Nik. She’s an innocent, and I love her like a sister. She’s too good for you though, you selfish prick.’ It was said with a modicum of jest, but Nikolas knew the truth of it, spelled out as always in his sister’s brutal honesty.

      ‘What about Anton?’ he said.

      ‘Oh, he could run it alright. No problem there, except he’s going to a family wedding in Nice. Nik…big brother…’ Elektra’s lids were hooded as though they had lost the energy to raise or lower. Behind them was a small spark of hope.

      Nikolas knew he was caught. Sappho’s was not in Athens, but it was in the island’s capital. Once he would have thrived on an urban pace, now it represented aspects of his own nature and history that he would rather forget. There had been some peace found during the last three years, in the quieter end of the island, but not completely, not yet.

      ‘Nik?’

      He could hear the desperation in her voice. He looked away.

      ‘It’s only for a few weeks,’ she said softly.

      He hesitated, wanting to hold back the words. ‘Let me…think about it.’

      What else could he do?
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      ‘Really…Paris?’ Delfi felt a surge of awe and envy. Her sister-in-law was the chic-est person she knew. From the first day she met Elektra, Delfi wanted to be like her, though perhaps a little less flamboyant. If Delfi could be a mix of Katerina Matsouka’s sophistication and sensuality and Elektra’s energy and chic savvy that would be perfect and, perhaps, her husband would desire no one but her. ‘What about Sappho’s?’

      Nikolas cleared his throat. Delfi waited.

      ‘She wants me to manage it while she’s away.’

      ‘Really?’ Delfi knew she was repeating herself, but her husband’s news kept coming as surprises. She wasn’t sure what she thought of this one.

      ‘But what about me?’ She could hear the whine in her own voice. ‘What about your parents? The taverna?’

      ‘I know. When I told Mama this morning…’

      Delfi’s blood was simmering. ‘You told your mother! Before me?’ She must have said it loudly because Nikolas winced.

      ‘Yes,’ he said bringing a finger to his lips. They were seated at one of the tables at the front of the taverna. Evangelina was in the storeroom and Josef in hearing range at the grill. ‘I just needed to be sure they could manage.’

      Delfi was internally raging but managed to steady her voice. ‘And?’

      ‘Although we’ll close soon for winter, you know how much there is to do here…and I’m a bit worried about Dad.’

      Delfi unclenched her fists at the mention of her father-in-law. She too had noticed that Josef was slowing down. Physically, he seemed all right, but Delfi often caught him looking out to sea with a wistful, almost melancholy expression. When she saw this, she felt sad for Josef, but also because he reminded her of her own father. So often in the years after his wife’s death, Delfi would find him staring out the back door to the vegetable garden. She knew what he was remembering because she remembered it too—her mother, wearing her favourite but fading blue and orange dress that she had bought in Athens many years earlier, leaning into the garden and murmuring to her beloved plants.

      ‘Delfi?’

      Nikolas had taken her hand in his. His thumb gently kneaded her skin.

      ‘You still haven’t mentioned what I will do,’ she said.

      He let go of her hand and sat back in his chair. ‘Whatever is best.’ He said it calmly, but with an element of surprise that she would think anything else.

      Delfi knew then what he meant. ‘I’m not staying here…with them!’

      Beneath the table again, her hands were clenching and unclenching wildly. She could feel the muscles of her shoulders, neck and jaw tightening as though her whole body was ready to spring across the table. She tried to subdue it, but in the aftermath of her thoughts about her father, she wanted to rage with grief and with guilt that she had left him only to be peeling potatoes on another island with a family that was not her own. In that moment, she hated her husband.

      ‘Whatever is best?’ she said, contorting the words between her clenched teeth. ‘I’ll tell you what’s best.’ She paused, trying to collect her thoughts, not knowing what it was she wanted to say. ‘I’ll manage the café, and you stay here.’ She had said it with a dramatic flick of her hair. She didn’t know why she did, but as soon as the words were spoken, she felt a great release.

      Nikolas’s immediate response was a laugh that escaped too quickly, but it died at the same speed in the space between them. ‘My darling,’ he said, ‘that’s not possible.’

      Delfi was uncertain how to respond. On the verge of relenting at such a stupid idea she held back to consider what it was she was feeling. She wondered how her favourite actress would react if she was in this unlikely situation.

      ‘Nikolas…my darling,’ she said, reaching for his hand. Delfi lowered her eyelids halfway and shifted a little in her seat so that the material of her blouse stretched at the buttons across her chest. She saw her husband glance there and felt a surge of power. ‘It makes sense that I should do it.’ Long trained in the art of seduction by the television star, Delfi leaned forward out of her hips keeping her spine erect. She drew her abdomen in and her ribcage out and cocked her head slightly to the side and waited for her husband’s response. Her eyes, with lids still half drawn to mask her uncertainty, never left his.

      ‘But you have no experience, my love.’

      Delfi noted that his tone had altered. It was softer and held the potential for negotiation. ‘I learn quickly,’ she said and was surprised how much she sounded like the actress at her seductive best.

      Her husband smiled and Delfi could sense his lust.

      ‘Yes, you do learn quickly,’ he said softly, ‘but you can’t be there without me, and one of us needs to be here.’

      Delfi could feel her power slipping away. She remembered then the moment—famous in the series’ long history—when Katerina Matsouka challenged the senior partner of the firm who would not consider her for a promotion. This was in good part because she had ended their affair when she discovered that his wife was not terminally ill as he had told her but was merely slow in her recovery from a hysterectomy. Delfi drew a long breath. ‘Did you say I can’t?’

      Nikolas drew his own body up and held her gaze.

      ‘That’s right, Delfi. I did.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Inhale prana one two three four…exhale one two three four…’

      Lying on her back with her eyes closed, Elektra followed the instruction with dogged determination to cast out tension with her outbreath. If only it was that easy, she thought, as she hyperexpanded her abdomen and chest with a ‘pure breath’. This evening, Swami’s calm voice was plucking at her nerves and the yoga vocabulary was causing more tension than release.

      Her eyes shot open when she felt a gentle pat on her arms that were securely crossed over her chest, but she responded with a small nod to Swami who gently unfolded them and placed them, palm up, on the yoga mat. Next, she moved Elektra’s feet and brought her heels together and tapped the toes to indicate that they should fall outward. Elektra scrutinised Swami at this close range. She wasn’t as young as her physique and flexibility suggested and Elektra made a mental note that she must persist with yoga with a bit more dedication.

      Released into the mat, she felt her chest expand, but without her arms to protect it, she felt too open and vulnerable. She tried shifting her concentration to her breath, but her body began to tremble and was so close to convulsing that she had to flip onto her side and draw her knees to her chest. There, in the foetal position, she wept into her yoga mat.

      Elektra left the class feeling light but weak and embarrassed after the ‘scene’, despite Swami’s valiant attempt to calm her. The cold night air struck her like the slap she felt she deserved as she walked back to the apartment she had shared with Eugénie for the past three years. Leaves, torn from the trees that lined the street by a sudden gale during the day, littered the path. Elektra, subdued by the violent release of her tears, treaded on them gently, thinking that she saw elements of herself in their tattered death.

      She approached the café-bar from the opposite side of the street and paused to take it in. The black blinds were drawn, and the chain of fairy lights was switched off. Normally, Eugénie would be managing it on this night of the week, which she insisted Elektra have off to go to yoga. Anton had offered to fill in tonight, but Elektra’s only response had been to shake her head. From her perspective, the café-bar looked like a black hole between the brightly lit jewellery store on one side and the art gallery on the other. She watched as two men, arm in arm, stopped at the bolted hard wood door. One of them broke away to rest his head on the window looking for life inside. He turned to the other and shrugged his shoulders. They linked arms again and continued on. That’s right. No life inside, Elektra thought.

      She walked on, looking down at her feet in case she came across people she knew. Despite her mortification that she had cried during the yoga class, she felt some calm and wanted to hang on to it, however briefly. But as she turned into the laneway, her thoughts turned to the day that she and Eugénie had met.

      

      She had been sitting on a fisherman’s crate contemplating the red mullet flapping in the bucket after yet another argument with her mother. Locked in her own thoughts—of frustration and life paralysis—she hadn’t noticed the person approaching on her right.

      ‘Excuse me.’

      Elektra turned at the French inflection to see a tall woman, about her own age, with large, dark, apologetic eyes, bending at the waist towards her. ‘So sorry to disturb you.’ The girl was blinking but it seemed to Elektra that it was in slow motion. Thick, dark lashes lining the top eyelids stroked her eyes like feathered fans.

      Still subdued from her clash with Evangelina, but now mesmerised, Elektra found it difficult to form a response.

      ‘Can you show me to the Studio Gita?’ the girl persisted.

      Elektra’s thoughts were scrambling in the face of the girl’s beauty and the softness of her imperfect Greek. She noticed the rolled mat and water bottle tied to the base of her small rucksack.

      ‘Yoga,’ the girl said as way of further explanation.

      ‘Yes,’ Elektra said hearing the crack in her own voice. She cleared her throat, ‘There.’ She pointed to the small line of shops at the end of the cliffs and beyond the Minoan dig.

      The girl looked bewildered.

      ‘You’ve come the wrong way,’ Elektra said, slowing the pace of her speech.

      The girl looked at her watch and shrugged her shoulders in what seemed like defeat.

      ‘Too late?’

      ‘Oui.’ She had straightened now and stood with her hands on her hips gazing beyond Elektra towards the road. A small frown creased between her thick, arching eyebrows. She was wearing a white singlet that only barely disguised her braless chest. Her breasts were small and her arms, long and tanned, were toned though not muscular. Her khaki shorts came midway down her thighs and

      Elektra noticed a port-wine birthmark on her inner thigh edging from beneath the fabric. The sight of this prompted in Elektra a sudden arousal.

      ‘That’s a pity,’ she said, feeling a need to hold her there longer. ‘Perhaps there will be another class?” Elektra tried to sound knowledgeable, but yoga had not interested her in the least, though she suddenly wished that it had. She was familiar with the studio up the road, but only because its saffron-coloured exterior and its sign that displayed a prominent Hindu symbol were hard to miss. Elektra had thought that it was all a load of crap.

      The girl unclipped the strap at her waist and angled her body to allow the rucksack to slide to the sand. When she squatted on her heels to open it, Elektra watched as her shorts slid up her thighs. The birthmark was clearly visible, shaped like a dagger made of lace with the ‘blade’ end pointed towards her groin. Elektra groaned inwardly.

      ‘Here,’ the girl said holding a sheet of paper, a flyer, in triumph. She unfolded it and, as she read, sat with a soft thud onto the ground. Elektra, still sitting on the crate, felt strangely dislocated from space and time and stared out at the fisherman who was wading in the sea.

      In contrast, the girl seemed relaxed. ‘Your friend?’ she said.

      Elektra turned to her and noticed that her dark hair was not short as she had thought but was haphazardly tied back with a band. If she let it out, Elektra thought, it would fall to her shoulders. She forced herself to speak. ‘Sorry?’

      ‘Out there,’ the girl nodded towards the fisherman.

      ‘Oh,’ Elektra almost snorted with laughter at the idea. ‘No…definitely no.’ She got up from the crate and sat on the ground next to the girl holding out her hand to receive the flyer. The girl passed it to her and, being now at eye level with Elektra, smiled shyly.

      ‘OK,’ Elektra said taking charge, ‘let’s see.’ She scanned the schedule of classes at the yoga studio and rummaged in the rear pocket of her pants for her phone. She checked the time. ‘There’s another session in two hours,’ she said noting that there were day and evening classes. She handed it back.

      The girl placed it in her rucksack and seemed to be deep in thought. ‘What are you doing for two hours?’ she asked.

      Elektra, resigned to the thought that the girl would leave, was stunned. ‘Nothing,’ she said, immediately regretting how lame her life sounded. In truth, she was needed back at Hestia’s and her insides began to grip at the thought of her mother’s wrath. The girl had smiled at her reply and Elektra’s heart pounded in her ears. Fuck it, she thought. ‘What would you like to do?’

      ‘To know your name.’ The girl had drawn her knees up and had wrapped her arms around them, shifting her position on the ground. ‘I’m Eugénie.’

      ‘Elektra.’

      ‘Hi, Elektra.’ Eugénie smiled. ‘What is there to do?

      Elektra had never heard her name pronounced so beautifully, softly, as though its vowels were made of air. She considered the question. ‘Not much, I’m afraid, at this end of the island at least, except to walk along the beach?’

      Eugénie’s expression was thoughtful. ‘Or we could just sit here…and talk.’

      Elektra was grateful not to have to move as she didn’t think she could anyway. Her legs, tucked beneath her in what she realised was an awkward attempt at a cross-legged yoga position, had gone numb, as had her mind.

      ‘Your eyes,’ Eugénie said, ‘are…unusual…beautiful…Those…’

      ‘Flecks, sparks.’ Elektra had noticed the small flush of pink rising in Eugénie’s neck and face. ‘That’s how I got my name. I was born with them apparently.’

      ‘Ah, oui, I see.’

      ‘And you? What does your name mean?’

      Eugénie laughed. ‘Oh, I thought you would know! It’s Greek.’

      ‘Really?’ Elektra had never heard it before but remembered the harsher sounding version of her male cousin, Eugene.

      ‘It means noble…well born.’

      How well her name suits her, Elektra thought. There was something regal about Eugénie, though Elektra couldn’t identify why she thought so. Then again, most of the time Elektra thought that everyone else was on a higher rung of life than herself. Much as she aspired to lift her sights, her history was one riddled with stupid mistakes and poor choices. Elektra believed she was unlovable. It was not a conscious thought but was so neatly woven into the fabric of her being that there were no loose threads to be unravelled by real love.

      ‘That’s nice,’ she said, turning her body more squarely to face the girl. ‘You’re from France?’

      ‘Paris. In Paris there is everything to do, but…sometimes too much. It is good to have nothing to do, no?’

      Oh, if only I had too much to do, Elektra thought. ‘I suppose so,’ she said instead.

      ‘You go to this studio?’ Eugénie was leaning in, intent on the answer.

      Elektra sighed inwardly. If this girl knew how much she couldn’t stand anything that smacked of New Age philosophy. ‘No, not yet. I’ve been too busy. But I’d like…’

      ‘Come with me today!’ Eugénie’s eyes were large and bright with the idea.

      ‘I can’t…I…’

      ‘But you have the time today, no?’

      ‘Yes, I have the time…but not the proper clothes.’

      Eugénie laughed as she surveyed Elektra. ‘Singlet…shorts…perfect!’

      Despite her resistance, Elektra was comforted by the thought that she had an excuse, in fact an invitation, to spend the next few hours with this beautiful stranger. Of course, she thought, she will be well put off when she sees how uncoordinated I am. But Elektra also felt calmed in the other girl’s presence and wondered if yoga might be the very thing she needed.

      

      For the next ninety minutes, Elektra learned many facts about Eugénie’s life—her family’s dynamics, her desire to become a yoga teacher instead of an academic in philosophy like her father. This decision, apparently, was not taken well by her parents. Eugénie spoke with modesty as she acknowledged that she had excelled at university and had been awarded a coveted prize for her PhD thesis on a philosophical question that Elektra could not understand, despite asking about it three times. Eugénie had laughed at this, not with derision, but with appreciation for how little relevance her thesis had to everyday living. Elektra didn’t want to suggest that yoga might be just as irrelevant.

      Elektra could have listened to her, heard her soft voice, watched the expressions form and dissolve on her face, for hours. But Eugénie wanted to know everything she could about her. At first, she didn’t know where to begin. Not because her life was so rich, so busy, but the very opposite. Since she had bailed out of school at fifteen, she had travelled to London and to New York—all financed by her parents. She had been in love many times and been heartbroken just as many. She’d worked in waiting and behind the bar, had been a dishwasher, a tattooist’s assistant and, briefly, a juggler in a travelling circus. None of it had mattered, because here she was living with her parents in the backside end of the island whose only thing going for it was that it was a significant tourist destination. That, at least, brought the world to her sometimes.

      The version of this that she was about to tell Eugénie was watered-down, to match the diluted effect it had all had on her but, with some gentle and clever prompting, she told it as it was, and felt strangely uplifted as a result.

      ‘What I hear,’ Eugénie said eventually, ‘is a deep…discontent, no?’

      Elektra fell silent, digesting this. She could feel heavy clouds brewing in her gut, rising to her chest.

      ‘Ne,’ she whispered to the small basalt stones that lay between them. She swallowed hard, forcing the emotion back into her viscera. This is pathetic, she thought, not able to look Eugénie in the eye in case what she saw there was pity.

      ‘Elektra…’

      There it was again, her name floating on the breeze.

      ‘Yes?’ When she looked up, Eugénie was smiling, not with pity, but with empathy. She placed her palm on the back of Elektra’s hand that had been shifting stones distractedly between them.

      Elektra was paralysed. She feels sorry for me, she thought and cursed herself for her weakness. She’ll go now.

      ‘Why don’t you come with me to the studio yoga?’ Eugénie removed her hand and held the flyer in front of her. ‘It says…casual classes, all welcome.’

      It seemed to Elektra that this was suddenly the best invitation in the world. So, what if this girl was merely concerned for her wellbeing from a yogic perspective? Who cares? That Eugénie hadn’t got up and walked away was a relief. That she could spend a couple more hours with her, was a gift.

      Elektra’s mood took a sudden downturn. She had walked out of Hestia’s without her wallet, and she certainly didn’t want to go back there now. She knew that her mother would taint this moment and it would be gone forever.

      Eugénie was still looking at the flyer. She looked up at Elektra with a broad smile. ‘And the first lesson is free! This is good for us both, no?’

      

      As Elektra unlocked the door of the apartment, she could hear the beeping of the answering machine. In the kitchen she threw her bag and yoga mat aside and hit her foot on the corner of the island bench as she leapt forward and hit play. She sat heavily on the bar stool and nursed her toe as the machine rambled through its prelude, then she heard it, soft and fragile, ‘Hope you’re OK.’

      Elektra waited, for more, but there was nothing. She let go of her foot and hit play again, listening intently. She played it a third time searching the words for Eugénie’s intention. Was there a note of forgiveness? Of kindness? Of love, or just concern as to how she was coping with another breakup? Why the answering machine and not Elektra’s mobile? Though Eugénie would have known that she was at yoga. Elektra slid off the stool and searched for her bag. No message on her phone. She tried Eugénie’s number, but it went straight to the message bank. She listened again to the voice of her lover, her thumb hovering over the keys as she decided what to text.

      

      Never OK without you.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Paris!’ Delfi whispered it to the potato as she struck at its skin. She was in awe of her sister-in-law’s ability to do something so outrageous. To leave the café-bar in search of her lover was so romantic, even if her lover was a woman.

      Delfi remembered when Nikolas had explained their relationship to her. She had been shocked, no doubt about it, but she had waved it away as though it was nothing, as though she was experienced in the world and used to such things. Of course, she wasn’t, and Nikolas knew that too. She remembered how he was smiling, and that he had placed his arm around her shoulder, drawing her to him and kissing her on the forehead.

      She had met Eugénie only a few times since her wedding to Nikolas, and she liked her. The French woman was quiet and beautiful in an elegant sort of way. Delfi could see what Elektra saw in her but was not sure what Eugénie saw in Elektra. Her sister-in-law was fiery, loud and would have been plain if it wasn’t for her amazing eyes with their gold sparks. Delfi wondered too, in the privacy of her own mind, how they did it; she had even mentally pictured them in such a scenario, though she couldn’t quite understand the logistics. When she had felt a stirring in her own groin, she had cut off the thought in fear. That had bothered her for days, but her fear, and her curiosity, waned. Her husband was a wonderful lover. Though his experience bothered her, when she imagined him making love to another woman, she felt a powerful surge of lust…unless it was with Linda.

      Whenever Delfi thought of Linda she felt her intestines grip. There was no rational cause for this. After all, she told herself, she, Delfi, was Nikolas’s wife and Linda was just the ex-fiancé. But in Delfi’s mind, this woman whom she had never met, not even seen a photograph of, became a constant presence and a constant threat. If only her husband would talk about Linda, about their life in Athens and about the breakup, the woman might evaporate. But he was resistant, shrugging it off when Delfi raised the subject. The result was that Linda was given more substance and it was becoming malignant.

      

      The shadow of Evangelina, cast by the morning light coming in from the front of the taverna, was projected onto the white-washed wall in front of Delfi. The meeting of the wall and ceiling in an irregular arch caused the shadow of Evangelina’s head to look enormous in proportion to the rest of her body. The real woman was like an emphatic dot at the end of her shadow’s exclamation mark.

      ‘Not enough potatoes.’ Evangelina’s voice laser-beamed through the air between them. ‘You need to be faster.’

      Delfi sighed. It was the same thing every morning. If she was the owner of Hestia’s she would be kind to her staff, but not too much in case they took advantage. Though her life experience had been limited so far, Delfi knew that this was the way with people. On Skosias, it was the elderly who took most advantage, even more than the young men. Delfi could feel her thoughts sliding towards her father.

      ‘Ne, Mitéra,’ she said, ‘I will be faster.’

      When Evangelina returned to her workroom, sucking her shadow in with her, Delfi scoured the potatoes with exaggerated languor. Yes, I would be kind, she said to herself. This thought, mentally stated with conviction, gained momentum. Suddenly, Delfi saw herself as the manager of Elektra’s café. She would dress in black, she thought. A tight skirt. And a blouse. And her hair tied up. High heels? Yes. But not too high. Apron? No. She wouldn’t need one. Others would do the dirty work. She would move from table to table, chatting amicably with customers like Nikolas did in Hestia’s. The customers would think she was charming. And beautiful. And smart.

      Delfi smiled and threw an unpeeled potato into the bucket.
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      Nikolas stared into the glowing bar of the radiator. The evenings were becoming cooler already and he was aware of a small, niggling ache in one knee. He leaned back into the armchair, one hand clasping and unclasping the worn leather arms in time with his thoughts.

      From the bedroom, he could hear the murmurings of the television. Delfi, he knew, would have drifted into sleep by the middle episode of her favourite series. It seemed that, night after night, as he prepared for bed, he saw Katerina Matsouka re-enacting the same scene. His wife would be sleeping, propped up against the pillows. In repose she looked even younger than her twenty-one years, her thick, black hair streaming over the pillows as though she had jumped into bed with the enthusiasm of a child.

      Now, fixed in the armchair and with a letter burning in his hand, he did not want to find her this way. Nikolas knew that he had to make some sort of change—for her, for him, for them. His self-absorption had already cost him too much. Linda had gone. Delfi could, perhaps she should, go too.

      Elektra’s request had seemed abhorrent to him at the time, but now it presented an opportunity for a fresh start, even if only for a short time. He knew that Delfi suffered under his mother’s directions. He’d broached it with Evangelina several times, sometimes getting heated with her, but she dismissed it as though Delfi was just a spoilt child. Nikolas knew that this was also true. His wife was young, in heart and mind. His marriage to her had been impulsive and in the first year, he had deeply regretted it. He had allowed his former life in Athens with Linda to overshadow everything. Although Nikolas had made the decision to return to the island of his birth and to reject all that he’d had in Athens, he became starved for intellectual conversation, for the cultural richness of their Athenian life, for the kudos that his professional standing had afforded him. And more than anything, he grieved for the loss of Linda—her beauty and refinement, intelligence and humour.

      Nikolas laid the letter on his knee. He swept his fingertips across its creases, but that movement held within it the memory of a gentle caress, of Linda’s fair and flawless skin and her body arching to his touch. His breath jagged in his throat as he felt again a stirring of passion. The hand holding the letter shook under the strain and he pressed at his temples with the other.

      The sound of the television returned him to the present. He folded the paper, placing it in the back pocket of his trousers, and turned off the radiator.
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        * * *

      

      Delfi stood in the doorway of the bedroom. Despite the murmurings of Katerina Matsouka and her latest love interest and the accompanying background organ music, the silence from the loungeroom had woken her.

      Nikolas was in the armchair, resting his temple in the palm of one hand. She was about to move forward to rouse him, thinking that he was asleep, but he lifted his head and with the other hand brought a sheet of paper to his knees. His head bent as he read and Delfi saw his back rise with the intake of a deep breath and a slow exhalation. He paused at times to stare into the single bar of the radiator. That he wouldn’t turn on all three bars on such a cold night irritated her. It was only when he returned his hand to his head and pressed his fingers deeply into his temple that Delfi wondered about the contents of that sheet of paper. She watched as he folded it and placed it in the back pocket of his trousers. As he leaned forward, she slipped back into the bedroom and feigned sleep.

      It was 2 a.m. when her husband came to bed. Lying on her side away from him, Delfi heard the thud of his shoes on the floor and the whoosh of wool on cotton as he slid his jumper over his shirt. She heard the clink of his belt as he unbuckled, every movement seeming to carry with it a weight of tired limbs as though drained by a heavy heart and mind. Delfi knew that feeling. She felt his body lever onto the bed, and when his head reached the pillow, the sigh was one of loss like her father had emitted when her mother died. Delfi’s sigh was still caught around her heart.

      Almost immediately, Nikolas’s sigh turned to a soft snore. She waited until she felt his body sink further into the mattress, then she slipped out of bed and pulled on her dressing gown.

      Guided by the lamplight from the loungeroom that Nikolas had forgotten to turn off, Delfi stepped on the balls of her feet as she skirted weak floorboards under the thin carpet. Even before she reached it, she could see the corner of the paper jutting from the pocket of the trousers that had been flung over the arm of the chair. She paused and looked across at her husband who had not moved. His naked arms lay outside the blanket, pinning it across his chest that rose and fell with his breath. Delfi froze for a moment—with love for her handsome husband, with shame for what she was about to do. Something lurking near her heart knew that what she was contemplating doing would cause a shift between them.

      

      As she tugged at the corner of the paper, her heart quickened. When it was safe in her hand she paused again, this time to be certain that Nikolas had not woken. She tucked the letter into the pocket of her robe and, on stealthy feet, went into the loungeroom.

      Sitting in the armchair still warm from her husband’s body, Delfi unfolded the paper. It was a handwritten letter in English. Her eyes went to the bottom of the page in search of its author; as she suspected—Linda.

      The only English Delfi understood was that used by some of the tourists, as well as what she could remember from basic classes in her final years at school. She laid the paper flat on her lap and placed her index finger under each word to try to decipher its meaning.

      

      Nik, my love,

      How it hurts to write this letter, but I hope that you will ‘hear’ me out. I’ve accepted the position in Paris and will be on my way as you read this. I know that this will disappoint and anger you, but I can’t turn down such an opportunity; to do so would mean that all I have worked for has amounted to nothing, and you know that this may well be a once in a lifetime chance.

      I want you to know that this decision hasn’t been made easily. I do love you, and I truly wanted to marry you. But over these months since I was offered the position, you’ve changed. Have you changed Nik? Or had I just never seen this side of you?

      Our life together these years has been wonderful, a dream life, but your reaction to my promotion took me by surprise—shocked me in fact. Is it because you fear I am overtaking you? Have you only been happy with me because you were the one fast-tracking to the top?

      

      Delfi paused, the strain of trying to read it was exhausting and she was constantly looking over her shoulder to make sure Nikolas hadn’t woken. All she could understand was that it was something to do with Linda and Paris and that she had to go. The parts that affected her though were the words of love, or at least how much they had been in love.

      She continued, now just looking for words she might understand.

      

      We could have had an even better life in Paris, but here, I suspect, lies another problem. Even though you have travelled widely and lived away from your home for many years, your roots here in Greece are deep and I believe that this would have become a significant issue between us in time, if not already. Strange, don’t you think, that I have only met your family once? I don’t know what that means, but it doesn’t bode well for us.

      I think it’s telling that I have to write this letter rather than speak to you face-to-face. It’s not what I want, Nik, but your refusal to discuss us, and your attitude that my need to accept the job offer is just a whim that will burn itself out, leaves me no choice. It breaks my heart to do it this way. You deserve better. We deserve better.

      I have left the ring on my bedside table. I have taken my green cup, though it will be lost without its blue mate, as I will.

      For all I have written, I do love you.

      Linda

      

      The hand holding the letter descended to her lap as though wounded. Delfi’s eyes were fixed on the three glowing bars of the radiator as her body slid further into the protective arms of the chair. Every now and then she lifted the page to try to understand more, or re-read a line, only to drop it again. On the final attempt, she folded it along its well-formed creases and returned it to the pocket of her dressing-gown. She knew enough.

      When she finally stood up, something within, some resolution, seemed to have lengthened her spine. In that moment, Delfi felt like a woman.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In the rhythm of the morning’s preparations on any day, his parents seldom crossed paths—Josef at the grill at the very front of Hestia’s, Evangelina in one of the storerooms at the rear. But today, a strange disquiet filled only by the trill of the canaries hung in the space between them. He had hoped that by encouraging them to have some time together in the intimacy of their own home, his father might unburden whatever it was that was troubling him. Perhaps he had, Nikolas suddenly thought. Perhaps he was very ill, and they were keeping it from the family. He could imagine them agreeing to this, continuing stoically as though nothing was wrong.

      A portentous feeling came over Nikolas. He was a man who had lived away from his family for nearly twenty years with infrequent visits home, but his parents and even his wayward sister were a background of predictability and constancy. Nikolas was ashamed that at times in those years away he had been embarrassed about his roots, that he had dissuaded Linda from meeting them for fear that she would see him differently. He should have given her more credit, he knew. She was kind and loving and it was he who had become an arrogant fool. It had cost him Linda, and it could have cost him his family.

      The fear that Josef might be very ill did not stick. Though his father was withdrawn, Nikolas still observed that his physical strength was much better than most of the men his own age that they knew. He still rose before dawn, still climbed in and out of his boat with ease, only checked by the arthritis in his knees and hip. Though his eyes were often sad they were clear, and his deeply tanned skin was healthy and well-oiled from a high consumption of olive oil. No, it was not Josef’s health, he decided.

      Was it his mother’s? Nikolas almost laughed at the thought. Evangelina was robust and full of energy. There was still the spark of fire in her eyes if anyone crossed her, and even though Nikolas was in his forties now, he was still in awe of it. If not their health, then what could it be? Elektra? The morning before, he had called in very early on his way to the taverna to catch his mother before she left for Mass. When she answered the door wearing her housecoat and slippers and with her hair loose to her shoulders, he was shocked, and his rehearsed version of the ‘Elektra story’ was forgotten. Nikolas could not remember a time when he had ever seen her like this, and he felt strangely disorientated.

      ‘Are you unwell?’ was all he could say.

      She had scoffed at this and stepped aside for him to enter. In the kitchen, he could see that she had been preparing breakfast and the old wooden tray was set with cutlery and a napkin. Nikolas could feel the colour rising in his face as he realised that he had interrupted an intimate moment between his parents and cursed himself for his stupidity. This, after all, had been what he was hoping for by suggesting they take the morning off. He was even more reluctant now to mention anything about his sister.

      ‘Is something wrong, Nik?’

      ‘No, nothing at all, well, not really.’ He had paused, making sure he had his story right. ‘Lek and Eugénie need to go to Paris for a wedding.’

      He saw his mother’s cocked eyebrow at the mention of his sister. ‘Really?’ She paused, deep in thought. ‘So, what will happen with Sappho’s?’

      Nikolas took a breath. ‘I have offered to look after it, for three weeks.’

      Evangelina waited.

      ‘Delfi will remain here to help you.’

      Nikolas could not miss the small ripple of irritation on his mother’s face. She turned her back to him and placed a small salt cellar on the tray. From this perspective, he studied her hair; so rarely had he seen it loose from the knot she normally wore. Though it was streaked with grey, it was still thick and fell in soft curls below her shoulders. He thought then of his father waiting in the bedroom for his breakfast and cursed himself again, and his sister, for this interruption.

      She turned back to him, and her voice was calm and measured. ‘We’re moving into winter and will be closing soon. At least she’s thought of that.’

      The note of sarcasm in his mother’s reference to Elektra was not lost on him, though he was surprised it was said with little bitterness.

      ‘Your wife should go with you.’ She was looking at him directly now.

      Something in the way she said it made Nikolas suddenly feel very protective towards Delfi.

      ‘Perhaps,’ he said, ‘if you think you can manage.’

      Evangelina scoffed, loudly. ‘We have always managed,’ she said, and with that, Nikolas knew he was dismissed.

      

      So, he thought, it was not Elektra, and perhaps it was not their health. Nikolas knew that Hestia’s was making a considerable profit and, although his parents lived simply, they did not need to. Their financial future was secured. There was something else that was troubling his parents.

      It seemed that there was ‘something else’ between Delfi and himself that morning too. She was never in a particularly good mood on waking and today had slept later than usual. When he had brought a breakfast tray as encouragement, she sat up reluctantly to receive it. Nikolas recalled how her dark hair was wild about her head and thick tendrils coiled across her breasts. Her lids were heavy and the skin beneath her eyes was swollen. He thought of his sister and how she had looked the day before and wondered how she was.

      ‘Are you unwell my love?’

      ‘I’m fine,’ she had said to the tray as he placed it on her lap, her voice croaking with the effort of speaking.

      Later on the drive to the taverna, she was quiet. Usually by this time she was restored to her buoyant self. She didn’t look forward to working at Hestia’s, but her complaints at least were full of vigour. Although it was hard to hear these directed to his mother, Nikolas smiled inwardly at the innocence in his wife’s vitriol.

      ‘She won’t let me do anything,’ she would say.

      ‘That’s not quite true, my love.’

      ‘Well, nothing that I want to do.’

      ‘And what would that be?’

      ‘Anything but peel potatoes!’

      ‘Perhaps you could offer to scale the fish?’

      She would look at him furiously then. He would glance at her and they would both laugh.

      But not today. Today her head rested on the window of the car. When he reached to turn on the radio, she waved her hand in dismissal. In the silence, Nikolas fell into his own reverie.

      

      He had woken that morning with a resolve to be a better husband.

      He had read Linda’s letter many times over the past three years and each time it had left him depleted as though his life force had been absorbed by her words. He felt it again last night and remembered the effort it cost him to move from the armchair to the bed. When he woke in the morning, Delfi’s back was turned to him. The straps of her nightdress had slipped down her arms and along her shoulders where her fallen hair had exposed her neck her skin was covered in fine wispy hairs like the soft down of a baby bird.

      The first time they met, Nikolas had accompanied his mother to Skosias on the pretext of a dying relative who had asked for her, and even more suspiciously, for him. There was indeed a sick ‘uncle’, the younger brother of his grandfather, but he had regained full health by the time they arrived. With Josef and Elektra able to manage the diminishing autumn trade, Nikolas had agreed to go, but it was with a certain apathy, as he did most things in those months without Linda.

      When they had stepped on to the shores of Skosias, the wind howled off the sea and shrouded them in salt. Nikolas placed a protective arm around his mother in the reversal of a scene played out on that jetty thirty years before. That was the last time he had visited the island; it was parochial and claustrophobic even for a ten-year-old boy.

      Nikolas was a man who had carved his own niche in Athenian society, achieving success that the ten-year-old could never have envisaged, but his return to this island, broken-hearted and full of self-loathing, deepened his melancholy.

      Much fuss was made of their arrival. His mother seemed younger and brighter in the company of such extended family. In comparison, there were few relatives on his home island. The Zabat family had lived there for an almost incalculable time, tracing themselves back to a handful of Minoans who returned after the phenomenal blast had torn the island apart—pebbles on the shore in front of Hestia’s were Sirens, confidence-tricksters, fluting waves so that tourists were lulled into a peaceful trance, but the volcano still seethed beneath the sea. Over time, migrations on and off the island had diluted the familial connections. This, accompanied by a paternally inherited reticence and self-sufficiency, reduced the Zabat family to a nucleus. On Skosias, Nikolas was acutely aware of this contrast between the backgrounds of his parents. While his sister shared the same exuberance and warmth of his mother’s side, Nikolas knew that he had little of it; he knew too that it would have made a difference with Linda if he had. She had struggled at times to understand him and had implored him to speak to her when he felt that dark pall descending. In those times, she stepped around him, gave him space, spoke lightly, encouraged him to go out—for dinner, to a movie or to stay home, ‘whatever you would like…’—and he had resisted, and he had gone further into himself, and yet he had wanted her all to himself.

      When he first saw Delfi, she was sitting next to her father by a table set with more food than Hestia’s produced in a single lunch sitting. Her eyes never left the old man. If his mother had asked him in that moment what he thought of her, he would have said, ‘yes, pretty…and young,’ and nothing more. At that stage, he didn’t know Evangelina’s ulterior motive for coming to Skosias, but even if he did, it would not have made a difference; he would not have taken her in with more interest.

      

      It was unlike the first time he saw Linda. He was in the convenience store close to his apartment in Athens when she came in scanning the boxes and shelves as she entered. Though she was casually dressed in jeans and a tee shirt, her fair hair was tied back, and she was wearing little or no makeup, he could see, immediately, that she was…elegant and regal were the words that came to his mind then.

      ‘Lemóni?’ she asked of the old woman who sat by the register. Nikolas recognised the British accent, rounded but full of soft air. He noted that the old woman’s face curled slightly as though having taken some offence. She pointed dismissively towards the rear of the shop and returned to flipping the pages of the magazine in her lap.

      Nikolas saw the look of frustration on the Englishwoman’s face as she was not certain where she was meant to go.

      ‘Can I be of help?’ he said and was grateful then of the excruciating and exacting English classes he had taken at university.

      She paused to consider his offer. ‘I just want a lemon!’ she said with a laugh.

      Her smile was broad and her slightly irregular front teeth made her even more captivating, he thought.

      ‘This way,’ he said and gestured for her to follow him down the narrow aisle to the rear of the shop. With her behind him he felt as though the skin on his back was prickling.

      ‘How many would you like?’ He’d stopped at a small crate and, before he knew what he was doing, had picked up a brown paper bag and was ready to serve her.

      ‘Just one,’ she said, still smiling and held out her hand. ‘No need for the bag. But thank you.’

      Nikolas made a hopeful assumption that a single lemon meant a single life. He placed it into her open palm, straining to think of something to say to keep her there. But he was not a spontaneous man.

      As her fingers closed around it, she paused, looked at the oversized and fleshy lemon in her hand and then at him. He felt his eyes wander to her hands looking for a ring. There was none.

      ‘You must live around here…to know your way to the crate,’ she said.

      It was a simple enough statement, but did he recognise something else? ‘Yes, just around the corner…And you?’

      ‘Yes, I’ve just moved here. Perhaps I’m around the other corner.’

      ‘Oh!’ He felt an anxiety, to come up with something better to keep her talking. ‘If you need help…another time…English is not a preferred language here. Perhaps…’

      ‘Yes. Thank you…Which corner?’

      He was confused for a moment.

      She laughed. ‘There are four.’

      ‘Yes. Right.’ His mind was working overtime. He couldn’t decide whether it was bravery or desperation that made him say it. ‘Can I give you my number?’

      He had expected a hesitation, a polite refusal, but she searched in the handbag that hung from the long strap at her shoulder and produced her mobile.

      ‘That would be great,’ she said, opening the screen to the address book. ‘I have to admit, I’m already struggling with the language barrier. I didn’t expect it to be quite so hard.’

      When she was ready, Nikolas gave his name and number.

      ‘Thank you, Nikolas,’ she said, ‘I’m Linda by the way, and thanks again for your help.’

      With that, she returned down the aisle and paid the woman at the register.

      Nikolas stood by the crate of lemons, unsure about what had just unfolded.

      

      His mother had broken away from an animated conversation and tugged on his elbow. He excused himself from talking with his uncle and allowed himself to be led to the girl and her father, Manoli.

      The older man attempted to stand as they approached.

      Evangelina waved him down. ‘Sit…sit,’ she said, and Nikolas heard the softness of it in her voice and was surprised. When he looked at his mother, there was a glimmer of something in her eyes that suggested that she and Manoli had a shared history that was more than having had inhabited the same village, as well as their familial associations.

      Manoli’s daughter had stood to assist her father and Nikolas noted that, despite her solid build, which was typical of many of the woman of the island, she was tall, almost as tall as he was.

      ‘Nikolas, this is Delfinia,’ his mother began. The girl’s eyes had been averted to the floor, but as the introductions were made, she looked at him squarely.

      Her eyes are huge, he thought, but the dark brown irises accentuated by thick lashes only served to remind him of their antithesis—Linda’s blue-grey eyes and fair lashes.

      He could feel his mother waiting for him to say something.

      ‘Delfinia, of course. How nice to see you again.’ Her resemblance to her mother was suddenly apparent.

      There was no recognition on her face. She gave an almost imperceptible curtsy that took him by surprise, though her eyes still held his.

      ‘We have met before?’ she said with an uncertainty that made her look very young.

      Nikolas realised that on his last visit, ten years earlier, Delfinia would have been perhaps eight years old. He had returned briefly from Athens to join his family for Lucy’s funeral. He remembered Delfinia as a bewildered child at pains even then to take care of her father who was wretched with grief. He hadn’t stayed on after the funeral and took the opportunity of an increased ferry service, due to the number of attendants, to return to Athens.

      ‘A long time ago,’ he said.

      ‘Of course you remember Manoli,’ his mother said, compacting the awkward pause that had developed between them all.

      Nikolas turned his attention to the old man who had remained standing despite Evangelina’s insistence. He shifted his weight onto the cane in his left hand and extended the right to embrace him.

      ‘Yia sou, good to see you after such a long time.’

      Nikolas embraced him in return. Manoli had aged significantly in the years since his wife’s death despite the devoted attention of his daughter, and Nikolas wondered if her resemblance to Lucy had made her death just that much harder to bear. He remembered him playing the accordion at the various celebrations he had attended, usually with Evangelina and Elektra, and that Manoli had almost had the status of a rock star on the island.

      ‘Nikolas, leave me with Manoli to catch up and take Delfinia outside for a break,’ Evangelina said, already edging her body into the chair vacated by the girl. ‘She could do with it, don’t you think, Manoli?’

      Nikolas was taken back by his mother’s forthright suggestion and looked to Manoli for a sign that she had overstepped the lines of familiarity, but there was only a glimmer of amusement in the old man’s eyes and Nikolas was reminded that, on this island, there was no such line.

      Delfinia, on the other hand, was blushing and once again had averted her eyes. Though she waited passively for the next move by someone, there was something strong and defiant about her stance that suggested to him that the role as her father’s carer and companion that had been thrust on her since her mother’s death had given her a strength and maturity not found in many of the other girls of village of her age.

      She looked to Manoli, who nodded and smiled, though Nikolas thought he saw a flash of grief in his eyes.

      ‘Good,’ said Evangelina, patting the seat next to her for Manoli to sit down.

      

      Outside, in the garden of his ‘uncle’ Dimitri, the air was still cold, but the wind off the sea had abated. Though he was irritated that his mother had forced him and Delfinia into this situation, Nikolas felt sorry for the girl and guided her to a sheltered corner near the makeshift fireplace that had been set up using old household bricks and a rusty grill. Delfinia stood beside him. He was uncertain what he should talk about and there was an awkwardness between them that was alleviated slightly by staring at the fire. Dimitri would break away from a heated discussion with friends on politics or the state of the economy to throw on branches recently pruned from the many fruit trees that were scattered around the garden. As they hit the flame they would hiss and spit the last remnants of their sap, but they were too green to sustain it and he would have to top it up with occasional caps full of kerosene. There was something mesmerising about the ritual that began to lull Nikolas into a relaxed reverie, and when the fire roared with a new capful, he turned to see the smile of pleasure on Delfinia’s face.

      ‘Why have you come here?’ she said facing him and turning away again just as quickly.

      The question was so direct and guileless that Nikolas was initially caught off guard.

      ‘To be honest, I have no idea,’ he said.

      They looked squarely at each other then and laughed.

      ‘My mother…’ he continued, ‘…has an ulterior motive of bringing me here, I suspect.’

      Her face took on a more serious expression and he saw the blush return. He looked away.

      ‘Then I’d better warn you that I think it might be to do with me,’ she said softly.

      He had suspected it. There had been an urgency in the way his father had embraced him before they left, as though he thought that Nikolas was about to face another challenge. Whether Elektra knew, he couldn’t be certain, but the spark in her eyes was tempered as they departed, like it had been when he left Hestia’s more than twenty years earlier. She had been lighter, brighter since he had come home. Even though he knew that she would have suffered for him if she could, he also knew that she was relieved that he had returned.

      When he had arrived with his mother on Skosias and discovered that there was no dying relative, he was certain. Nikolas would have railed against it, if he’d had the energy, if he’d had the interest. The Nikolas of Athens would never have been forced into doing something he didn’t want to do. But he wasn’t him anymore.

      Whether it was because of the intermittent roar of the flame, the blush on the cheeks of the girl by his side, or the sense that she too was allowing others to decide her fate, he felt a sudden warmth for life and compassion for another that he hadn’t experienced in a long time. He turned once again to look at her and saw, for the first time, that she was truly beautiful.

      ‘And that’s OK with me,’ he said just as softly.

      

      Nikolas was tired of himself, of the empty pit in his stomach that had been gnawing at him for over three years, of the draining of energy from his limbs when he thought of the life he had left in Athens. He did choose to leave, though he could have stayed, but the ghost of Linda would have been there at every corner. Despite his career heights and his material success, Athens was a symbol of his failure. Though he had easily assimilated into a privileged class of Athenian society, he always felt a fraud and feared that his dark side, his internal beast as he thought of it, would one day reveal itself.

      When he looked across at his sleeping wife’s back that morning, he had made a resolution to be better, for her, for them. While Delfi slept, he got out of bed and searched his trouser pockets for the letter. When he didn’t find it, he hurried into the living room and searched the crevices of the chair. He returned to the bedroom and saw the folded page lying on the floor where it must of fallen from the pocket during the night. Nikolas swept it up and took it to the kitchen and, with his resolve now heightened, tore it up, placed it at bottom of the bin, and emptied it into the larger bin in the backyard.

      Despite his resolution and the significance of discarding the letter, the morning was not reflecting the optimism and relief he had been feeling. Delfi seemed to be slower than usual to settle to tasks and the soft swelling around her eyes had not yet reduced. Her face was paler than usual, and she had not brushed her hair the mandatory one hundred times. Delfi was proud of her hair, and Nikolas knew that the morning routine of brushing was a ritual that connected her to her mother. A small detail that concerned him more was that she had not put on her mother’s pearl necklace.

      Nikolas was concerned that when they arrived at Hestia’s his mother would exacerbate the problem, as she was never tolerant of tardiness in anyone and, it seemed, particularly in his wife, but Delfi snapped at him when he suggested that she dress the tables outside rather than work at the sink. I will peel the potatoes, he had said and she had scoffed at him. But if Evangelina had noticed Delfi’s lethargy this morning, she was not saying anything. Rather, she seemed to move from the storeroom to alcove in a type of trance, and for the first time, Nikolas looked at his mother and thought, she is getting old. Outside, Josef prepared the grill with oil and a stroke of rosemary leaves from his garden in the same manner as any day. He fed the canaries and changed their water bowls and spent time in twittering conversation, but when Nikolas asked him a question he seemed to not hear. Nikolas repeated the question, louder this time, but his father turned to him, and Nikolas noticed, with shock, that his eyes looked as though they were glazed and could not see him.
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      It was only when the back wheels of the plane left the tarmac that Elektra allowed herself to unwind. The past two weeks had been the most stressful of her life, but she knew that it was very likely there was worse to come.

      Eugénie still refused to answer her calls or messages. When Anton found her staring for half an hour at the icon on her phone willing the bubble of an incoming message to appear, she wondered if she was losing her mind. She knew that she had no choice but to find Eugénie and to see for herself if it was really over. Some part of her still held out hope because what they’d had was real, until she blew it.

      The practicalities of leaving Sappho’s had exhausted any remnant of energy she had left. Although Nikolas had held out for a few days in agreeing to manage the place in her absence, he had come around, as she knew he would. His ‘story’ to Evangelina and Josef that she and Eugénie had to attend another wedding in Paris was a good enough one, though it required her to visit them before she left, but with her spirits and energy at such a low level, she would have preferred to have just slipped away.

      When her mother had greeted her and looked beyond Elektra’s shoulder for Eugénie, she’d had to lie about her needing to shop for a present for the wedding. It was almost impossible to fool Evangelina who seemed to have an uncanny ability to read her daughter’s heart and mind. This capacity was a source of endless frustration for Elektra given that her thoughts and feelings were always at odds with her mother’s. Surprisingly, Evangelina did not question about Eugénie’s absence, nor did she quiz her daughter about the wedding, or the arrangements made for Sappho’s. Her mother looked well enough, but her passivity bothered Elektra. Their relationship was fraught with misunderstandings and Evangelina’s inability to stop meddling in her life, but now, faced with this quiet acceptance, Elektra felt strangely bereft of her mother’s interference.

      Her father, on the other hand, seemed no different to the last time she saw him weeks before. Back then, Elektra had worried about how much quieter he was, and she knew that Nikolas was concerned about him too. She found him outside, as always, and this aspect amused her. She tried to think back to times when her father came inside the taverna. In the mornings, certainly, to carry in the crates of the morning catch. He would thump them on the floor of the prep room at the rear and back out of there as quickly as possible. As a young girl she had loved to accompany him on these morning expeditions and remembered how hard she had tried to show him that she was as good a fisherman as he was; she wasn’t, she knew that, but she wanted to be.

      Josef was not much different at home and seemed to have an aversion to the indoors there too. When she had lived with them, and when she visited her parents there on the now increasingly rare occasions, he was either in the garden staking tomatoes, turning the soil, picking scales off lemon leaves or, more often, out in the boat. Her father was first and foremost a man of the sea who moored himself to the grill and the garden. On this occasion he was attaching something to the base of an outdoor table to prevent it from rocking. When she approached him he looked up. The gentle smile on his face at the sight of his daughter brought tears to her eyes and Elektra suspected that she had retarded her own growth to remain his little girl. Is this why she was incapable of sustaining a real and loving relationship?

      Elektra had tried to see herself through Eugénie’s eyes—her eyes now—and she saw that she had the same petulance and selfishness she’d had as a child—demanding attention, demanding loyalty, and giving none of it back. She wanted to see herself as Eugénie had before they fought but could no longer remember what it was her lover had seen in her. This thought had caused a visceral pain when she realised that there was perhaps nothing left in her to be loved.

      

      The acute angle formed on ascent distorted the runway, houses and hills of Athens. Elektra watched them recede and then disappear as clouds enveloped the plane. They were not benevolent white cotton wool, but dark and menacing and heavy with rain that would thunder down on the city and the Aegean and carry across to her island home, sending the remaining tourists scurrying into cafés like Sappho’s. It was rarely the locals. They would be battened down in their homes, or the wealthier ones gone to ski in the north or to chase the sun in the south.

      The tourists would find the ambience they needed in Sappho’s, once they’d gotten over complaining about the weather. Foreigners often thought that Greece was an idyllic climate and that the islands constantly reflected the catalogue images. That they had not done their research and that greedy travel agents capitalised on the unsuspecting was not her problem, but she did feel sorry for them too. Elektra altered the menu to include warming, heartier food than in summer. At Eugénie’s suggestion, they included some subtle French flavours and pastries served with overlarge cups of rich hot chocolate. She kept the lighting on in the daytime and re-arranged the seating near the gas log fire to accommodate several small couches and coffee tables stacked with brochures, the art catalogue from the next-door gallery and books by local authors. A large television screen on a swivelling bracket was installed to watch the soccer, though volume was off so that Elektra’s favourite jazz could be played in the background.

      Elektra tried to picture Nikolas and Delfi in Sappho’s. She knew that she had asked a lot of her brother, and not for the first time. Anton still had a few days before he left for Nice and would continue to help until then. He had been training Nikolas for a week in the practical details of running Sappho’s knowing that it was beyond her to do it in her current state of mind. Paulo would be there for the three weeks she would be away. He was younger and had little involvement in the management of the café-bar, but his ready smile and eagerness to please made him a great asset on the floor and a good tutor for Delfi.

      Her sister-in-law had changed in the months since she had last seen her, Elektra thought. In that short time, she had lost some of the child that she had been. Elektra remembered the first time she saw her—she was wide-eyed, and her face still held the chubbiness of youth. Delfi had lost some of that, her face slimming to reveal the curve of her cheekbones, and though her eyes were still large, they held the inevitable veil of wariness.

      Elektra wondered how her own eyes looked and suspected that wariness had given way to suspicion. When did that happen? she wondered. Her childhood had been uneventful, certainly she was coddled, if not smothered. At school she hadn’t been bullied and in truth was more likely to be the bully; she had never been hit or molested. Before Eugénie, she had known love of sorts but could never return it in kind, confusing displays of possessiveness and jealousy as the real thing. Not just before Eugénie, she reflected. Nothing had changed.

      Delfi, on the other hand, had been guileless, but something had changed. Though Elektra adored her brother, she knew that he, too, was not the easiest person to live with. Where she was hot-tempered and explosive at times, Nikolas kept it in, seething over small and large wounds that found expression as a heavy brow and a tightness of his jaw. When he came home from Athens after Linda, she feared for him and tried to encourage him to talk. He wouldn’t, but one night when she couldn’t sleep for another endless progression of thoughts, she found him in the garden weeping. She sat with him and cradled his head, but even then, his sobs were silent as though they came from a place too deep to find voice. Elektra remembered another sense of despair she felt that night; that she at thirty-two and he at thirty-seven were once again living in their parents’ home.

      It was only a week later that their mother conjured the journey with Nikolas to Skosias, but Elektra sensed what she was up to. When they were leaving, she held him, hoping to give him the strength that she never had to resist their mother’s interference. Elektra had assumed that he was stronger than her and would reject the prospect of marriage, and so was shocked to learn that he had agreed. She resented Evangelina even more then and refused to have anything to do with the wedding, including wearing the dress her mother insisted on making for her.

      But Eugénie had rescued her on the beach that day as she sat on a fisherman’s upturned crate. And she began to learn how to live and how to love all over again. With Nikolas at home and a daughter-in-law about to join them, Elektra seized her opportunity to leave. She and Eugénie moved to the island’s capital to take up waiting jobs and rented the flat on their meagre wages. They ate at the restaurants where they worked and came home exhausted and happy. Evangelina and Josef had said little when Elektra told them she was leaving. She knew why; she had done it many times before and had always returned. She was determined and confident that she wouldn’t this time, though there was the niggling doubt now that if her parents had not set her up in Sappho’s, she wouldn’t have been able to do it herself.

      Despite Elektra’s earlier protestations, her brother’s wedding was a happy occasion. Never before had she felt such confidence and sense of purpose as she did in the company of the woman she loved. Her sexuality was no secret to her parents who, she had to admit, took it with only a hint of bewilderment, but when Elektra told her mother that she would be wearing a suit to the wedding Evangelina shouted and cried. Loudly. Normally Elektra would have buckled under that wrath, but such was her self-assuredness that she merely waited until her mother had finished, kissed her on the cheek and left.

      

      In Elektra’s memory of the wedding ceremony, she was surprised at how handsome her parents looked, though she could tell that her father struggled to be bound by a necktie and walls. As Nikolas and Delfinia walked in, Elektra was not fooled by her brother’s attempt to look happy and could see the sorrow in his eyes. Poor Delfi, she had thought even then. Elektra remembered, too, that she felt a sadness for the girl by her side, that she wouldn’t have a day such as this, and resolved to make it up to her in some special way, one day. That night in the small village hall they had danced with abandon, at least she had. Everyone she introduced Eugénie to was captivated by her beauty, she knew that, and outside the hall, savouring a cigarette on a bench beneath the stoa that looked out over the valley to an olive grove, Elektra gave thanks for the blessing of Eugénie.

      

      When she came up the stairs her father was standing on his own savouring the odours from the grill and spit. On the second top step she paused to take him in. Standing apart from the other men, away from the crowd inside the hall, Elektra suddenly wondered if her father was lonely. She had never thought of it before, but there was something about his stance, the expression on his face that made her wonder. She came to the top of the stairs and approached him, laughing when he forced a look of disapproval that she had been smoking and warned him not to tell Eugénie. Linking her arms in his and knowing that her father would much rather stay outside, she edged him towards the doorway. ‘Your son and daughter-in-law await!’

      

      As the plane climbed higher the clouds contracted as they shrouded the earth below, a reminder that the sun was a constant in spite of the vagaries of weather and the spin of the planet. Elektra tried to apply this concept to the deepest part of her own soul, that her thoughts were merely passing clouds that blocked an internal, permanent light. She wanted to believe it. Swami did, Eugénie did, but Elektra could never seem to get past thoughts that colluded to form a dark, thick barricade. In fact, she’d had a hard time believing in a ‘soul’ anyway, and though she liked the idea of it, she wondered if hers had given up and left the building.

      In this melancholic state that she had accepted as being her default setting, Elektra considered the possible future that awaited her. Though she had met Eugénie’s parents only once in three years, her first stop would be their home in the Arrondissement de Passy. When they had last met, Elektra came away with the feeling that she had somehow been responsible for their only child’s choices and had coerced her into leaving Paris. Eugénie’s father Didier professed liberal views, but he had not come to terms with her sexuality and, even more, her choice to abandon a promising career in academia to teach yoga. Her mother Marielle maintained a look of defeat that was etched between her eyebrows and around her mouth and suggested that her disappointments were many and constant.

      ‘Don’t worry about them,’ Eugénie had said, but Elektra could tell that she was hurt by their failure to accept the life she had chosen. Although she was strong of character in many ways, around her parents she became subdued and bent to their expectations. If Eugénie was staying with them, Elektra feared that their influence would be an obstacle to any chance of reconciliation.

      

      Elektra rested her head against the window. Please, Eugénie, love me again.
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        * * *

      

      Delfi retied the apron around her waist and felt the small protuberance of her hip bones. Other than when she was lying on her back, she had never been aware of them before. In the past two weeks she had noticed other changes—a feeling of space around her thighs and waist when she’d put on her jeans, and in the mirror, there was a slight shadow beneath her cheekbones. Nikolas had commented too, that her face was thinner. He hadn’t felt her hip bones because she turned away from him in bed when she thought that he wanted to make love.

      ‘How does this compare to Hestia’s?’ Paulo was behind the bar cleaning the coffee machine.

      Delfi smiled, as much to herself as to him. ‘There’s no comparison.’

      ‘You wouldn’t rather be peeling potatoes then?’

      Delfi could feel herself blushing and glanced towards the rear of the café to see if Nikolas was in hearing range. She had shared this confidence with Paulo, how much she hated peeling potatoes, how much she disliked her mother-in-law.

      ‘Well, you’d be surprised what you can do with a potato,’ she said.

      Paulo let out an explosive laugh. ‘Good heavens, Delfi! Be careful what you say!’

      She laughed but was confused as she didn’t think her quip was that funny, nor did she understand why she needed to be careful.

      ‘Some people, men, might misunderstand.’ Paulo had paused to say this and was more serious.

      ‘Ok,’ she said.

      Delfi liked Paulo. He had been given the job of training her in his position. While Anton was away, he would be overseeing the bar and the ordering of stock. Nikolas would take care of the administration and keep his eye on the two cooks who worked casually and were sometimes unreliable in both their attendance and in the quality of the output from the kitchen. They were both backpackers and with winter already felt in the winds that blew from the north, they would be off sooner rather than later. Paulo would move into the kitchen then, but he could manage that with the smaller trade.

      She returned to polishing the wooden tops of the tables, rubbing the occasional dried blobs of sticky liquid that held been spilled the night before by revelling patrons. Delfi wondered what it would be like to be on their side, the receiving end of the hospitality Sappho’s offered. She’d thought about that at Hestia’s too but had decided that if she was ever in such a position as to be served, she wouldn’t go anywhere near the taverna.

      

      It was different here. Though she was still wearing an apron, still doing menial tasks like cleaning tables and cutlery, dusting the shelves, she didn’t mind it at all. Sappho’s was vibrant.

      

      The previous evening, she had taken orders and served her first customers. Paulo had suggested she take care of the six tables outside in the blue-stoned lane that levelled in front of the café-bar before running downhill to the spectacular view of the caldera. Delfi suspected that he was being kind because the now cooler breeze that whipped back down that lane encouraged customers to eat inside. She had been nervous and had got a couple of orders wrong, but the Australian customers had tried to converse in Greek when they realised her limited understanding of English and had tipped generously when they left.

      Afterwards, on the way home to Elektra’s flat where she and Nikolas were staying for the three weeks, she had felt a brief return of energy. Nikolas was proud of her, he had told her, and said that she looked beautiful in her black skirt, white blouse and high heels. She had been tempted to make love with him, but then wondered if she had somehow reminded him of Linda and turned away from him once again. Her husband didn’t complain, she noted, but rolled on to his other side and fell into a deep sleep immediately.

      

      ‘Would you like to serve some tables inside, tonight?’ Paulo said.

      Delfi paused rubbing at the spots and looked up. ‘Really? Do you think I’m ready?’

      ‘Yes, you’re ready.’ Paulo checked the bookings. ‘Seven inside, three outside. Ok?’

      She took a deep breath, ‘Yes. I can do it.’

      ‘That’s a girl.’

      Delfi smiled with pleasure as she dusted last night’s crumbs from a chair. It was only six o’clock in the morning and she’d had five hours sleep, but she was energised and excited about the day. She loved the mornings, the shopkeepers and business owners stopping for a coffee or take-away on their way to work, the tourists a bit after them, ready for breakfast and in no particular hurry to go anywhere. She loved the smell of the roasted coffee beans and the rich butter from the warmed chocolate croissants that were, she was told, made from Eugénie’s recipe. Delfi felt sad when she heard this. She didn’t know the French girl very well, but here, where she had worked alongside Elektra and had introduced some of her own flavours and recipes, her absence was felt, particularly, Paulo said, by Anton who loved to converse with her in their native tongue.

      She wondered how Elektra was feeling. Delfi had been shocked at how much her sister-in-law had changed since Eugénie had left. She was pale and thin and seemed to have lost the vitality and edginess that Delfi had come to know. Nikolas was concerned for her and Delfi was glad that he hadn’t told his parents the truth; Evangelina, she knew, would have just made things worse.

      

      Her husband’s change of mind had taken her by surprise. He had been reluctant to take over the management of Sappho’s for the three weeks and had told Delfi that she would have to remain at Hestia’s to help his parents. But only a few days later, in fact, on the day after Delfi had read the letter from Linda, he had changed his mind.

      ‘It will be good for us, good for you,’ he had told her.

      Had he said that before the letter, Delfi would have been ecstatic, but everything had changed. She no longer cared what he did and had resigned herself to the idea of remaining at the taverna and living alone for the three weeks. His offer came too late, she had thought at the time, but the prospect of getting away from Evangelina was too good to refuse.

      

      They had travelled, often in silence, to Sappho’s for training once the morning preparations were taken care of at Hestia’s and, when Elektra left, they moved into her flat just around the corner. Though it was small it was spacious and modern, and light streamed in through large windows that opened on to a small balcony where pots of herbs crowded on and around a wrought-iron table and two chairs. A string of bells and a chain of elephants painted in bright colours hung from the balcony roof. Delfi loved to open the door on mild nights when they came home from Sappho’s. When a breeze blew the white terylene curtain billowed inwards ushering in the scent of mint and basil, and outside the elephants swung in time to the soft tinkle of the bells. Inside the flat was furnished simply with two white leather armchairs and a wood and glass coffee table. Shelves filled with books on yoga and philosophy and food lined the two walls opposite and adjacent to the ultra-modern kitchen that stocked herbs and spices in labelled glass jars. Delfi had never heard of some of them, but they sounded and smelled exotic, just like Eugénie and Elektra, she thought.

      Delfi remembered that when she first entered their bedroom, she had felt embarrassed. She didn’t know why, or if she expected to find something there, but in the end, it was as normal as hers, except that it had floorboards that were polished and didn’t creak. The old house she lived in with Nikolas was only a temporary measure, he had told her, until we find something better, he had said. That had been three years ago, but they were always so busy at Hestia’s that they only seemed to have time to sleep at home and she had given up on finding something better. Delfi wondered if she had given up on a lot of things since she’d married Nikolas.

      

      There had been a shift in the dynamic between them. Where it had always seemed to Delfi that she made most of the effort in communicating, now it seemed to be Nikolas, and she had lost interest. Their days at Sappho’s were even more busy than at Hestia’s due to its position in the central tourist precinct of the island’s capital, and that it was open from very early until very late. Delfi was glad of this. The only time she and Nikolas had time to talk was in their walk to Sappho’s in the morning and when they finished later that night. They each had breaks during the day, but they didn’t coincide so that there were always two staff available to serve. If Nikolas had noticed how much she had withdrawn, he didn’t say, though every now and then he would ask her if she was all right. She smiled and nodded, and he seemed reassured enough by that.

      Though she was losing weight, Delfi knew that she looked well enough, and she was not unaware of the attention she received sometimes from male patrons, especially when she wore the high heels, skirt and blouse; her breasts had not lost any weight and, if anything, seemed even larger in comparison to her now smaller waist and hips.

      

      Delfi finished dusting and polishing and hung her apron on the hook behind the kitchen door. In the bathroom she washed her hands and combed her hair and applied a line of kohl to her eyes and the Dusky Rose to her lips she had bought at a shop nearby on her break the day before. For the day trade she wore jeans, a shirt and flat shoes, but tonight she would dress up again to serve her ten tables.

      She couldn’t wait.
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        * * *

      

      Standing at the bathroom door, Nikolas studied his wife’s profile and noted the shadow beneath her cheekbone. She had lost weight in just a week and her figure had become more womanly. He couldn’t miss the admiring glances of male patrons and, while he felt some pride in this, there was a part of him that mourned the loss of the soft-padded fleshiness of his young wife, as though it had represented something unblemished and true. Once gone, he knew, it would be lost forever.

      Delfi’s appetite for food, usually voracious, had tempered as had her appetite for sex. When he embraced her, he could feel her body stiffen and where he would once have woken to her face studying him with the softness of love, now she would be turned away. He had wondered if she was pregnant and was surprised at the pleasure he felt at the thought. He was never certain of the rhythm of her cycle; Delfi was discreet and didn’t discuss it, and their lovemaking had been driven by lust rather than a calculated strike, but when she turned from him once again and had told him that it was her time of the month, he had abandoned any thoughts of pregnancy.

      

      As Delfi bent towards the mirror to apply lipstick he was almost overwhelmed with desire and, as he was on the verge of stepping into the bathroom and closing the door behind him, she turned with a look that he couldn’t determine, but which made him reconsider.

      

      Back in the storeroom, Nikolas wondered if he had made the right decision in bringing Delfi to Sappho’s. When he had told her that they would go together rather than her stay with Evangelina and Josef she had not reacted as he had expected and had merely said, ‘If that’s what you want,’ her reaction almost paralleling that of his parents as though a malaise had affected them all.

      On the drives to the city for training, Delfi’s reticence had continued, and at one point when he was talking to her, she had turned on the radio as though to cut him off. Nikolas considered what might have started it, but there was no event he could put his finger on. She had gone to bed in one mood and had woken up in another that had lasted. He knew that his mother upset her, but even she had backed off. The only thing he could think of was that Delfi was missing her father and he felt some guilt that he had not taken this fact into consideration.

      ‘When Elektra returns, we will go to Skosias to visit your father,’ he had said one morning in the car. Even as he said it, Nikolas wondered what frame of mind his sister would be in when she returned from Paris and if she would be capable of returning to the running of the café-bar. Delfi had turned to him then and though her ‘thank you’ lacked the vigour he was used to, it was heartfelt.

      

      After that, and during the training days, he saw an enthusiasm and glow return to his wife and her gasp of pleasure when they opened the door to Elektra’s flat assured him that she was returning to her old self. But while she had regained buoyancy, it was of a different nature. Delfi was more confident, evident in the faster, sharper movements in the way she walked and talked. At Hestia’s her approach to tasks had been languid, and her gaze was soft as though having drifted off to some other place. At Sappho’s she was hungry to learn all she could and her eyes were keen. On the walk home, after a long day, her energy was high and it was Nikolas who went to bed exhausted, leaving his wife sitting in front of the television.

      

      Nikolas sat on a crate, the same one on which he had found his sister just a week earlier and felt as though he was living in a vacuum. Since the morning he had torn up Linda’s letter, he had resolved to be better, to try harder and to return the love that Delfi had given him. He had come to think that taking over Sappho’s for just three weeks would provide the perfect opportunity to make a new start, that he could make it up to her somehow for what he had not been able to give her emotionally. By tearing up the letter and losing the last physical connection to Linda he thought he could purge her from his heart and mind. That was, until he found the ring.

      As he had been unpacking his clothes in Elektra’s bedroom while Delfi was in the shower, he had found it wrapped in a shred of tissue paper and tucked into a forgotten pocket of his suitcase. When he brought it out and unwrapped it his heart thumped so hard that its pulse rattled his hands and he had to sit on the bed to steady himself. As it lay in his palm, he was transported back to when he had found Linda’s letter and the ring left for him on the bedside table and the grief returned like a punch. He couldn’t believe that he had forgotten about it, but so much of what happened during the immediate days after she left was lost to him. Sitting on his sister’s bed and with his young wife in the next room, he feared that it would overtake him once again. When Nikolas heard the taps being turned off and the screen door open and close as Delfi stepped out of the shower, he dropped the ring back into the tissue paper and returned it to the pocket of the suitcase. When she came in wrapped in a towel, fresh-faced and smelling of soap, he smiled, but inside, his heart was breaking all over again.

      At that moment, sitting on a crate, his wife in transit to some space beyond him, he felt a though he was in a void.
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      Elektra stood outside the gate, willing herself to push the button on the intercom, but the energy in her arms was already draining through her feet to the Terrazzo pavers that extended from beneath her sandals, under the gate, up to the portico and to the mahogany front door. It wasn’t because she found Eugénie’s parents intimidating—few people could claim that title—but more that she was afraid that Eugénie would not be there, or perhaps even worse, that she was and would refuse to see her. Elektra still had not formulated in her mind what it was she would say; words seemed inadequate. There was just too much at stake.

      With effort, she raised her arm as she shuffled her backpack behind her and pressed. Almost immediately, Marielle opened the heavy front door. Elektra was taken by surprise as she was expecting to see Stephanie, the Swedish femme de ménage, and this put her even more off guard. Marielle paused for a moment to take in the visitor on the other side of the gate. Elektra held her breath as she smiled, warmly, she told herself. Although Marielle had released the gate lock, her expression, neither severe nor welcoming, had not changed.

      Elektra slipped through the gate before she could change her mind and met her on the portico in front of the door.

      ‘Bonjour, Marielle.’ Elektra could hear the nervous rise of her own voice and cursed it for leaking her vulnerability, ‘Comment ça va?’

      ‘Bien. What is it that you want, Elektra?’ In her black court shoes, Marielle stood several centimetres above Elektra and despite her thin, almost frail physique, dressed in black as usual, she was a strangely imposing figure. Her eyes had lost their light years ago and set in heavy sockets beside an aquiline nose, she resembled a crow. Elektra could not tell what Marielle thought of her at that moment because her face was one that held disappointment and a certain apathy permanently in its creases.

      ‘To speak to Eugénie. Is she here, Marielle?’

      ‘Non. She is not here.’

      Elektra drew her body up as far as she could and held Marielle’s gaze. ‘Then where is she?’

      ‘With Alain.’

      Marielle was still standing where she was, but Elektra felt like she’d been served an upper cut.

      She gasped. ‘Alain? Why? Where are they?’ The words were spewing out of their own accord and with them Elektra lost any composure she had left. ‘What the fuck!’

      Marielle took one small step back from her, not out of fear but with distaste, and Elektra saw that it was possible for the woman’s face to form an even more sour expression, this time with the tinge of self-satisfaction.

      ‘I ask you to leave,’ she said gesturing with spidery fingers towards the gate. ‘Eugénie wants this too.’

      Elektra considered that Marielle could be lying, but in the pit of her stomach she knew that it was true. Eugénie was not here. Blinded by her confusion and growing rage, she turned on her heel but shifted the weight of her backpack too suddenly and stumbled off the porch. As she approached the gate it clicked open as though acting as Marielle’s conspirator.

      ‘And you can fuck off too,’ she turned and yelled in a final, desperate gesture to regain some ground, but Marielle had already closed the front door behind her.

      

      Out in the street Elektra was disorientated and didn’t know in which direction to walk. Ahead of her she saw a large garden surrounded by old wrought iron fencing and a gate that stood ajar. A sign indicated that it was a public reserve and she trudged with heavy legs to its expanse of lawn, threw the backpack down and then herself, and lay on her back. Above her the clouds were threatening rain and a cool breeze sighed through the branches of the elm trees.

      ‘Alain,’ she said aloud, ‘not fucking Alain.’ Of all the scenarios that Elektra had envisaged, Eugénie’s ex-fiancé had not figured in any of them. She knew all about him—that he and Eugénie had met at university, had fallen in love quickly, had become engaged and had then fallen out of love. Though Eugénie had told her this, she never elaborated on what had actually caused them to separate and, when pressed, Eugénie would become irritated and would change the subject. For some reason this gnawed at Elektra, and when she confronted her over it Eugénie had yelled, the one and only time she had yelled, ‘What do you want to know?! We grew apart, that is all!’

      

      That had been in their early days and Elektra had let it go. Eugénie didn’t speak about Alain again, until she received a text message with accompanying photos that she showed to her. ‘my new home’ the message read. It was a photo of a boathouse moored in the Seine, complete with outdoor garden and deckchairs; Elektra had seen many of these twelve months before when she and Eugénie had come to Paris for a cousin’s wedding. A second photo showed the internal area—a kitchen, a compact living space with a semi-circular couch, and a bedroom with a 60’s shagpile bedspread.

      ‘What a wanker,’ Elektra had said, annoyed that Alain had felt the need to show this to Eugénie.

      ‘Hmmm.’ Eugénie had been slow to answer. At the time Elektra had assumed that she was in agreement, but now wondered if she had been distracted by thoughts of him.

      That had been six months ago, and Elektra, certain of Eugénie’s love at the time, had forgotten all about it. It seemed to her now that Eugénie never had.

      

      Tiny raindrops smattered her face.

      ‘Damn it!’ Elektra got up reluctantly and heaved the pack on to her back once again. Other than getting out of the rain, she was uncertain what to do next, though her growing anger had helped her regain some energy. She headed back in the direction she had come, which meant that she had to walk past the house again. Elektra looked up at the window that she knew had been Eugénie’s bedroom, wishing to see her standing there. She would rather know that Eugénie had refused to see her and had concocted a lie with her mother than believe that she was shacked up with Alain in the intimate interior of the boathouse. But there was no movement, no curtain swept aside, and no beautiful face of the woman she loved.

      Elektra looked away and began to quicken her pace with a growing resolve to find Eugénie. Her thoughts gained clarity with the rhythm of her movements as she mentally reviewed the images of the boathouse that Alain had sent. Most of the boathouses she had seen on that earlier trip to Paris looked very similar and were usually hired out by tourists for short stay accommodation. Elektra strained to visualise the exterior of the one that Alain was renting, but there was nothing that she could remember that distinguished it from others. And then she remembered. How could she have forgotten, she scolded herself. Visible in a corner of the photograph was the Pont des Arts. Elektra knew it because she and Eugénie had added their love lock to the bridge on the morning of her cousin’s wedding. Had Alain deliberately angled the camera to be sure that it was included in the shot? Had he and Eugénie placed a lock there years earlier? Elektra could feel the blood pulsing in her temples and her pace quickened.

      She knew exactly where to find the houseboat.
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        * * *

      

      ‘One vegetarian moussaka and a chicken salad. Table 4.’ Delfi placed the docket on the kitchen counter and returned to take the orders from Table 6.

      ‘Doing well, Delfi,’ Paulo said as he frothed milk for coffee. He glanced at the door as a new customer came in and gestured with his head to her. ‘Do you mind? I can’t leave these at the moment.’

      She saw Nikolas look up from a table he was serving at the rear and smile at her when she indicated that she would handle it. At Hestia’s, it was always Nikolas’s job to seat the customers because she was too busy at the sink; the preparation of potatoes, salads and, in more recent times, the desserts, seemed to be relentless.

      Delfi automatically moved to run her hands down her apron but realised at the last moment that she didn’t have one on. Instead, she smoothed her skirt and straightened her back as she moved towards the door. Although she was sure that she had not seen this customer in Sappho’s before, he looked vaguely familiar. He was, perhaps, ten years older than herself and his hair and complexion were fair, suggesting that if he was Greek, he was from somewhere in the north or Athens. This ruled out any shared history and besides, she thought, there wasn’t much in her history to share anyway. It must have been at Hestia’s she decided, or perhaps she had passed him in the streets around Sappho’s.

      ‘Kalispé’ra, good evening,’ she said.

      ‘A table for one,’ he returned.

      Delfi realised that she had hesitated, waiting for ‘please’. His accent had confirmed for her that he was Athenian.

      ‘This way,’ she said when he looked at her blankly. She turned and led him between tables to one in her own section that had been cleared and cleaned a few moments earlier.

      As the man sat down, Delfi collected a menu from the bar and returned to him. ‘The specials tonight are…’

      ‘I’m just after a drink. Tsipouro…with ice.’

      Still no ‘please’, she thought. ‘Certainly,’ she said with a smile.

      ‘Tsipouro with ice, and no “please,”’ she repeated to Paulo who raised an eyebrow.

      ‘Hope he’s having only one of those,’ he said, ‘otherwise we’ll find him under the table.’

      Delfi nodded as though she knew all about the drink and turned her attention back to the people on Table 6 to take their order. While one of the women procrastinated, she looked over at the man she had just seated. He seemed to be scanning the room as though he was waiting to be recognised and when he caught Delfi’s eye he smiled. Feeling caught out, Delfi could feel herself blushing, but at the same time her memory inched one bit closer to recognising him.

      

      The ten tables that had been allocated to her quickly refilled and, between moving from indoors to out and back again, Delfi had little time to think any further about the new customer until he caught her attention with the wave of his hand.

      ‘Another Tsipouro, gorgeous,’ he said.

      Delfi heard the slight slur in his speech and thought about what Paulo had said earlier. Although she was getting used to such expressions of familiarity, she still felt some embarrassment. When she’d mentioned it to Nikolas, he’d assured her that although he wished that men wouldn’t say such things, it was different here to being at Hestia’s and, if she was ok with it, he was too.

      ‘Yes, I can handle it,’ she had told him, though she could tell by the expression on his face that he didn’t like it at all.

      As Delfi reached to remove the man’s empty glass he placed his palm on the back of her hand. Immediately, she recoiled almost knocking the glass to the floor.

      ‘Steady,’ he said with a laugh. ‘I was only going to order some food.’

      ‘Of course,’ she said, trying to sound as easy going as he did, but she was rattled by the physical contact. ‘What would you like?’

      ‘I’m sorry I frightened you,’ he said quietly.

      The noise had increased with nearly every table now full. Delfi had to lean in to hear what the man wanted. She saw his eyes move to her breasts and there was something in that look that triggered full recognition at last.

      Delfi jolted upright. ‘You’re…you’re Eros Megalos!’

      The man smiled and sighed as one who was well used to being recognised. ‘Yes, that’s right. You’re a fan of the show?’

      Delfi was dumbstruck and couldn’t think of what to say next. She nodded. Eros Megalos had been Katerina Matsouka’s young love interest—an intern in her law practice—three series ago. He had died tragically, jumping off a bridge into a freezing torrent after she had told him he was too young and that there was no future for them. Delfi remembered that scene very well; how Katerina Matsouka’s eyes had filled with tears of pity when she heard the news and, in the privacy of her office, wracked with guilt and grief, she had torn her blouse open.

      ‘It must be so wonderful to be an actor,’ she said at last. ‘I would have loved…’

      The man sat back and appraised her. ‘You could be a young Katerina Matsouka, you know that?’

      Delfi gasped with pleasure. ‘I…know everything about her! She is the greatest actress.’

      He coughed as though spittle had caught at the back of his throat. ‘Eros Megalos is my stage name,’ he said, composing himself. ‘My real name is Basileus Katsaros. What is your name?’

      ‘Delfi Kazan,’ she said.

      ‘Delfi Kazan…’ Basileus Katsaros repeated. ‘It’s got a certain ring to it.’

      Delfi felt warm with pleasure.

      ‘I’m here for a few days,’ he continued. ‘Business. Staying at my house up the road…that has an unbroken view of the caldera. The sunsets…’ His voice trailed off.

      ‘Delfi!’

      Delfi turned to see Nikolas standing at the edge of his section trying to catch her attention.

      ‘The tables…’ he mouthed, gesturing to several that had been vacated and were in need of clearing.

      She nodded to Nikolas and turned back to Basileus Katsaros. ‘I’m sorry. You wanted to order.’

      ‘I’ve changed my mind,’ he said. ‘I really do need to get home and study my lines for the film shoot next week. But, Delfi Kazan, perhaps I’ll come back tomorrow night and we can continue this conversation.’

      ‘Yes…yes…I would like that,’ she said, not quite believing what she was hearing.

      He stood up and went to the bar to pay. Delfi moved quickly to the empty table that needed to be cleared for the new customers waiting at the door.

      ‘Until then.’

      Delfi jumped, startled by the voice in her ear. She didn’t look at him but continued to load a tray with used dishes. Fortunately for the background noise, no one could hear them rattle as she lifted them onto the bar. Uncertain why she felt guilty, she searched for Nikolas. He had returned to his customers and was oblivious of what had just transpired between his wife and Eros Megalos.

      And Delfi wasn’t about to tell him.
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        * * *

      

      As they walked home, Nikolas noticed that his wife was more buoyant and more prepared to talk than other evenings. He could tell by the glow in her eyes and skin and the quickness in her step that she loved working at Sappho’s, and he was proud and surprised at how quickly she had adapted. He resolved that when they returned to Hestia’s he would make sure that she had more of an opportunity to serve the tables. Customers loved her. Men loved her.

      Nikolas thought of the man that he had seen Delfi conversing with that evening. He was closer in age to her than he was, and Nikolas had felt a wave of jealousy surge through him. Delfi had served many male customers in the days and nights they had been at Sappho’s, and he could tell they were enchanted by her, but this one seemed different. From his position at the rear, Nikolas could see how his eyes followed Delfi as she moved between the tables. Had he been with a friend, and they had shared their appreciation of her together, he would have been annoyed, but not overly bothered. That this customer was alone and watched her like he did, that he was handsome and younger than he was, that he had managed to engage his wife in conversation when most others couldn’t, this was what bothered him.

      Nikolas had no doubt that Delfi was oblivious to the man’s interest. He could tell by her stance and her demeanour that she was doing her best to keep all her customers happy, but when she paused to talk to him, longer than she would normally spend with a customer on a busy night, Nikolas felt strangely left out, as though they had found some common ground in their conversation that excluded him. It was at that point that he had felt the need to intercede, even though he was some distance away.

      ‘The man who was on his own at Table 7, do you know him?’

      Delfi slowed her pace and looked at him. ‘Know him?’

      Nikolas heard the hesitation in her answer, as though she was thinking about what to say.

      ‘No.’ She was no longer looking at him but resumed her pace. ‘Why do you say that? Do you?’

      ‘No, I don’t know him, it’s just that you seemed to be getting along well…as though you had met before.’ He tried to make it sound light-hearted, inconsequential.

      ‘He was nice enough.’

      ‘What were you talking about?’ As soon as he said it, Nikolas wished he hadn’t. It was too late. Delfi stopped walking and waited for him to do so too.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘It’s obvious what I meant, Delfi.’

      ‘I don’t even remember what we were talking about,’ she said. She was facing him and the light from the streetlamp behind him illuminated her face. She held his gaze, and her chin was raised in soft defiance. ‘Am I not allowed to talk to the customers now?’

      Nikolas suddenly felt foolish. ‘It’s not what I meant,’ he said. ‘I just worry sometimes that…’

      ‘If you say, “that I’m innocent” once more, I’ll scream,’ she said and resumed walking.

      He caught up with her. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘you’re right. He did look a bit familiar though.’

      Delfi was half a step in front of him. ‘Really?’ she said over her shoulder, ‘I’ve never seen him before. Perhaps he’ll come in again and you can ask him.’
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      From the doorway, Elektra threw her key onto the bench and kicked her soaked backpack across the floorspace of the hotel room, hearing it thud against the wall; with the same foot, she reverse-kicked to slam the door behind her. She grabbed at her wet clothes, cursing with exasperation when they clung to her body, and threw them into a pile on the floor. Naked and cold she thumped herself down on the bed, the springs groaning in protest and sagging to accommodate her weight.

      After her visit to Marielle, Elektra had been fired up enough to head straight to the Seine where she calculated Alain’s houseboat would be, but she needed more time to think. Instead, she headed back to the hotel, and although the rain had become heavy, she let it pelt her and could have dropped to her knees under its flagellations. The news that Eugénie was holed up with her ex-fiancé beneath the bridge of locks, delivered in Marielle’s sardonic style, had crushed her. That she hadn’t thought of this possibility had been a testament to the confidence she had begun to place in Eugénie’s love, and now she felt like a fool. This was confirmation that she had been right all along, that she was unlovable and that she could not trust anyone. As she had walked her sorrow increased with every step, but from an internal space that she had thought was empty, anger began to cluster around itself and expand to fuel her legs with enough energy to make it back to the room in the hotel.

      Elektra collapsed back on the pillow, grazing her scalp on the iron bedhead and sending small ripples of sound into the stagnant air. When she pressed her fingers to her head, she could feel that a small lump was already forming, but the pain of it was inconsequential. Resting her head more gently now she stared above her and was vaguely curious to see dried spots of what looked to be coffee clinging to the ceiling. Up there? she thought and wondered about the scenario that could have led to them being there. Was this the room of the jilted lover catapulting coffee cups in distress, in anger, in grief? She looked for more signs, more coffee, but found none, only cracked plaster and peeling paint, dust and unwashed curtains, the smear where a dirty cloth had been hastily wiped across the linoleum bench top.

      Outside, the drone of traffic was punctuated by sirens and the honking of horns. With this accompaniment Elektra drifted into a twilight state, her still active mind fearing the realities experienced in sleep and when awake. Thoughts danced and collided in ludicrous pairings and when one bizarre coupling—of Eugénie and Evangelina waltzing together in the hall on Skosias threatened to take hold, she willed herself to wake.

      Elektra’s breath pumped high in her chest and throat, every nerve in her body quivering with electrical excitation. She tried to breathe into her abdomen to stave off an impending anxiety attack that had riddled her life, but the muscles there refused to move. In desperation, she grabbed at the mala beads at her wrist, beginning the count from one to one hundred and one. But, as though taking this as an affront, her body and mind rallied for an assault and Elektra steeled herself for a lonely death in the room of the jilted lover.

      She lifted herself from the bed and staggering under the assault, rifled through her backpack and the plastic bag that held her medications. With hands shaking, she punctured the blister pack for a sedative and hesitated briefly before grabbing the second and throwing them both in her mouth, washing them down with a gulp from the water bottle that had been lodged in the side of the bag. Elektra wrapped herself in the bed cover that scratched at her flesh and waited for the pills to take effect.

      

      It was dusk when she awoke. Blinking and bleary-eyed from a heavy sleep, she lay still, adjusting to the light from the window that coated the room in steel grey. Elektra’s body shivered beneath the bed cover and her mind quivered with the on-rush of thoughts. Images of Eugénie and the two-dimensional face of Alain from a photograph locked into position and with it came a rush of energy that propelled her from the bed. She didn’t bother to turn on the light but deconstructed the pile of wet clothes on the floor to replace them on her body in reverse order, barely noticing the cold of them, that they stuck to her flesh, or that she had put her tee-shirt on inside out. From under the bed, she retrieved her shoes and stuffed her feet into them; they were damp and already smelt of mildew.

      As she headed to the door, Elektra paused and went back to her backpack, took out a card of medication and tucked it into the back pocket of her jeans. She snatched the key from the bench and crossed the hall to the communal bathroom and went to the toilet. At the sink she drank from the tap, threw water into her face and ran her hands through her hair. She didn’t look in the mirror—she was just a mind, not a body.

      Jean-Paul was at the make-shift desk beneath an ambitious sign, Réception. Elektra heard his cheery ‘Bonsoir’ trail as she strode through the small foyer to the vending machine and with effort, she raised a hand in reply. She patted the wet pocket of her jeans for change and punched in the code for an energy drink. Snatching it from the hopper she headed into the street, almost colliding with a tall, elderly woman walking a dog. The woman paused and looked at her with disdain.

      ‘Fuck off!’ Elektra yelled over her shoulder. She tore open the can and sculled it as she headed in the direction of the river, careering through the throng of Saturday evening pedestrians. Some saw her coming and stepped out of her way. She could feel their eyes boring into her back, but this only spurred her on.

      Despite the cool evening breeze on her damp clothes, Elektra was fuelled by the combination of the pills and the caffeine hit of the energy drink. Every now and then as she paced the pavement, she caught a glimpse of her reflection in a shop window; she saw the distortion of her face in anger but registered it as her ugliness, her pitifulness. At the window of one restaurant, she came to a startled halt thinking that she saw Eugénie inside with another woman. Elektra leaned against the glass. It was not Eugénie, but the intimacy between the two women, one laughing, the other leaning across the table to stroke her arm, was like a slap, a reminder of what she had lost. At a table close to the window, a man and his wife were staring at Elektra with affront and had signalled the waiter to do something about her. She jerked away and kept walking.

      Although she had been there only once, Elektra sought the route to the Pont des Arts as though driven by some primal homing instinct, but she became disorientated when she arrived. At first, she thought that she was at the wrong bridge and cursed under her breath. The love locks were not linked to the railings but had been cut off and heaped at intermittent points along its length enclosed in mesh fencing, ready for disposal.

      

      Elektra merged with the crowd. The mood was sombre as couples scanned the enclosures hopelessly looking for their lock as though, if found, it would prove the inexorability of love. Elektra bypassed them. She already felt that it was over, but she couldn’t help but think of the day that she and Eugénie had bought their own lock at a convenience store that had capitalised on its vicinity to the now famous bridge. It was blue, she remembered, Eugénie’s choice, and in a return gesture she had insisted that Elektra be the one to snap it closed, locking their love forever. They had each kissed the small key before they threw it, together, from the bridge. Now that key, like every other couple’s, would be lying like love’s detritus in the sludgy river bottom of the City of Love.

      Halfway across the bridge, a young woman stood alone and seemed to be mesmerised by the empty railing. Elektra recognised a certain defeat in her bearing as though she was facing proof, a reality that she hadn’t wanted or been able to see. Elektra looked away and strode with more resolution to a position on the bridge where she could scan the houseboats along the river’s edge. She remembered that in the background of the photograph Alain had sent Eugénie, which had been angled to include the Pont des Arts, was the unmistakable flying buttress of the Cathedral of Notre Dame on the Île de la Cité. Elektra positioned herself in the centre of the bridge, but due to the curve of the river, the buttress was not visible. She continued across the wooden planks, keeping alert for the first sight of it, and when it finally came into view, she turned to the houseboats along the river behind her. There was a dozen or so moored to the bank.

      Eugénie had told Elektra that there were around one thousand houseboats or ‘péniches’ along the River Seine and they had entertained the idea of renting one on a return visit. Anything better than staying with my parents, Eugénie had said. Well now she was living out the reality, Elektra thought, but with Alain. She moved across to the railing behind her and scrutinised each of the houseboats in turn. She discounted the two closest to the bridge due to their angle and bypassed those that looked empty. It was now getting dark and only those with lights on were easily visible, so it seemed logical to start with them. Six houseboats were occupied, at least this evening.

      Elektra moved away from the railing but was struck with a sudden attack of nausea. She hurriedly stepped back in and leaned forward, spewing liquid vomit that smelt of artificial orange flavour into the Seine. Wiping her mouth on the back of her hand she staggered along the remaining section of the bridge and onto the riverbank. She stopped to take a breath ignoring the horrified or frightened looks of the passers-by. The houseboats were two hundred metres ahead and, for a moment, Elektra thought that she would never make it. She breathed deeply, wishing that she had her bottle of water and a toothbrush, but pushed on, pausing every now and then to steady the trembling that was beginning to pervade her body.

      Although she had discounted the first two houseboats, Elektra stopped at each one to be certain. The first was in darkness, but it was ultra-modern, and she was certain it would not be furnished in the retro style that she had seen in Alain’s photograph. Elektra pictured the bedroom and its shagpile bedcover, and she could feel her blood pulsing in her temple at the thought of what might take place there.

      Feeling light-headed and as though she was going to faint, she walked on, every now and then grabbing at a non-existent railing and almost toppling into the river.

      ‘Be careful!’ someone yelled. She turned in the direction of the voice but could not see anyone in the section of the embankment that was shadowed between two floodlights.

      The second houseboat was occupied. Curtains had been drawn and Elektra was unable to see into the interior, but the washing on a makeshift line outside was that of a family with young children. A small dress, boy’s shorts and singlet were strung between a man’s shirt and a woman’s blouse. Underwear was pegged here and there. All were limp and still dripping from the soaking rain earlier in the day. She imagined the family inside sitting around a table, pictured a young mother smiling as she placed a bowl of soup in front of her children who were laughing at the antics of their father. Elektra longed for the comfort of that soup, for the comfort of love.

      The curtains to the interior of the third were open but there was no light inside. A lantern on the promenade illuminated the deck where deckchairs and pots of herbs cast deep shadows across its planks. Elektra paused to take it in, looking for signs of human life, but, unlike the one before, there was no washing strung on a line, just a pair of women’s running shoes by the door; they were not shoes she recognised. She turned and looked back towards the Pont des Arts but determined that this houseboat was too close to the bridge and there was no view of the Notre Dame.

      Elektra walked on, stumbling again and cursing her wet shoes that were rubbing at her heels. She passed another two houseboats and, although each was in the right position, they were too modern or too old.

      At a bench beside the pathway, she sat down to take off her shoes, then pitched them one at a time into a bin a metre away. Her aim was way off, and they clanged against the metal, startling something in the tree behind it. Elektra went to push herself off the bench to place them in the bin, but her energy had all but drained from her arms and legs. The pills she had taken earlier seemed to have done little to allay the breathlessness and oscillations of panic. Reaching into the back pocket of her jeans, she removed the card and punctured another blister. She did this without looking, as though to ignore the reality of what she was doing.

      Without water, the tablet shed its coating on the walls of her mouth. Elektra worked to create enough saliva to wash it down, but it adhered to the back of her tongue. She swallowed hard, but it wouldn’t move. She gulped, at the same time forcing more spit down her throat. The remnants of the pill dislodged and made a slow and hesitant journey to her stomach.

      Elektra groaned and heard the hoarseness of her voice. Her throat felt raw, and she craved water. Barefoot, her clothes still clinging to her body, she staggered across the promenade to the edge of the river, lay on her stomach and tried to reach towards the water, but she couldn’t see its depth. As she leaned further over the low concrete barrier, she felt a thud on her back.

      ‘Hé! What are you doing?’

      Elektra felt herself pulled from the edge of the river. When released, she rolled on to her back and strained to make out the face above her that was moving in and out of focus.

      ‘Are you all right?’ It was a male voice, deep and resonating.

      ‘We should move her to the grass,’ said another voice, this time female, frail and wistful, that sounded further away.

      The man had crouched next to Elektra, and she heard his grunt of agreement. She felt one large hand move to support her neck and the other slide beneath her shoulder as he tried to prop her up. Elektra could have eased herself into the strong hands that held her, but she had to find Eugénie. She was here, somewhere, Elektra was sure of that, and the thought gave her enough energy to prop herself up to sitting.

      ‘Merci,’ she said though her voice cracked under the strain of the effort.

      The man leaned back to allow her up, and in the light from the streetlamp Elektra caught a glimpse of grey hair at his temple beneath a cap and in his moustache.

      Baba. Elektra longed for the embrace of her father, and she looked toward the direction that the female voice had come from hoping to see an Evangelina look-alike, but she was still obscured.

      ‘I am fine now.’ Though she felt as if she had nothing left, she dragged herself to her feet to reassure the couple. She needed to find Eugénie.

      ‘Si vous êtes sûr, if you are sure,’ the man said. The woman appeared to his right. Her silhouette was small and thin. Elektra couldn’t see her face, but she knew she would be as frail as her voice. She was wearing an oversized hat for her small head that bobbed up and down in affirmation as he spoke. They were elderly, but Elektra remembered the strength in the hand that pulled her from the side of the river.

      ‘Yes, truly I am OK. I…dropped my sunglasses…’ Elektra felt as though she was babbling as she constructed her lie. She flashed on an image of herself if seen through their eyes—barefoot, damp clothing, trying to drink out of a polluted river. They were not going to buy her story.

      ‘Very well.’ The man turned toward the woman. Nothing was said between them, but as they turned away from Elektra, the woman linked her arm in his and they continued along the promenade.

      ‘Thank you,’ she called after them.

      The couple paused and half-turned towards her. They both nodded and turned back to continue on their way and soon disappeared amongst the throng of pedestrians and into the shadows of the night.

      On a bustling Saturday night in Paris, Elektra felt as though she was the only person in the world.

      

      There were still many houseboats ahead. Elektra felt overwhelmed with a sense of futility and returned to the bench to consider her next move. If her calculations were correct, she could disregard those furthest along this section of the river and that meant that Alain’s houseboat must be close.

      She looked back to those she had already passed and discounted for one reason or another. Only one, with the deckchairs, potted herbs and shoes at the door seemed a possibility, though it would not have the view of the Notre Dame that was critical in Elektra’s reckoning.

      They move. The thought was clear and sudden. She pushed herself off the bench and returned to the houseboat that had been in darkness, keeping a distance from the embankment opposite. Normally, she knew, this grassy section along the riverside would be smattered with lovers and families and she was grateful that it had rained. She hardly noticed the damp and mud between her toes and coating the bottom of her jeans. Her body shivered, from cold or from anxiety, but she didn’t care.

      Elektra scrutinised the boat looking for evidence of Eugénie, but there were too many shadows. She was about to give up and try further along the river when a small spark of light inside caught her eye. The spark grew larger and became the flame of a candle that illuminated a circle of its immediate surroundings. Elektra saw a person, half-shadowed and still holding a burning match that was brought towards the face. Eugénie softly puckered her lips and blew out its flame.

      Elektra’s body jolted with its electrical impulses and a plaintive cry escaped her mouth. Her knees buckled and she almost fell to the grass.

      When she had steadied herself, she moved closer to the river’s edge. Elektra saw the flash of another match, a second candle lit, a third; the interior of the boat glowed with ambient light, just as their own apartment had. Eugénie disliked the harshness of electric lights, preferring the warmth and softness of candlelight. Elektra remembered how, after she had complained about not having enough light to read, Eugénie had purchased a standard electric one for her, its beam focused in a small, but effective diameter.

      Eugénie moved around the small interior, shifting things and carrying cups to what Elektra assumed was the sink on the near side of the cabin. Elektra hid within the shadows of the promenade and watched, and although she couldn’t see Eugénie’s hands, the movement of her shoulders suggested she was washing dishes. Had she just come home? Was she alone? Elektra remembered the shoes that she hadn’t recognised on the deck near the door. That Eugénie had new shoes in a new life seared like a small stab wound.

      From a section inside the cabin that was obscured, a man appeared. Elektra knew at once that it was Alain. With her body still facing the sink, Eugénie’s head turned towards him, and she smiled as she spoke. Elektra’s heart thudded loudly in her ears. She knew that smile intimately, dreamed of it, yearned for it, and she was giving it to someone else. The trembling in her body, made worse by an erratic thudding of her heart, wracked her to the point that she was unable to coordinate her movement or her thoughts. The candlelight from the interior of the cabin hurt her eyes and Eugénie and Alain became shadow-puppets in a sardonic and macabre play. The figure of Alain moved towards Eugénie, and, in Elektra’s distorted vision, they became one figure.

      Elektra wailed—to the boat, to the pavement and to the passers-by who skirted her in a wide arch. Placing one unsteady hand on the concrete barrier she stepped over it and on to the deck, falling to her knees and grazing her leg on the side of a deckchair that clattered to the ground. She scrambled up and headed for the door, but it was swung open from inside and Alain stood in the doorway, his head scanning the deck for the source of the noise.

      ‘You bastard!’ Elektra lunged at the door, but Alain had stepped back in and slammed it shut.

      ‘Open it!’ Elektra kicked at it with a bare foot and thumped her fists. ‘Eugénie! Eugénie!’ she sobbed into the wood that a part of her brain registered as smelling of the wet planks of Josef’s boat.

      There was silence behind the door. Then she heard it, plaintive and gentle.

      ‘Elektra?’

      Elektra’s sob caught in her throat. ‘Eugénie…’

      The door opened, slowly, cautiously, and Elektra stood back. Eugénie was in silhouette, but a light from the promenade trapped itself in the moisture of her eyes. She stepped forward and gently raised a hand. Behind her Alain had moved into position to protect her. To Elektra, that movement, that positioning, was a statement of claim, and she pushed past Eugénie to grab him by the throat.

      ‘What are you doing!’ Eugénie had steadied herself and was beating her on the back. Alain had grabbed Elektra’s arms and was holding her at a distance.

      ‘Alain!’ A woman’s voice screamed as she came into view from a room at the rear of the cabin.

      ‘It’s OK, Gervaise, it’s OK,’ he said as he slackened his grip.

      Elektra had nothing left. When he let her go she crumpled to the floor. She turned her head. ‘Eugénie,’ she whispered though her voice had all but gone.

      Eugénie had backed away and was standing by the door that was still open.

      ‘Get out, Elektra.’ Her face was distorted with anger and her body was rigid.

      Elektra recognised the sensation of defeat. She’d felt it before many times, though this time she knew that hope, too, had gone. She saw herself there on the floor through Eugénie’s eyes and knew that she was worthless. She was empty, a shell. With the support of a chair, she got up and staggered to the doorway. When she stumbled, she felt the light touch of Eugénie’s hand on her back, but the door closed behind her, and Elektra found herself staring at the pair of shoes that she now saw would not have fitted Eugénie at all.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Lek, can you return my call, please?’

      Nikolas made sure the phone was on vibrate in the pocket of his shirt. This was the third message he’d left for his sister since yesterday afternoon and had heard nothing in reply. It wasn’t so unusual for her to be absorbed in whatever she was doing and to forget everyone else, but Nikolas had been uneasy about the purpose of Elektra’s visit to Paris. If she found Eugénie and was rejected, he feared for her mental and emotional states.

      He had called her since she’d left on the pretext of talking about Sappho’s. She had listened and replied with what sounded like forced interest, but despite his cautious prompting, she had not said anything about Eugénie or how she was feeling.

      Although he didn’t have any news to impart, during the day he couldn’t shake off the feeling that something was very wrong. He didn’t believe in pre-cognition or ‘gut feelings’, and he would have put it down to feeling unsettled by Delfi’s oscillating moods, but he needed to be sure that his sister was all right. Nikolas wished that he could talk about it with his parents and had come close despite Elektra swearing him to secrecy, but when he had visited them two days earlier, he had found the atmosphere between them so oppressive with its silence, he couldn’t burden them any further.

      He had to hand it to his sister. She had established a thriving business due, in part, to her business acumen, which took him by surprise, but more because of her vibrancy. Elektra was fiery, emotional and unpredictable at times, but she also burned with a passion for life that was contagious and to be wrapped in that warmth, and even her ire, was life-giving. He knew it. Eugénie knew it.

      

      As he was returning coffee cups to the bar, the phone hummed in his shirt pocket, sending pulses through his chest in urgent waves. With one free hand he plucked it out.

      Eugénie. Relief and concern came in equal measure.

      ‘Hi Eugénie.’ There was a sense of déjà vu and Nikolas steeled himself for what might come.

      ‘Neek, have you heard from her? I’m worried.’

      ‘Not today. She hasn’t answered my messages. What’s happened?’

      Did he want to hear it? His mind moved into a detached and protective space.

      Eugénie told him about Elektra’s visit to the houseboat.

      ‘It is how she looked, Neek. This is what concerns me most. I have never seen her like this. I’m scared for her.’

      ‘What did she look like?’ he said, weaving through tables to the back room.

      ‘Mon Dieu…her clothes were wet, blood on her jeans, no shoes, but her eyes…were frightened…’

      Nikolas heard Eugénie’s voice crack.

      ‘Help me find her, Neek.’

      He flipped over the pages of the order book where he had stored the slip of paper on which Elektra had written her address. He remembered that he’d had to insist she leave it for him. He just hoped now that she had not duped him with a false one. He read it to Eugénie.

      ‘I know the area,’ her sigh contained a small note of relief, ‘I go there now.’

      

      Even the early morning was shaping up to be a busy one. Although it was raining and small pockets of the autumn wind held a winter chill, inside Sappho’s the warmth created by the gas log fire and the aesthetically soft lighting that brought out the richness of the wood and glinted off glass drew people in from the street to add to the regular customer trade.

      Nikolas had little time to think through the conversation with Eugénie, but it sat like a heavy cloud throughout the next two hours. There was no time to talk with Delfi and when he looked over to her she was moving quickly from one table to another. Paulo was lining cups along the bar and calling to her to deliver them to tables. She was handling it well but looked hot and tired already.

      

      The man had returned to Sappho’s the previous evening, this time for a meal. It had been a busy Saturday night that had them all moving quickly from table to table, but Nikolas was alert to the way the man watched Delfi. He didn’t like it, but after her reaction the previous evening, he had vowed to himself that he wouldn’t raise it again. He trusted his wife, but not this man. He thought that if he came in again tonight, he might say something to him; let him know that he was Delfi’s husband and…

      

      The phone vibrated. Eugénie again. Nikolas knew that this was not good and moved quickly to the quiet of the back room, leaving a table of four deliberating over the breakfast menu.

      

      ‘Eugénie.’

      ‘Neek!’ Her voice was a sob.

      ‘What’s happened?’

      ‘She…she…’

      Fearing the worst, Nikolas felt his intestines grip as he waited for Eugénie to compose herself.

      ‘She is…in ‘ospital, Neek…she has try to hurt herself.’

      ‘Is she all right?’

      ‘The doctors…they are not certain.’

      Eugénie’s voice became blurred as she wept into the phone.

      ‘God…I will come.’

      ‘Merci, Neek.’

      He took down the details of the hospital. ‘Will you be there with her, Eugénie?’

      There was a pause.

      ‘Oui, I will be with her.’

      ‘Thank you. I will be there as soon as I can.’

      Within minutes he had booked connecting flights from Athens and to Paris, but he had only ninety minutes to get to the airport. When he returned from the back room, Paulo had just finished taking the order from the table of four. Nikolas gestured to him, and they stepped into a quieter alcove.

      Paulo was visibly distressed by the news. Elektra’s staff—Anton, Paulo and the regular chefs loved her.

      ‘I have to go to her, Paulo.’

      ‘Of course, of course. Don’t worry about here, we can manage. We’re closed tomorrow and I will ask Michael to assist today. He has done so before. Will Delfi go too?’

      They both looked across to Delfi who was clearing a table by the window.

      ‘No, there’s no time,’ Nikolas said, ‘I will tell her now, but she’ll have to stay and help.’
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        * * *

      

      In the pause before preparing for the lunch trade, Delfi had time to ponder the latest startling developments.

      Nikolas had looked ashen when he drew her aside. His voice faltered with anxiety as he told her about Elektra. Delfi was stunned, though this was one emotion her husband didn’t seem to have experienced and Delfi wondered if Elektra had a history of such incidences. This thought, along with the fact that Nikolas had already booked his flights and had to leave immediately, confirmed for her that she was merely an appendage in his life.

      ‘I hope Elektra will be all right,’ she had said and meant it. She could tell that he was only just holding it together and felt sorry for him. ‘Have you told your parents?’

      Nikolas shook his head. ‘I’ll wait until I get there and…see what happens. If they ring don’t let on. Just tell them I’m unavailable…or something.’

      Unavailable. Yes, that was the perfect word for her husband, she thought.

      They stepped together on to the street. He bent to kiss her on the lips, but she lowered her head, and his mouth brushed her hairline.

      ‘I’ll call you as soon as I know something.’

      Delfi watched him pace down the hill, but he paused and looked back. ‘Delfi…be careful.’

      She was about to say something but stopped, his comment spiking on a shard of guilt. ‘You too,’ she said, and at that moment she remembered—according to her letter, Linda had moved to Paris.

      

      Basileus Katsaros had returned to Sappho’s the previous night as he said he would. Delfi hadn’t seen him come in and was taken by surprise when his hand reached to touch her as she passed his table.

      ‘Hi, gorgeous,’ he said, ‘just hoping you could take my order.’

      Delfi had felt the colour rising in her neck. Basileus Katsaros looked different from the night before. He was wearing a blue polo shirt that must have been a size too small as his biceps seemed to bulge under the strain of its short sleeves, and Delfi could see the outline of the muscles across his chest. She averted her eyes. He ordered a meal, slowly, pausing unnecessarily to allow her to take it down. When she looked at him, he smiled and flashed his teeth, which she hadn’t noticed before were startlingly white.

      Later, when she had brought his meal to him, he had touched her hand again when she put the plate on the table.

      ‘I’ve had a thought,’ he said.

      Delfi didn’t know what he meant.

      He continued, ‘You said you had always wanted to be an actress?’

      She nodded.

      ‘And I’m surprised at how much you do resemble the young Katerina Matsouka, although you are more beautiful.’

      A hot flush surged through her body, and she had to breathe deeply.

      ‘I’m rehearsing for my lead role in a new series…that’s why I’m here—to get away from it all and to absorb myself in the character…’

      Delfi noticed that he became dreamy-eyed when he said this, and she was impressed by his dedication and passion for acting. She knew something of this herself having repeated Katerina Matsouka’s lines many times while re-enacting scenes in the loungeroom of her home in Skosias.

      ‘…and we’re looking for a new, beautiful face to take the role opposite me.’

      What was he asking? Delfi felt a stirring of excitement but was confused.

      ‘Of course, it’s a love-interest part…’ He looked apologetic and lowered his eyes. Delfi thought he must have been embarrassed. ‘I suppose, what I’m saying, Delia…’

      ‘It’s “Delfi”,’ she corrected.

      ‘Delfi. Would you like to try out for the part?’

      She couldn’t believe it; didn’t believe it.

      ‘The part?’

      ‘Yes…an acting role…opposite me.’

      Delfi turned quickly looking for Nikolas, but he wasn’t in sight. ‘But…I…’

      ‘Here.’ He had taken out a slip of paper that he pressed into the hand that hung loosely by her side.

      ‘My address. It’s not far. I’ll be working all day tomorrow on my lines if you’ve got the time…If you’ve got the passion.’

      Delfi’s trembled as she slipped the address into the pocket of her skirt.

      ‘It’s up to you,’ he said.

      The kitchen bell rang and Delfi had to leave to collect a meal. She spiked the new order at the counter and became so busy with the Saturday night crowd that she had little time to think about much else, though she felt as though she was caught in a strange dream. When his meal was ready, she placed it on the table in front of him and moved away quickly before he could say anything else. Thirty minutes later when she looked over to the table, he had gone. The small slip of paper felt like it was burning into her thigh.

      

      ‘Take the rest of the afternoon off, Delfi.’ Paulo was stacking glasses and cups into the dishwasher beneath the bar. Delfi was polishing the counter and paused to consider what he was offering.

      ‘But we’re short-staffed now Nikolas isn’t here.’

      ‘Yes, but we don’t have many bookings tonight and Michael is coming in to help. Besides, you look tired.’

      She was tired. Her lower back was beginning to ache, and she felt a bit nauseous. Sometimes the odours from the kitchen were overpowering and she had to take deep breaths to settle her stomach.

      ‘Truly, don’t worry about here. You’ve got enough to think about with Nik gone and Elektra…’ Paulo’s voice trailed off and Delfi was struck with how much her sister-in-law was loved and missed by her staff.

      ‘We’re closed tomorrow,’ she said, ‘I can rest then.’

      Paulo placed the dishcloth in the sink and turned to her, ‘Or have a longer break if you finish up now. Who knows what next week will bring and you’ll be needed then, don’t worry.’

      Delfi could see his reasoning. There was no way that Elektra would be able to return to work for a little while yet, though Delfi didn’t know details of what it was she had done, and who knew how long Nikolas would have to stay there. She tried to blot out the thought of Linda. Yes, she would be needed for a while yet.

      ‘If you’re sure, Paulo, I will go home.’ The thought of lying on her bed was very appealing.

      ‘Good. I’ll see you Tuesday. If you hear anything…about Elektra…could you ring or text me?’

      ‘Yes. Definitely.’ Delfi loved the idea of texting, though she hoped she would only be able to deliver good news to Paulo about Elektra. Nikolas had bought her a new, more advanced mobile

      phone when they came to Sappho’s, but she’d had little chance to use it. So far, the only message she had sent had been to Toula, to ask her to visit Manoli and to let her know how he was. Toula had replied that he was well, that he seemed to be more at home in his sister’s house, but that he missed his daughter.

      Delfi missed her father and felt the weight of love and responsibility for him, though it was good to know that he was more settled now. She wondered if Manoli would be able to use a mobile phone and then they could talk more often, though the reception on Skosias was unpredictable. When she had tried to call Toula the phone had cut out. Nikolas had said that he would take her back to the island to see her father when things settled down with Elektra and she was determined to keep him to his promise.

      

      Back in the apartment, Delfi sat on the bed with the phone in her hand. She had news to send to Toula—about Sappho’s, about Elektra, and she couldn’t wait to tell her about meeting Basileus Katsaros. He had been in the series four years earlier and Delfi and Toula had been rivetted to the screen during each of the four episodes that he’d starred in. They were stricken with emotion when his character, Eros Megalos, jumped off the bridge when Katerina Matsouka rejected him because he was too young. The two girls felt her pain at the news and cried when she did. The cheap kohl lining Toula’s eyes dissolved in her tears and ran like squid ink down her cheeks to pool in the corners of her mouth; her trademark crimson lipstick turned purple.

      Toula loved makeup. Sometimes Delfi wanted to tell her that she was overdoing it, but she knew that this would offend her, so she didn’t. Her cousin had always been self-conscious about her appearance, particularly her prominent, hooked nose and had tried to deflect attention from it to her eyes and mouth. Her hair was wiry and she tamed it with gel and pulled it back with a hair tie. But none of it made any difference. Toula looked a bit like a character in a pantomime.

      Delfi wished that her cousin could find love and worried that she was lonely, especially since she had left Skosias. She hoped that one day, Toula would leave the island and try her luck in acting in Athens, though she would need someone to advise her on her appearance. She wondered what Toula thought of her marriage. Delfi remembered that she had screamed with excitement when Delfi told her about her engagement to Nikolas, but when she realised that her cousin would leave Skosias she became quiet and sad.

      ‘Will you live in Athens?’ she had said.

      Delfi didn’t know; it would be out of her hands she said, but she hoped so. In those days she had been full of hope for a life lived in the nation’s capital, the city of her favourite actress.

      ‘When you come to visit, we will go to the studio and meet Katerina Matsouka.’ Delfi had believed it. She was excited then for the opportunities that life was presenting her—a handsome, wealthy husband, the probability of living in Athens, the chance to fulfil her dream of acting and, hopefully, her cousin’s, too.

      As Delfi sat on the bed, the reality of her life struck her with force. Instead of living in Athens, she was stuck on the prong of another island, away from her father, friends and closest cousin. If her husband was wealthy, Delfi couldn’t tell as they didn’t live any differently to anyone else around Hestia’s. She had dreamed of living in a modern apartment in Athens, but they lived in an old house owned by Josef and Evangelina. Worst of all, her dreams of acting had been discarded like potato peelings. Delfi placed the phone on the bed, went to the dresser and opened the top drawer. From the back, beneath her underwear, she retrieved the slip of paper that Basileus Katsaros had tucked into her hand. She closed the drawer and brought the fingers of her free hand to her necklace, rubbing each of the pearls in turn. Delfi kept her eyes down avoiding her reflection in the mirror; she didn’t want to see the truth of who she was and what she was about to do.
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      Mother of God, pray for me.

      

      Evangelina rubbed a bead between her thumb and index finger wishing that she could talk to her own, real mother. Before her marriage to Josef, Evangelina would spend every other minute with Katerina, but once she moved from Skosias, her monthly visits just never seemed enough.

      Though quiet and gentle, Katerina had been significant to the community in the village. There was not a moment when she was alone, whether organising committee gatherings, visiting the sick and the dying, or cooking for Father Theopoulos, but she still always had time for her children and for her husband. Even as she aged, and after her own mother’s death, and then after her husband’s death, she maintained her presence in the village. Evangelina had wanted her to come to live with her, Josef, and the children, but she had refused, preferring, she said, to live and to die on the island of her birth. At ninety-nine she had dropped dead in a pew in the very church in which she and Evangelina and Josef had married.

      She had been upset that her mother would not live with her, but she understood it too, and as Evangelina aged, she understood it even more. She longed to return to Skosias. It seemed that her experiences of childhood and adolescence were so strongly woven together that, as she got older, they contracted to form a solid core, a shape that every now and then she recognised as perhaps being the true Evangelina. Who had she been then all these years? Josef’s wife, a mother, even a businesswoman, for it was she who maintained Hestia’s books, ordered the stock and kept an eye on the day-to-day running of the taverna. But somewhere along the way, Evangelina had lost sight of who she really was and hadn’t realised it until that moment when she saw her husband kiss another woman. She had tried to bury it, had even made attempts to understand it, but what it showed her was that she had been masquerading as someone else for most of her life. What she thought was real, was not.

      Theotókos, I don’t know what to do.

      Practiced as she was at steering the thoughts of that night away, the shock and pain of what she saw revisited her with full intensity—Josef, sitting on a bench beneath the stoa with that harlot Toula in her pink dress by his side. Evangelina saw her lean into him and rest her head on his shoulder. He had turned his head towards her and as she had looked up, he, Josef, her husband, bent his head to her and they had kissed. That trout-mouth! Was it a long kiss? Evangelina wondered. She didn’t know because she had left in shock and returned to the hall. Certainly, it wasn’t long before Josef returned on his own. Was he happy? Excited? He must have already wiped his face of that cheap red lipstick the girl wore. Filtered through her distress and diluted by time, Evangelina couldn’t remember any of it, but something had changed for her that night out there on the step of the stoa.

      Evangelina tried to remember what it was that had caused her to go out on the deck in the first place. Inside the hall she had been surrounded by family and friends of her youth. Her son was married—finally, and to a Greek girl. This should have made her happy except that she knew deep down that Nikolas was not.

      We know our sons.

      Evangelina enclosed the crucifix at the end of the circle of beads in her hand. She had envisaged Mary’s great sorrow many times over the years and had related to it—when Nikolas had pneumonia at four years of age and when he broke his arm at twelve. Her mother had given her a holy picture of Mary holding the broken body of her son—it was famous, Katerina had told her—but she had tucked it beneath her nightdresses in the top drawer of the dresser after Nikolas was born. She couldn’t bear to look at it, but she couldn’t dispose of it either.

      That Nikolas had not been happy at his own wedding had plagued her for the past three years. Her daughter-in-law was young and willing, but Evangelina was confident that she would produce healthy children and support Nikolas in time when he would take over the running of Hestia’s, just as she had supported Josef. Her son was a kind husband, just like his father, though she felt that he indulged his young wife and allowed her tantrums to go unchecked, but every now and then Evangelina saw a look in her son’s eyes that saddened her. It was as though he was lost. And Evangelina knew that she had seen that same look in the eyes of her husband since that night on the step. Or had it been longing, instead?

      The full circle of the beads had been reached. Evangelina shifted on the hard wooden seat of the pew and began again. Now that she and Josef had closed Hestia’s for winter she didn’t need to rush. Josef would be out in his boat, though they didn’t need the fish at the moment. She had become resigned to the thought that he just wanted to get away from her, though she was surprised that he would choose to go out when the weather was so unpredictable at this time of year. When he returned, they would begin attending to the maintenance and cleaning of the taverna—a coat of paint, chairs to mend, refrigerators to empty and clean. Spring would be upon them before they knew it. She moved to the next bead.

      I wish you’d had a daughter. Would you have wanted one?

      

      At least at the wedding Elektra had been happy, and over the past three years she seemed more settled, a bit easier to get along with. Eugénie was good for her daughter and although Evangelina had never been comfortable with the nature of their relationship, she was grateful that Elektra had finally found love. What bothered Evangelina was that she had seen it before, though she suspected there was something more to this relationship than others. Elektra fell heavily when her heart was broken and on one occasion Josef had called an ambulance when Evangelina could not wake her. She had spent two days in hospital. Nikolas had flown in from Athens and had taken care of everything.

      ‘She’s got a bad case of the flu,’ he had told them and arranged for his sister to recuperate in his apartment in Athens for a few weeks.

      At least now she is happy, she thought, not wanting to give any credence to her doubts that were fuelled when Elektra visited before leaving for the wedding in Paris. Though she had made an excuse about Eugénie not being with her, Evangelina couldn’t help noticing how pale and thin her daughter looked. She knew that if she commented, Elektra would dismiss it and say that she was just so busy at Sappho’s.

      Guilty that her own thoughts were distracting her from her prayers, Evangelina concentrated on the beads and finished the next round quickly. Josef would be returning soon and together they would begin the maintenance of Hestia’s. She kissed the beads.

      

      Thank you Theotókos. I will see you tomorrow.
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        * * *

      

      The sea was becoming rough, and a strong wind blew from the east. Small white caps formed and left an erratic lace pattern on the water where the waves broke against the boat.

      The morning had been calmer when Josef had set off, but he knew well enough that things could change, on the sea as in life. He had no reason, no excuse to go out today, but the alternative—more silence, more strained looks—was hazardous to his heart and soul. Would Evangelina have questioned his decision as she prepared herself for Mass? She would know where he was and she knew, too, the risks at this time of the year, but Josef wondered if she would really care if something happened to him. She would cope; he was certain of that. Josef tried to determine an indispensable role that he filled in her life, in his family’s life, but could think of none. Someone else could be employed to catch the fish, stand at the grill. Nikolas? He hoped not. Already Josef saw the signs of life’s promise leaking from his son’s eyes, had seen the glow disappear from Delfi’s face, and they hadn’t even had children yet. What misery had Josef inflicted on Nikolas through his blood? Were they men who failed to make their women happy?

      

      Josef had intended to fish out in the sea but had felt the change in the weather before he’d seen it and had steered around to the other side of the peninsula into the protection of the caldera. Here in certain places the water was warmed by heat that escaped through cracks in what was left of the volcano that had forced the Minoans to flee several thousand years before. Josef’s ancestors were of the few who had braved a return to a home that had been radically transformed by the eruption. They had begun again, more simply, ready to move quickly, their boats becoming their more permanent homes. Centuries later, the evidence of what they had once been, would be revealed in a dig behind the cliffs that now housed Hestia’s. Josef knew little about the geomorphology of his island. To him the warmer waters meant that there was other sea life to be caught than in the Aegean, but he preferred to fish in the open sea as had his father and grandfather; none of them liked to feel entrapped by the arms of the peninsulas.

      After steering into the shelter of a bay, Josef put down the anchor and began to prepare a single line. Normally he would be collecting the fish that had been caught on his paragádi overnight, but they didn’t need that many now that Hestia’s was closed for winter. Though he was out of the wind, small waves formed in the caldera rocked the boat and once or twice, while he was fitting a heavy sinker, his hand flew out to grasp the side to steady himself. It would have been difficult to catch anything out in his preferred spot today, he thought. The fish would be dropping lower seeking the calmer waters. Though dangers would still be present for them, even the predators sought solace at times and could let things go. He remembered seeing this as a young man diving in rough seas, sharks and tuna gliding through large schools, intent only on moving into the peace of the quieter waters below him. Josef envied them. He had understood the rules of the sea and had adopted its wisdom for most of his life, but these days he could not find peace. If only he could return to the simplicity of his youth.

      

      ‘Eh, Kikeru, when are you going to marry a good woman!’

      ‘Give him time, Baba, he’s only young,’ said Josef’s father Duripi to his father Rusa.

      ‘And while he waits, his friends are stealing the beautiful girls!’

      ‘Duripi, maybe your son wants to marry a mermaid.’

      Josef shook the salt water from his ears and rubbed a towel over his arms and legs. His shorts and singlet clung to his body, but they would dry quickly in the warm breeze from the south.

      ‘Well, if I marry a mermaid, I won’t need to go back to land!’

      The older men laughed.

      ‘True…true…Kikeru. How lucky you would be!’ Rusa’s voice boomed across the surface of the water.

      ‘Careful, Pappou, you might frighten them away.’

      ‘You do that yourself! When they take one look at your ugly head!’

      They laughed. That’s how it always was for them. His grandfather loud and teasing and his father with a permanent smile.

      Though in his seventies, Rusa still had the stamina of a much younger man and was more extroverted and vocal than his son and grandson. Despite his taunting, which occurred on a regular basis, Josef knew that it was all said with love and humour. Rusa had always called his grandson ‘Kikeru’ because ‘Josef’ had been a break with tradition of Minoan names given to sons over generations. While academics debated over the authenticity of names such as Rusa, Duripi and Kikeru, amongst others found on the Linear B tablets as being Minoan, they need only to have asked these descendants, for they were long fixed in their tradition, the stories having been handed down over time. Even the family name, Zabat, was not typical of the Greek names of the island and in this they took great pride.

      When Duripi had married the headstrong Helena, the tradition was broken. In their courting period when he told her this expectation for naming sons, she refused to marry him unless she could name them according to her Orthodox beliefs. The infatuated Duripi agreed, thinking that he would be able to convince her to relent on the name of at least one son. But, despite her vitality, Helena bore only one child to full term. In Duripi’s relief, in his sense of the great blessing finally bestowed upon them, and in the moment when he beheld the joy in his wife’s eyes after so much disappointment, he gave in. ‘Josef’ it would be. Rusa, on the other hand, was angry and refused to call his grandson by this given name. He had scolded his son for giving in to the wishes of his wife and took it on himself to perform a separate naming ritual. One calm autumn day, when Josef was only six months old and Duripi had convinced Helena that half an hour in the boat on the water just in sight of Hestia’s would be good for their baby boy, Rusa had held his grandson in the sea from the far side of the boat and given him his traditional name. According to Duripi, who had jumped over the side and treaded the water beneath his son in case Rusa lost his hold, Josef, now Kikeru, did not cry, but gave a wide gummy grin and arched his body into the sea like a baby dolphin as though he was finally home. After the two men eased the baby back into the boat and Duripi had climbed back in, Rusa took from his pocket a small clay tablet fitted to a fresh loop of thin fishing rope and slipped it around his grandson’s neck.

      

      Josef traced his thumb around the outline of the bull that formed the raised surface of the medallion. The years they had spent on the water together were some of the happiest of his life. Even now, sitting in the same position in the boat as he had as a young man, he could see them talking, laughing and squabbling. The boat had been their true home and they had moved about that small space with an ease and grace that they could never match on land. On the sea, thoughts seemed to drift in with the wind reflecting its strength, its temper and then they left again. On rare days, when the sea and sky were the same light grey and the surface of the water was like thick oil, there were few thoughts. He felt, in those moments, as though he was at the centre of a great and expansive soul.

      Josef sighed as he jiggled the line and thought of Evangelina at Mass and what she would be doing. He never could understand the religion of his mother and of his wife. As a boy he had appeased Helena and accompanied her to church. Duripi came now and then, but otherwise made an excuse about needing to do something at Hestia’s. Josef smiled as he realised how much he took after his beloved father.

      As a boy in the church, Josef had struggled with the physical restrictions of its walls and of its stained-glass, beautiful as it was, that blocked out the sky. He was jarred by the solemnity of the Mass, could never fathom the strict order of events, and feared the nature of his own soul that the priest confirmed to be wayward. And as a young boy, he was saddened by what had become of that other fisherman; he wondered how he could have strayed so far from the sea. It was his great sacrifice, for us, Helena had told him. Josef had pondered his image—the gilded robe and halo, the book in one hand and the finger of the other gesturing to the sky. He became alert to the story of him fishing with friends, of hauling a great catch that he shared with the poor. This man he could understand and there were moments, even now as he pulled in a minnow, that he thought of him, the carpenter who had left the sea and died on a rocky hillside with his mother below him. Could he see the water from that height? And where was his father, Josef’s namesake? He had once asked Evangelina, but she shook her head at his ignorance. ‘That Josef was not his true father, but he had a special role in their lives in the early days,’ she had said as though instructing a child. ‘Otherwise, his story is unimportant.’

      

      I have been well named, he thought as he poured himself a coffee from the dented and faded green flask. Unimportant. That’s how he had felt for years. Josef did not blame anyone for this feeling but thought that he had brought it on himself through his own selfishness. He loved his wife and children, but he wondered where he had been during the years of their family life. He was physically there—in his boat, at the grill—but he knew that he had neglected them all and had left too much to Evangelina who, even more unfairly, had borne the brunt of their children’s, especially Elektra’s, frustrations. Why had he not done more? He had tried to entice Nikolas to share his love of the sea as Duripi had done with him, but the boy refused, preferring instead to stay in his room when not at school to read. Josef remembered when he and Duripi had taken Nikolas as a baby to immerse him in the sea and to give him a traditional name, as Rusa had done for Josef, but he had screamed and arched his body as though it had burnt his skin. Without Rusa there to insist, they had given up.

      Josef pulled the line back in, laid it on the floor of the boat and clasped the metal cup in both hands, its warmth radiating into both palms. The clouds that had formed in the east were darkening and moving slowly towards him.

      He knew that he shouldn’t have come out today, but the silence of the house felt like a weight on his shoulders that he couldn’t unburden. Ever since the morning Evangelina had brought in his breakfast he had felt it—the weight of a truth he had hidden from her for three years. So many times since that morning he had been on the verge of telling her, but the words wouldn’t form, ordinary pleasantries too had lost their conviction. Thoughts of that night, the wedding of his son, plagued him, but there had been nobody to talk to. How he wished that Rusa and Duripi were still with him.

      Now, in the boat they had shared, he imagined the three of them sitting in their preferred positions—Rusa at the bow, Duripi at the stern and Josef, always in the middle. He imagined their banter, the easy to-ing and fro-ing, but it hadn’t always been trivial conversation. When Lydia, Rusa’s wife, died, there was talk and silence, but mostly talk, for the men knew that it was the way to heal. Josef knew it still.

      ‘Rusa,’ he whispered to the ghost of his grandfather, ‘I have been unfaithful.’

      For Rusa, this would not have been much of a confession. Though he had loved Lydia and had cared for her tenderly to her death, his grandson and son knew that he’d had many affairs. Lydia had known it too but had seemed to accept that it was the price for marrying a man as vital and charismatic as Rusa.

      Now that the words were spoken aloud, Josef turned to the ghost of his father, a very different man who had been devoted and loyal to only one woman. Josef’s heart was tight as he imagined the look on his father’s face—not disapproval, but of concern.

      ‘Tell me about it, Kikeru.’

      Josef closed his eyes and took a deep breath. ‘I kissed another woman…’ The words rushed from his mouth and dissipated in the wind. He looked toward the ghost of his father and could picture that gentle face waiting for him to continue.

      ‘And at my own son’s wedding, Baba.’

      ‘Go on,’ he could hear his father say.
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      Toula’s excitement about Basileus Katsaros had fuelled her own. As Delfi lay on the bed with her feet elevated, she studied the actor’s handwriting, hardly believing that he had written his address just for her.

      When he had given it to her the first reaction had been disbelief then, as she served her tables, disappointment when she faced the fact of its impossibility—acting was nothing more than a daydream and being ‘discovered’ something that might happen to others, but not to her. She was a married woman now and the sooner she dispensed with stupid ideas the better she would be. Nikolas would never approve anyway and, if she should be successful, they would have to live in Athens, and she knew that he would not agree to that.

      Delfi was in two minds about Athens. Its cosmopolitan chic enthralled her, as did knowing that Katerina Matsouka lived there, but it was also where Nikolas and Linda had shared a life and so the city was tainted for her, particularly since she had read the letter. That Nikolas would not consider living there with her made her feel as though he was ashamed or embarrassed by her; Delfi had no illusions that she was clever or sophisticated. She wondered if Linda would have been accepted into the Zabbat family. Even though she, herself, was Greek and was related to Evangelina, she didn’t feel like she belonged. Had Nikolas been selfish? Is that what the letter implied? Or jealous? She thought of the conversation on the way home the previous night about Basileus Katsaros. Once she would have given anything to think that he loved her enough to be jealous, but when she saw the way he was that night rereading Linda’s letter, Delfi knew that he would never love her that much. She had given up so much to marry him: her father, her friends and her dreams of acting. Had he tried to stifle Linda’s dreams too?

      Nikolas would be arriving in Paris, she thought, where Linda lived. Would he try to find her or…Delfi sat up and swung her feet to the floor. Had he known where Linda lived all along? Her heart began to race at the thought that it was quite possible. Her husband was secretive and Delfi just couldn’t be certain anymore that she could trust him.

      She placed the slip of paper she had been holding onto the bedside table. At the mirror, she applied a line of kohl to her top lids and swept the new mascara through her already thick lashes. Her face was paler than usual, so she dusted her cheeks lightly with a rose-pink rouge and matched it in a darker toned lipstick. Her work blouse was clean but unflattering. From the wardrobe she chose a purple satin shirt that clung to her breasts and tapered in at the waist; its buttons matched by her mother’s pearls at her throat. The black work skirt would do, she thought, and considered changing into higher heels, but when she thought of the cobbled lanes she would have to walk and how much her lower back was troubling her, she decided on flats. Besides, she reasoned, she was only going for a walk.

      

      It was still early afternoon and she’d had few opportunities to explore the town since they had come to Sappho’s. Nikolas often suggested that she take a break and get some fresh air and seemed to be concerned about her health. It was true she hadn’t been feeling well this last week—cramps, aches and sometimes the smell of certain foods in the café brought her close to vomiting. It was probably just a germ picked up from a customer, she had reasoned, and she remembered one who had sneezed without covering his mouth. Or perhaps it was the change of pace and change of environment. On another level though, Delfi felt that she was thriving, as though she was stepping out from her husband’s shadow.

      She checked her phone. No message yet from Nikolas, though she wondered if he would bother to text or call at all when he arrived. He had been more attentive to her lately she had to acknowledge, but in the three years of their marriage she had seen him oscillate between detachment and passion that left her stranded somewhere between the two. Too many times she had overlooked his withdrawal thinking it was just his way, but now she knew the true reason. Delfi switched the phone to vibrate as she retrieved the slip of paper from the bedside table and tucked both into her handbag. She paused for a moment, then separated the two into individual pockets as though in an act of guilt. Grabbing her new woollen coat, she contorted her arms into its sleeves as she left the apartment.

      In the street, Delfi took the usual route when she went out walking in the rare break from Sappho’s. This downhill path took her to the main avenue of shops and art galleries. At this time of the day tourists would be out, but not in the force they were in summer, Nikolas had told her. Delfi didn’t think she would like it then. The pavements were not wide and there seemed to be confusion about which side to walk on. However, she loved the vibrancy the town and marvelled that there could be such a difference between the two ends of the island. If she never saw Hestia’s again it would be too soon, and she felt a cold dread at the thought of returning to peel potatoes at the sink under the watchful eye of her mother-in-law.

      Delfi maintained her routine walk, pausing at times to look at the shop windows to catch her reflection and to adjust her skirt and blouse. She had noticed the admiring glances of men—some single and some walking with their wives—and she wondered how much more attention she would attract if she was as famous as Katerina Matsouka. In those moments it didn’t seem so impossible, a small taste of that future was on offer. Delfi’s pace quickened. Ahead she could see the large board with the street map and when there she located her current position and orientation to the address she held in her hand.

      

      As she stood at the opening to the small lane, Delfi knew that the houses here would be positioned to take in the spectacular view over the caldera. The properties in this area were highly prized and were the homes, and sometimes just holiday homes, of the very wealthy. It was no surprise to Delfi that Basileus Katsaros would be one of them. After all, he was a television star, though she hadn’t seen him in anything for a while and he probably owned such properties all over the world. This thought made her knees tremble. She didn’t know anyone that rich and it made her presence at the mouth of the lane seem ridiculous. She was about to continue walking when the phone vibrated in her bag.

      Arrived in Paris. Going straight to the hospital.

      That was it? No call?

      Delfi paused to consider her next move then switched off the phone and turned into the lane.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as he had pressed ‘send’ Nikolas regretted that he hadn’t called Delfi instead. Small things he did and didn’t do were revealing his inadequacies as her husband—his self-absorption and neglect of her. These last two weeks spent away from Hestia’s had enabled him to see Delfi and himself more clearly.

      He tapped her number and waited in anticipation of her greeting, but it went straight to the voicemail, her recorded voice sounding stilted and young. He smiled to himself when he thought of how excited she was when they had bought the phone.

      ‘I’ve arrived safely and…’ he paused considering his next words, ‘…I miss you already.’

      Nikolas wondered what she would think of that. In lovemaking, he was affectionate and reassured her of her desirability, but he knew that it didn’t transfer to day-to-day living; he didn’t use terms of endearment that she might need to hear. The truth was, he hadn’t felt it—that passion that spilled from his lips as it had with Linda. Just the very sight of her had made him weak with desire, from the moment of the first meeting by the groceries, to their first date, first lovemaking, and every other day after that for five years. Marriage had seemed an inevitability and he knew that she had felt the same, but he had ruined that with his selfishness and jealousy of her promotion at a time when his own career had stalled. Since he’d arrived in Paris, thoughts of her had begun to rise more frequently. He felt the danger of it, the lethargy left in the wake of thinking and rethinking about her.

      The taxi swung into the curb in front of a grey and imposing hospital. This was the second time that he had been called to his sister’s side, the second time that she had tried to end her life; Eugénie had told him the truth of what happened when he had called her from the airport. Nikolas remembered how colourless her voice had sounded.

      After he’d paid the fare, he hurried into the foyer of the hospital, his heels clicking across the polished linoleum floor as he made his way to the lifts. On the third floor, he followed the directions Eugénie had given him to the private room she had arranged for Elektra.

      As he approached, the doorway framed a scene that he knew he would never forget. His sister, as pale as the sheet that covered her to her chest, and Eugénie, sitting, in profile, holding her hand. Elektra’s lids opened and closed slowly as though she was forcing herself to stay awake. Eugénie turned towards him. He saw that she, too, was pale and tired, but when she smiled in greeting her face was calm as though she had just weathered a great storm.

      ‘Come in,’ she whispered and when he reached her, she gently released Elektra’s hand and stood to greet him. ‘She’s going to be okay.’ Her eyes held his and the softness and kindness of them reassured him.

      Nikolas looked down at this sister. She had fallen back to sleep, but her lips were relaxed in a small, contented smile.

      ‘Thank you, Eugénie,’ he said struggling with emotion at the sight of Elektra, and in the presence of Eugénie’s love for her. He composed himself. ‘When she is recovering—’

      ‘She will stay with me,’ Eugénie said firmly. ‘Then we will go for retreat. I have booked it for two weeks.’

      ‘Has the doctor said when she will be discharged?’

      ‘In two days. First, we go to the Hotel Astoria for a few days, so I am certain Elektra is ready. Then to the retreat…in the south…Cote d’Azur.’

      Eugénie spoke with such calm and certainty that Nikolas was mesmerised, and he could feel some of the muscles in his shoulders beginning to relax. He was deeply grateful for her care of his sister, though he wondered how much Elektra deserved it and if she knew how lucky she was.

      ‘The warm will help.’

      Eugénie smiled. ‘Oui, the warm will help.’

      

      ‘Nik.’ Elektra’s weak and shaky voice broke their attention.

      ‘Baby…’ Eugénie immediately returned to her side and kissed her forehead. She looked back at Nikolas. ‘I leave you two for now.’

      ‘Eugénie, thank you, for everything,’ Nikolas said as she moved past him to the door.

      ‘Behave yourself,’ Elektra croaked from the bed.

      Eugénie and Nikolas smiled at each other with a shared relief.

      

      When she had left, he took up her position by his sister’s side and clasped her hand as he placed his overnight bag beneath the bed. Elektra responded with a squeeze and her eyes held a glint of amusement.

      ‘Softening up, big brother?’

      His immediate reaction was defensive, but he knew that there was truth in her almost brutal honesty. He had never been one for spontaneous displays of affection, even with Linda, though despite other people’s perception of her as being reserved, in their private moments she had been the more demonstrative one—kissing his neck as she passed the armchair where he would sit to read the newspaper, reaching for his hand as they lay in bed on nights when they were too tired to make love.

      ‘Yes…well…there’s a first time for everything,’ he said, then more seriously, ‘Lek…why didn’t you call me…talk to me?’

      Elektra blinked slowly, struggling to keep her eyes open. The glint of amusement had gone and was replaced with sadness. ‘I didn’t want to worry you.’ She paused, the effort of speaking and the hoarseness of her throat causing her obvious discomfort. ‘I know you worry…and I hate myself for it,’ she said, her throat flexing as she swallowed deeply. ‘I thought I could deal with it…After all, I’ve…been there…before…though this time…’

      ‘It’s true love,’ he continued for her as he watched her lids succumb. He would have given anything to see his little sister dancing with wild abandon as she had at is wedding. Perhaps, with Eugénie’s help, he would see it again. He knew the signs of love; he had been there too.

      

      As Elektra slept, Nikolas thought of the days, weeks and months after Linda had left. He hadn’t seen it coming, a truth that had haunted him for three years. How could he have not known that he was causing the woman he adored to be so unhappy? Over and over, he had thought back to the days before he found that letter waiting for him on the bedside table. She had been elated at the news of her impending promotion. In the days after she left, he had mentally defended himself with indignation that he had been happy for her, had brought her flowers and taken her out for dinner to celebrate, but over time that argument lost ground. Nikolas began to face the fact that he had been envious. His own career had stalled, not for want of his ability or work ethic, but ironically because he had found himself promoted to a major position in the engineering firm. He had courted it, satisfying the young boy who had been hungry for success and prestige, and he had got what he wanted and more—professional kudos, wealth, an apartment in the most sought-after neighbourhood in Athens. He couldn’t put a finger on when it began to lose its lustre, but it had. He knew that he was lucky to have Linda, and he thought that their life together, at least, would stave off the encroaching melancholy that loomed each morning as he mechanically went about preparing for work, but it didn’t and that melancholy began to leech into their lives—in small ways at first, until it manifested into an argument about her promotion, when things were said that were never meant but could never be taken back.

      For the two hours that his sister slept, Nikolas, removed from all usual distractions, thought deeply about his life and those he loved. Was the evidence of his self-absorption and inability to show his feelings lying here in front of him? When Elektra finally woke, brighter-eyed and with some colour returned to her skin, he moved to the bed, smoothed the hair from her forehead and rested his head on her arm.

      ‘Love you, big brother.’

      ‘Love you too, my little sister.’

      

      The alarm jolted Nikolas from sleep and his arm thrashed around beside him in search of the phone. He checked the time—5.45 pm—then he tried Delfi’s number, but again it went through to message bank, as did Paulo’s. They must have had late bookings, he thought with some concern that he wasn’t there to help out.

      Despite just a two-and-a-half-hour flight from Athens to Paris, he had been exhausted, though more from his anxiety about Elektra than anything else. Having seen her and reassured that she would be okay, particularly with Eugénie’s love and care, he had fallen into a heavy sleep in which he’d had a dream, though all he could remember was that he was chipping at rock as though he was searching for something.

      Reluctantly, Nikolas got off the bed and headed for the shower. When he returned, he took out clean shirt and trousers from his bag and dressed to go downstairs to the hotel’s restaurant for dinner. As he was about to leave, he remembered his room’s swipe card and searched the bedside table and floor. Confused as to where he could have put it, he looked inside his overnight bag. As his hand riffled through its various internal pockets, he felt something small, hard and wedged in the corner of one of them. As his fingers gripped it, and without yet having seen it, he knew what it was. He released it immediately and moved away from the bag, then returned to it again. Breathing deeply, he took it out.

      Fifteen minutes later he was still sitting on the bed with Linda’s engagement ring in his palm and cursed himself that he hadn’t disposed of it when he’d found it only days before. Rousing himself he retrieved his phone from the pocket of his shirt and searched for a number. He hesitated then pressed to make the call.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Six-thirty,’ Evangelina eyed the clock on the kitchen wall with suspicion as though it had lied. Josef was never this late home and even though he didn’t wear a watch, you could set one by him. Four, maybe four-thirty at the latest, he would come in from the sea in the winter months before the light faded. He would bring in the catch, a small one just for home use, scale the fish or de-membrane and salt an octopus and prepare the grill. Evangelina had already prepared the skordaliá, courgettes and aubergines to accompany it. Any fish left over would be used to make a broth or ground to add to the compost for the vegetable garden.

      Perhaps the truck has broken down, she thought. It had been making a strange grinding sound lately and was well overdue for a service, just one of the many jobs to be done during these months. Or perhaps Josef had stopped to check on Hestia’s and found a leak, or something that needed immediate attention. But he would call me if that was the case, Evangelina thought, because Hestia’s was their life, and they had shared that life for well over forty years.

      Evangelina tried to soothe her mind with such practical reasons for his lateness. What she didn’t want to think about was how tired and suddenly old her husband looked of late. Josef was a quiet man, had always been so, but he seemed to have withdrawn into himself and Evangelina began to wonder if he was ill and had not told her.

      She could have asked him, she told herself, no longer able to deflect her concern. Why had she not asked? Worry and guilt began to cluster around her heart.

      If only he had taken the mobile phone, but it was still in the drawer in their bedroom where it had been since Elektra gave one to each of them six months ago. ‘Just in case…something should happen while you’re out in the boat, Baba,’ she had said, but Josef had dismissed her concern.

      ‘Our family has been on the water for generations, Agapi mou. Why do you think something is going to happen now?

      Evangelina went to the side dresser and retrieved her own phone from beneath the leaflet that had been distributed at Mass that morning requesting warm clothes and blankets for the island’s poor. She had been attending to this all day, selecting jackets and jumpers that neither she nor Josef needed anymore and inspecting them for their condition; they had to be clean and with no holes, as she could not bear to add any further indignity to those who struggled to make ends meet. It seemed to Evangelina that there had been a significant increase in the number of members of her church who needed help since the Euro had been introduced, though thankfully it had not impacted very much on Hestia’s. She had been so absorbed in this task that she hadn’t noticed the time or Josef’s absence until the light through the bedroom window began to fade.

      She took the phone to the table and sat down. Unlike Josef, Evangelina made good use of Elektra’s gift though she had often exceeded her data usage allowance until Nikolas organised a new plan.

      ‘Unlimited,’ he had said. Evangelina didn’t know what that meant but assumed she could call whomever she wanted and talk for as long as she wanted. The only trouble was that family and friends, particularly back on Skosias, were not inclined to return her calls from their landline telephones and she often felt as though all effort at maintaining contact was hers alone.

      She flipped open the mobile’s red leather cover that Elektra had chosen for her and brought up Nikolas’s number. She felt a wash of relief when she heard his voice and was about to speak when she realised that it was only his message. After the beep she steadied herself so as not to alarm her son.

      ‘Nik…it is late and your father has not come home.’ She closed the phone and remained sitting at the table watching the large hand tick past each minute, willing the back door to open and her husband to walk in with his catch and his excuse.

      Thirty minutes later, the sky had darkened so that she had to put on the overhead light. Josef still had not come home and Nikolas had not returned her call. She had tried Sappho’s, but there was no answer. She thought that Delfinia now had a phone, but she didn’t have her number. It was time to call the police.

      Evangelina put her head into her hands and wept.
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      As the sound of soft-padded footsteps approached, Delfi wrangled with thoughts to leave and to stay, but before she could decide, the door opened and Basileus Katsaros, barefoot and wearing tight jeans and the tight shirt from the previous night, greeted her with a mixture of surprise and something else that she could not determine. She smoothed her hair that had been buffeted by a sudden gust of wind.

      ‘Oh…have I interrupted?’

      ‘Noooo, not at all,’ he said running his fingers through his hair, then across the stubble around his chin. This is…perfect timing…I was just going through my lines…Come in.’

      He stepped aside and gestured for Delfi to enter. The floor of the entrance was a highly polished marble that extended into an expansive space that, even from the front door, she could see looked out on to the caldera.

      ‘Let me take that for you,’ Basileus Katsaros said, indicating Delfi’s woollen coat. She unzipped it and was about to take it off herself when, from behind her, he reached around to draw the coat from her chest and back, down her arms. The contact startled her, and she wriggled free and handed the coat to him.

      ‘I’ll put it here,’ he said and hung it on a panel of hooks on the wall beside the door.

      Delfi could feel herself blushing. She knew that she had reacted too much to what was just a very considerate gesture and she mentally warned herself not to embarrass her host by such displays again.

      ‘After you,’ Basileus said.

      Ahead of him, Delfi was conscious of her shoes tapping on the marble, of the shape of her legs and whether her hair was hanging smoothly down her back since she’d taken off her coat, but when she stepped into that expansive room, she forgot it all.

      Huge ceiling to floor windows that formed a semi-circle framed a view that included the caldera. It was a spectacular sight, but it was also ominous, as the sky and sea were the colour of steel-grey and the wind that had gained strength even since she had arrived was whipping up white-capped waves. The few juniper trees on the cliff-face that surrounded the caldera were bending into acute angles and Delfi wondered how they could stand the strain.

      ‘A pity you weren’t here yesterday,’ Basileus said from behind and moved to stand next to her. ‘It was calm and sunny, but…I suppose you don’t get to see too much when you’re working in that café.’

      ‘True,’ she said, ‘it does get very busy.’ Delfi scanned the room. Though a massive cream leather sofa that copied the shape of the windows was centrally placed, neither it, nor the large, coloured rugs on the floor covered the marble. Despite the grey sky outside, the room was filled with light and was warm, though Delfi couldn’t see a heater. She thought of the tiny living room in her own house and the radiator that failed to heat even that small space.

      ‘It must be wonderful to live here,’ she said, taking in the modern, white kitchen and marble-topped bench to her right.

      ‘Oh yes, it is…but I’m not here as much as I would like. I have other properties too.’

      It was as she expected. ‘Where are they?’ she said turning towards him.

      He hesitated, then, ‘oh…the south of France…London…Athens…’

      ‘How long have you had this one?’ she said, knowing already that she was exhausting the topic, but not sure what else to say.

      ‘Mmmm…years. It’s my favourite and I try to come as often as I can but…I’m so busy, as you can imagine. Acting is a very demanding life.’

      ‘It must be exciting,’ Delfi said and could feel a tingle of that excitement when she thought of why she was there, and it seemed even more urgent now that she impress Basileus Katsaros with her acting skills. She looked for the script he said he’d been working on but couldn’t see it and assumed that he must have a room specially set up for rehearsing.

      ‘Where would you like me?’ she said.

      Basileus coughed suddenly and loudly as though spittle had caught at the back of his throat. He moved ahead of her and sat down on the nearest end of the sofa and patted the seat beside him. ‘Sit here.’

      It was a bit too close to him, but Delfi reminded herself not to embarrass her host. She sat down on the edge of the seat.

      ‘Relax,’ he said. ‘Let’s…talk about you, first. I suppose you’ve told your work friends and family the news about coming here to try out…for the part…in the…um…series.’

      ‘No…not yet. I want to…surprise them.’

      ‘Yes, of course. Especially that guy…the older one. He’s into you.’

      Delfi was confused at first who he meant. ‘Oh…that’s Nikolas. He’s…’ Delfi stopped herself, then continued, ‘my boss.’ She could feel herself growing hot with her lie and didn’t quite understand why she didn’t tell Basileus Katsaros that Nikolas was her husband, but she was worried that it might make a difference to her getting the part. He might wonder why she wanted a career in acting when she was a married woman. At one level, Delfi wondered the same thing.

      ‘You look hot,’ he said.

      Delfi knew that her cheeks would be reddening now and shifted her body away from him.

      ‘I mean…the room is hot.’ Basileus got up and went to a panel on the wall. She watched as he pressed several buttons, but he seemed to be confused and every now and then clicked his tongue as though irritated.

      He moved to the kitchen and opened a double-sided refrigerator. ‘Would you like a drink?’ he said over his shoulder, ‘though I’m afraid I’ve only got champagne.’

      Delfi didn’t drink, but the setting and the circumstances seemed to call for her to step out of her old self. Besides, she told herself, just one can’t hurt. ‘Yes, that would be lovely.’

      He opened several cupboard doors, but he couldn’t seem to find what he was looking for. Delfi noticed a cabinet filled with crystal glasses positioned between the kitchen area and the living space. ‘There are glasses in there,’ she said. Basileus tried the cabinet door, but it was locked and Delfi saw the muscles around his jaw tighten. He returned to the kitchen area, reopened a cupboard, and took out two thin tumblers. ‘Oh, let’s just use these,’ he said, and she thought she could hear an irritation in his voice.

      When he had placed the two glasses on the glass coffee table in front of her and taken up his seat, he passed one to her and tilted his in anticipation.

      ‘Here’s to…acting,’ he said, ‘the greatest profession in the world. And perhaps, the discovery of a new talent…Delfi…?’

      ‘Delfi Kazan.’

      As the glasses chimed on meeting and she had taken her first sip, Delfi felt the thrill of it ripple through her lips and tongue, though the taste was bitter in the back of her mouth. She took another sip, then another.

      ‘What will I be reading for you today?’ she said, already feeling the warmth of the alcohol running through her blood.

      ‘Oh, we’ll get to that. But first I need to know a bit more about you. Have you had any acting experience?’

      ‘Oh yes,’ she said, ‘at school. I was chosen for the lead role three times. Of course, they were just little plays…’

      ‘Well, that’s great. That’s a good start,’ he said. ‘But you know that…real…adult acting requires…a broad mind and…an imagination.’

      ‘Yes, yes, I do realise,’ Delfi said immediately, though wasn’t quite sure what he meant by a ‘broad mind’. She assumed he meant ‘intelligent’ and, as she had been the second-smartest girl in the school, Delfi felt confident with her answer.

      Basileus was looking at her strangely, as though undecided about what to say next, but as it had been hours since she had eaten and she was starting to feel light-headed, she wanted to get on with the audition.

      ‘Tell me about the part,’ she said feeling a small surge of confidence and boldness.

      ‘The part, yes, it’s…she’s my…partner. We’re partners. Detectives…’

      Delfi was surprised. She had only watched a couple of recent episodes of a detective series but found she couldn’t relate to the fast-talking and rather boyish female co-star who always wore unflattering pant suits and spoke with brash confidence. She hoped it was not going to be a role like that. But it would be a start, she told herself.

      ‘And lovers,’ Basileus continued.

      ‘Oh,’ Delfi’s mind spun with conflicting thoughts, but couldn’t deny the thrill she felt at the idea of being Eros Megalos’…no, Basileus Katsaros’ lover.

      ‘The role would require you to be…confident and,’ he paused then continued, ‘seductive.’

      Delfi considered this. She knew that she wasn’t particularly confident, but Nikolas was certainly responsive to her attempts at seduction, which she had learned from the best—Katerina Matsouka. The idea began to gain some momentum as the alcohol made her limbs feel languid, and snippets of scenes in which Eros Megalos seduced the famous soap star played in her mind. She would try to copy her idol’s mannerisms and delivery when at her self-assured and fearless best. This was an exciting prospect, but Basileus seemed rather vague on the details. ‘So, this is a new series, is that right? And you don’t already have a leading lady?’

      ‘No…well, yes…but…and this is the amazing thing—I had just heard that she has accepted an offer to star in a Hollywood movie—and you have to take those opportunities when you can—the very day that I met you! Immediately, I rang the casting director and I said that I might have someone…perhaps someone even better. Because he respects my ideas and opinions…particularly because of my talent, he said, great, see what she’s like. But we don’t have much time and they do have a couple of other, quite famous faces in mind.’

      He had been talking quickly and Delfi was feeling overwhelmed and a bit giddy, but she recognised that this was an opportunity that she had to take. It was fate and Basileus Katsaros thought so too. Nikolas surely couldn’t argue with that. He would be proud when he found out—that she had recognised an opportunity and given her best. If she got the part, they would have to move to Athens. She would buy an apartment for them and…’

      ‘So,’ he continued, ‘we had better start. But I need to warn you that the scene we are next to shoot is…well…it’s a love scene…not a sex scene…just a love scene…and…I understand if you don’t think…’

      Delfi straightened her back as she sat on the edge of the sofa and took another sip of the champagne. She felt sophisticated. She thought of a line from one of her favourite episodes of ‘Law and Disorder.’

      ‘It has to be done,’ she said, ‘I’m ready.’

      Basileus got up suddenly and went to the refrigerator with his glass in hand. He poured himself another half glass of champagne and drank it in two mouthfuls. When he came over to refill Delfi’s glass she could see bubbles still caught in the stubble around his lips.

      She held her hand over the mouth of the glass as she had seen done in a movie, and it felt natural. But Basileus Katsaros was more practiced. ‘Just a little more,’ he said. ‘It helps to…relax.’

      When Delfi didn’t respond immediately, he continued, ‘Between you and me, I do get a bit nervous in these scenes. I know you wouldn’t think so. But it must be so much worse for women. I respect that.’

      Delfi was grateful for his consideration, and it did reassure her. ‘Perhaps just a little,’ she said as she removed her hand. He poured and miscalculated, the bubbles rising and about to stream down the side of the glass and on to the table. Delfi snatched the glass from beneath the bottle, a quiet giggle escaping as she hurriedly sipped.

      Basileus remained standing. ‘It’s expensive champagne…you don’t want to waste it.’

      Delfi didn’t feel like more but thought it might be rude to refuse. She sipped quickly.

      ‘Well,’ he said once she had finished. ‘We had better begin.’

      When Delfi stood she stumbled on her feet and had to steady herself.

      ‘Yes, let’s,’ she said.
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      The weeping stopped as Josef approached. The stoa above shadowed the woman on the seat though there was enough moonlight to pick out the pink of her dress.

      ‘Are you all right?’ he said raising his voice over the music from the hall and approaching with slow, hesitant steps, conscious that he was intruding on a very personal moment.

      The woman was silent, and Josef thought to turn away. There was a break in the music, and he heard her voice, soft and plaintive. ‘Who is that?’

      ‘It’s Josef…Josef Zabat.’

      ‘Josef?’ Whoever she was she seemed to know him, and Josef strained to think of a woman in a pink dress. Delfinia’s cousin Toula came to mind, but this voice belonged to an older woman. He approached more confidently and, in the light was just able to make out the face of Manoli’s sister.

      ‘Hanna, what’s wrong?’ He was standing in front of her now and could see that it was a pink stole that covered her shoulders.

      ‘Oh…Josef…’ she said at once, a sob spilling from her lips. She looked down at her lap where her hands were coiling around each other like two squid caught in a small net.

      He sat down on the edge of the bench. ‘Has something happened?’

      Josef had met Hanna on several occasions but hadn’t seen her, until tonight, for over ten years. He knew that her husband had died suddenly six months ago.

      ‘Hanna, I am very sorry to hear about Michael.’ Josef felt guilty that he had not said something earlier in the hall and could see that she was still very much affected. He couldn’t imagine what it would be like to lose Evangelina, and when the thought crept in on grey afternoons when the trade was quiet and he was tired, he steered it away for fear of the deep melancholy that could overtake him. He knew that melancholy only too well and had struggled with it in his youth only to be saved by Evangelina. Lately, he could feel it like a black blood seeping from his gut into his veins and was aware that he was breathing more often to stem its tide.

      ‘Thank you, Josef,’ Hanna said seeming to regain her composure. ‘My Michael was a good man. We were very happy.’

      ‘Yes, he was.’ Josef remembered Michael as kind and friendly; he had always made him feel welcome. This was not true of the many of the other men of this village who viewed Josef as though he was a foreigner. To a certain extent he had promoted this view himself because Josef did not relate to them. This was also true on his own island and, unlike most of the men who gathered in the square to talk and drink ouzo, Josef kept to himself even when he had time away from Hestia’s in the winter months, only occasionally catching up with his old friends from school days. This feeling of separateness and thinly disguised arrogance came from Rusa and, in a quiet way, from Duripi. They were not like the other men of the island, Rusa would tell them. Their lineage was older, and their ancestors were the true and original inhabitants of the island.

      ‘Today…has brought back too many memories,’ Hanna said turning to look at him fully, ‘of our own wedding thirty-five years ago. He was such a handsome man…’

      Josef could hear in her voice that she was struggling to hold back tears and moved in a little closer so that he could hear her over the new set of music coming from the hall.

      ‘Where has the time gone?’ She turned her head away and seemed to be lost in her own thoughts.

      Josef considered her question. It was one that he asked himself more often these days. It seemed that it was only yesterday that he was that young, virile man on the beach of this very island and heard, for the first time, the sound of a young girl’s laugh as she struggled to pull in the net with her father. For those early years together, Josef had been delighted and soothed by that laugh, but over time, it had faded.

      At first, Josef barely noticed that Hanna was resting her head on his shoulder, but he subdued his growing unease with the thought that she was in need of his solace.

      ‘You are lucky,’ she said without looking at him. ‘You have Evangelina, your children…a life. I have only my brother now. Michael and I… could not have children. We never knew the joy that you must feel tonight.’

      Did he feel joy? If he was honest with himself, no. He wished for happiness for his son and for his daughter, but he had begun to doubt that it was possible. Josef knew that his children, too, suffered the same affliction that was creeping back into his life and that it’d had, and would still have, repercussions for all their lives. Neither Delfinia nor Eugénie would be the cure, just as Evangelina had not. If only he was young again, they were young again, and he could hear her laugh.

      Josef turned to the woman beside him, who was watching him and had been waiting for him to respond. At that moment a sliver of the moon appeared from behind a cloud and lit the moisture in her eyes and she smiled, softly, sweetly. A great yearning for love overcame him and he tilted his head towards her. When their lips met his body twitched with a small convulsion of guilt and he pulled away, as she did.

      

      Together, in silence, they sat looking out over the hills, lost in their own memories of love and youth.

      

      A sudden rocking of the boat brought Josef back to the present. The wind had gained more strength and the black clouds edged closer. Quickly he assessed the situation and knew that if he didn’t get to land soon, he would be in trouble. He moved to the centre of the boat and turned the key in the motor. As though it was a true friend who had listened to his confession and forgiven him, it coughed and spluttered and settled into its natural rhythm.

      The bow rose and dipped on the waves causing crates and buckets to slide backwards and forwards as though in a blind panic. Josef was not afraid, only surprised. He had experienced sudden changes of conditions on the open sea, but not this dramatic in the caldera, though he knew that he had ignored the signs that would have normally kept him from going out, all because he wanted to get away, from home and from his wife.

      He fixed his eyes on land. On the high ground, trees were contorting in the wind, though there was much less disturbance of the vegetation below at the rear of the shore. As a young man with his friends, he had scaled the cliffs that rose from the beach and tracked back and across land home to Hestia’s. He had done it easily then, but he was in a different body now.

      Two hundred metres from shore the motor cut out. Josef waited for it to settle before he tried again, but it gave nothing. He knew it didn’t need fuel as he’d filled the tank as always before setting out that morning. He waited and tried again. Not even a cough or splutter. Josef tried one more time, but had to give up as he knew that he was losing precious time.

      Using the length of rope that he kept for the purpose, he quickly tied it to the steering wheel as securely as he could to keep the boat on course. In the cupboard to his left, he reached for the spare motor and saw that behind it, wedged in the corner, was the lifejacket. Put it on, he thought, hearing the voice of his wife in his head, but there were more urgent matters. The spare motor was smaller than the main one, but it was heavy, and he struggled to keep his balance as he pulled it out. In his peripheral vision, he saw the rope that was holding the steer in place unravel, its ends flailing then falling to the deck. Josef all but dropped the motor and reached for the wheel, but the boat was hit by a wave that turned it ninety degrees; it began to right itself when it was hit by another that tipped it on its side.

      Josef watched as though in slow motion as the foam-laced water approached him. His first thought, as his head was about to break the surface, was not of impending death, or flashes of the faces of loved ones, but of his hat, and one hand reached for its peak as though he was about to remove it on entering a church or the home of an elderly friend.

      When his eyes had adjusted to the different refractions of light and the turmoil at the surface, he saw the familiar room of his youth—the flash of silver as a school of minnow scattered beneath him; ribbons of kelp that sashayed forward and back in the currents; a bass that eyed him with suspicion as it passed but disregarded him as a threat. Twenty metres or so beneath him, he could just make out the sea bottom, where sand and stones formed small eddies that caught drifting sea lettuce and spat it out again. Here, despite the churning at the surface, was a peaceful world, and Josef would have lingered, but the urge to breathe forced his head back and up into the air.

      The noise as his head broke free of the water was almost deafening—the roar of wind and waves and his own blood now pulsing rapidly in his ears. As he twisted his body in search of the boat, a new wave rose in his face and drew him up and sent him down again before he’d had time to take a breath. Again, he struggled up, snatching what air he could before he was sent back below. One hand reached out and was hit by a barrel that had detached from the side of the boat. With diminishing strength, Josef caught hold of a tail of the rope that encased it and wrapped his arms over the float, keeping his head and shoulders above the water.

      Now facing the direction of land and supported by the barrel, Josef kicked his legs and rode consecutive waves closer to the shore. The weight of his wet, canvas pants almost dragged him down, but Josef’s arms and chest were still strong and enabled him to hold on, though it took the last reserves of his energy.

      One hundred metres from the beach, a pressing feeling began in the centre of his chest, becoming a vice-like grip around his heart within seconds. Pain began to radiate down his arms and air was sucked from his lungs. Around him the light began to flicker, and dark patches appeared in his peripheral vision. Josef tried to keep his focus on the beach—it’s not far now, he told himself; just…a…few…more…

      When the light had gone, when the shore had disappeared, no flashes of his life played out before Josef’s eyes, no final prayer, just the image and the sound of a girl laughing as she stood in the sea with her dress tied around her thighs, her hand clasping the shirt at her chest, and a strand of thick black hair falling across her eyes.
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      ‘How is she?’

      ‘Stronger. Cheeky. Your sister returns to us, Neek.’ The relief in Eugénie’s voice was evident and contagious.

      Nikolas sighed, ‘That’s great.’

      ‘You’re coming here…it means a lot to her.’

      Guilt reminded him that, although he was worried, he had silently cursed his sister when he knew what she had done. ‘You’re the one who’s made the difference, Eugénie.’

      There was a hesitation at the other end then, ‘I love her, you know…but…’

      Nikolas braced himself for what she was about to say. Selfishly, he didn’t want to hear that Eugénie could not see a future with his sister. It wasn’t that he didn’t understand as he had wondered himself whether Elektra could sustain the relationship or, in truth, if she deserved it. Eugénie was a beautiful soul; the more he knew her the more convinced he was of that, but there was only so much a person could take and she had proven that when she left a few weeks earlier.

      ‘…we will see, Neek…we will see.’

      He’d been holding his breath and now released it. ‘I understand, Eugénie. You have done more than…’

      ‘She deserves it. You cannot understand what Elektra has done for me.’

      The tenderness in Eugénie’s words recalled his own yearning and he wondered about Eugénie’s life and the effect his sister had on it.

      ‘I’ll be there in the morning.’

      ‘We will see you there, Neek.’

      

      When he tried Delfi’s phone again, he didn’t leave a message. He considered calling Evangelina and Josef to check on how they were managing, but his mother had a way of needling the truth out if she suspected something was wrong and he didn’t feel strong enough for that. He would be home soon enough and, with Hestia’s now closed for winter, there would be little that they would need him for.

      

      Standing up, Nikolas put on his coat and checked the time on his phone—6.15 pm—before turning it off and placing it in his pocket. As he was about to leave the room he turned to look back, wondering how he would be feeling when he returned to it later.

      Out in the street, he took the route to the Cafés Verlet that he knew well. In their first year together, he and Linda had spent three months in Paris when Nikolas was sent by his engineering company to seal a lucrative contract with an American construction firm. It had taken all of the three months to seduce them, and, in the end, he was successful, if not drained and disillusioned at the end of it.

      The rhythm of his steps slowed as he remembered back to that time. He recognised that the dissatisfaction he had felt then had really been a constant companion in his life, making him at the same time both motivated and empty. It had fuelled his commitment to leave the island of his birth to carve a path where his ancestors had not gone before; even as a boy Nikolas had tired of the so-called legends of his family told with such fervour by Duripi. His dissatisfaction had driven him when the grades he needed to be accepted to Athens Polytechnic seemed beyond his reach, and again when he was accepted, and he found the demands of intense study and loneliness threatened to hijack his progress. His dissatisfaction had projected him into a prestigious position in administration in the company where he had started as an engineering graduate. For a while, he had revelled in its significant benefits and status. But his dissatisfaction had lied. He wasn’t better than anyone else, more deserving, smarter…he was simply incapable of appreciating what he had and who he was.

      Then there was Linda. Nikolas would have liked now to dismiss their relationship as part of that successful package. Certainly, she looked the part—highly intelligent, beautiful and refined. She was that, but even more she was gentle, kind and understanding, and…

      She loved me. The thought burst from his lips and drew looks of alarm from pedestrians walking towards him. Nikolas slowed. Cafés Verlet was in sight. From the opposite side of the street, he looked up to the first floor and could see the table in the window—one of the most prized positions for its patrons. It was where he and Linda had celebrated the signing of the deal with the construction company and where, while he was still buoyed by his success, he had proposed.

      He took his chances with the traffic and crossed the road to the café. When he entered it was like an assault to the senses. Warmed air wrapped around him, as did the odours of baked breads, garlic and the unmistakable smell of quality ground coffee beans. Though it was only early in the evening, the café was already filling with the sounds of exuberant greetings and animated conversations.

      ‘Nikolas Zabat,’ he told the Maȋtre D’, who consulted an open book in front of him and nodded in acknowledgment of his booking. ‘La table dix-sept.’

      ‘Oui, monsieur…You are very lucky. It is normally booked at this time. Suivez-moi, s’il vous plait.

      ‘Je sais…I know where it is.’ Nikolas smiled and nodded in the direction of the staircase. The man smiled too. Everyone who loved to come to Cafés Verlet knew where that table was.

      As Nikolas went up the narrow, steep stairs he felt as though blood was draining from his legs. The last time he had done this was with Linda, and he could still see her on the stairs ahead, turning back to look at him. Her face had been lit with pride and pleasure in what he had achieved and, he knew, relief for his sake that the ordeal of the past three months was finally over. He remembered too that he was nervous, because of what he was about to do.

      His hand reached into the pocket of his jacket and felt for the ring, just as he had that night seven years ago.
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        * * *

      

      ‘What time did he leave?’

      ‘I told you. One o’clock.’

      ‘It is wild out there today. I’m surprised he went out.’

      Evangelina didn’t answer, but Dimitri could tell that she wondered the same.

      As he wrote in his notebook, he glanced up to catch the expression on her face. She was pale and bewildered. In all the years he had known her, he had never seen her like this. Evangelina had a reputation for being strong-willed and saying exactly what was on her mind. This might have put her off-side with many if it wasn’t for the fact that she also had a reputation for being caring and generous, particularly to the elderly and the sick. Dimitri didn’t like to see her like this.

      ‘He is experienced on the water, Lina, and has probably taken shelter on a beach somewhere. Even though the weather…turned quickly, he would have seen it coming,’ he said, wanting to allay some of her fears—at least for now.

      She nodded but seem to be unconvinced.

      ‘I will try Nik…and Elektra,’ he said.

      ‘She is in Paris.’

      Dimitri couldn’t help but hear a small tone of bitterness in Evangelina’s voice. He knew the Zabat family well, like most of the families in his precinct, but on one occasion, many years before when Elektra was a teenager, he had found her drunk and abusive several blocks from home after a resident in the street had called him. She was a good kid though, he remembered, funny, honest and kind, but those eyes let off a spark and her mouth let fly when he tried to lift her out of the gutter to put her into the police car.

      Evangelina seemed to rally. ‘No, I will try Nikolas again…and Sappho’s. They must be busy, that’s all.’

      ‘Give me the numbers anyway,’ he said as he tucked his notebook into the pocket of his shirt.

      She handed him the phone. It was easy enough to retrieve them, there were only five—Nikolas, Elektra, Sappho’s, the police and the ambulance. He noticed that Josef’s number was not amongst them, but from what she had told him earlier, his phone was still in his drawer. She was angry with Josef then and had said, ‘I told him…over and over…I told him to take it. But he is stubborn…’ She would have gone on and on if Dimitri had not pulled out a chair for her to sit down. He sat down next to her and placed his arm around her shoulders. She had quietened then and he was able to continue with his questions.

      Dimitri wrote down the numbers he needed. He would call Nikolas and Sappho’s, but he didn’t want to give away his concern at that moment. Dimitri knew that Josef was an excellent fisherman and that he was most at home on the sea, and so it seemed very out of character for him to risk it today when the weather had threatened to be so dangerous. He hadn’t seen Josef for a while and wondered if everything was all right with him. He knew him to be a quiet man, not overly sociable, unlike his wife, but a good man. In his years as a policeman, he had been witness, too many times, to the vagaries of human nature—the inexplicable, the unexpected: murders, thefts, beatings, and suicides that nobody could see coming; it was second nature for him now to wonder about the state of mind of those who went missing.

      He needed to leave and arrange for the coast guard to begin searching. Though Josef would have set off into the open sea, as most of the men of the island did, Dimitri suspected that a man with his experience would head for the caldera before the conditions became too serious.

      When he stood up to leave Evangelina remained seated. The crown of her head, the grey and black hairs curling away from the part, made her seem so vulnerable. At fifty-two, Dimitri had never married, and at times like these he was glad. Too often he’d had to tell family members that their loved one was gone. Sometimes, at night when he tried to sleep, he could still hear the cries of wives who had lost husbands, of mothers who had lost sons or daughters. It was usually this way. Dimitri didn’t think that he could bear to love someone that much and then lose them. He didn’t even keep a cat, a dog or a bird. Better to live alone. The people of his town were enough to look after.

      ‘Lina, will you be all right? Would you like me to call Father Apostopoulos?’

      ‘What could he do?’ she said turning to him. ‘He would have drunk too much by now anyway.’

      Dimitri had to suppress a laugh but was glad that she hadn’t quite lost her spirit.

      ‘Keep your phone near you, Lina. I will call to keep you updated on what is happening.’

      She nodded but didn’t stand to let him out. Dimitri knew that she would be conserving the energy she had for what might come.

      As he was leaving, he turned to look back. Evangelina had placed her prayer beads on the table, her fingers caressing a bead. He knew what she would be doing.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Theotókos, Mother of God, where are you? I need your help. My husband, my Josef…I didn’t tell you, did I… I love him…that I have always loved him and that…if he…should leave me…I will…die. Theotókos, if you could ask your husband…ask your son…to return my Josef to me…I promise I will be a better wife. Theotókos, Theotókos…

      From the sheltered balcony at the rear of the house, Evangelina heard the trilling of Josef’s canaries brought home from Hestia’s for the winter months. They are calling him, she thought, as she laid her head on the table and closed her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Elektra woke to the silence of her private room—no beeping or the fitful snores of other patients.

      Earlier that morning, she had felt that Eugénie was beside her bed, but had stalled opening her eyes for fear that it was a wistful moment in a dream. At first, as her eyes tried to adjust to the light and her lids to the energy required to contract, she could only see a cream ceiling that looked as though it had been painted in a hurry; brush marks were streaked at the cornices and revealed in small patches that the ceiling had been a pale blue. Sounds had come to her, of padded heels on a hard floor, the whine of what sounded like the metal loops of a shower curtain being drawn forward or back, and an unsynchronised beeping. There was an odour too that she couldn’t distinguish, that reminded her of large cafeterias in department stores where food sat in Bain Maries for hours.

      There had been a pressure in her hand. Tilting her chin towards her chest, her perspective angled downward, and there she was—her love. A groan had escaped from Elektra’s lips spraying spittle on her chin. The pressure around her hand tightened and Eugénie leaned forward within centimetres of her face.

      ‘Hey, bébé.’

      Those words, spoken with love, were more curative than rest or therapy. Elektra had drifted in and out of sleep, but whenever she opened her eyes, Eugénie had been there, still holding her hand.

      Gently, as was her way, Eugénie had tried to help her retrace the period before she collapsed, but Elektra could only manage glimpses—of a ceiling stained with coffee, of an angry man gesturing to a waiter, to the window, and of Marielle’s cold smile before she closed the door behind her. Elektra could also remember the pressure of a firm arm around her and wondered if it could have been the fragile woman whose face had disappeared in the shadows of her hat. And there was another image that seemed to hold more significance. ‘The shoes,’ she had said to Eugénie, but when she pressed Elektra for more detail, she could not remember what they looked like or where they were.

      

      A shadow on the floor of the brightly lit corridor outside her room signalled the arrival of a nurse before a body appeared. Her silhouette in the doorway prompted another image, of Eugénie and someone hovering behind her—Alain. Elektra could feel the quickening of her heart rate that was exposed by the beeping of the monitor behind her.

      The silhouette moved into the room and morphed into a middle-aged woman with a surprisingly substantial build. Though much of her face was hidden in shadow, the glow of the monitor lit the grey hairs at her temple, and her eyes that were bright and alert, but stern.

      ‘Mama,’ Elektra whispered.

      ‘Allez…settle down.’ But there was something in Elektra’s tone that caused the woman to pause. ‘Oui, c’est Mama,’ she said softly as she stroked Elektra’s forehead.

      ‘Mama…Mama… ‘Elektra murmured before she closed her eyes. In the state before sleep, she felt the warmth of Evangelina’s hand and saw the same look on her face she had seen before. Elektra had always thought that it was disappointment, but at some new level she knew that it had not been that at all—it was sorrow, and it was love.
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      ‘Is this where you rehearse?’ Delfi looked around the expansive loungeroom for a box of scripts or a microphone, but she really had no idea what to expect.

      Basileus, who had not moved from the couch, seemed to be considering his answer, then, ‘Oh, I find it better to not be tied to a particular space, it…cramps creativity,’ he said as he tugged at his shirt that had twisted across his chest.

      The buttons are going to pop, Delfi thought.

      ‘You have to become adaptable as an actor,’ he continued. ‘Things like where a scene is going to be shot can change all the time. For example, there was a scene with Katerina Matsouka where we were to meet in a restaurant, but the director decided it should be filmed in her apartment. More intimate.’

      ‘I know that scene!’ Delfi said, feeling the blood rush again to her head. She sat down next to him. ‘It was when you had to deliver the secret document that was going to change the verdict of the murder case against George Papadopoulos.’

      Katerina Matsouka had just taken a deep bath. Delfi remembered that, as she watched this part of the episode in the loungeroom of her family home, she had been shocked to see Katerina Matsouka’s breasts only partially obscured by the suds in the bathwater. She answered the knock on her door in a red satin robe that clung to her body and gaped at her chest. Delfi remembered too how her hand had flown to pull it closed when she saw that Eros Megalos, standing there with the envelope in his hand, had lowered his eyes from her face to linger on her breasts.

      Delfi felt another hot flush come over her as the reality that she was sitting next to Eros Megalos sank in. ‘Where is this…love scene…to take place?’ she said to deflect her thoughts.

      Basileus paused before continuing, but a furrow appeared between his brows, and he looked concerned. ‘The thing is…Delfi…they haven’t actually sent the script to me yet.’

      She was surprised by this. ‘But I thought you were already rehearsing.’

      ‘Yes, I am. But the script will have to be altered because of the change of casting. The studio has instructed me to…get a feel of you…before they rework it…that is, if you get the part. After all, there are two other actors under consideration.’

      Delfi was annoyed with herself that she was revealing her ignorance about the acting world. ‘I see. Then…how will you know what I’m like? What will I read?’

      ‘I’ve already thought about that,’ he said quickly. ‘You said you know that scene between Eros and Katerina that I was just talking about. How well do you know it?’

      ‘Word for word,’ she said with pride, feeling that this might give her a chance to redeem herself.

      ‘Well, that’s great, though I must admit, I can’t remember all the lines myself. I’ve played so many other roles since then.’

      ‘Of course,’ Delfi said, still trying to think of another role she had seen him in since that series. ‘I could…prompt you.’

      ‘Oh, I’m sure you can,’ Basileus said, ‘but it will help if we try to recreate it as close to the original as possible. That way, I can get back into the role of Eros Megalos much quicker. Are you OK with that?’

      ‘Of course,’ she said, thinking that she did understand what he was saying. ‘But, from which part of the scene?’

      ‘Well…let me think.’ Basileus looked up towards the ceiling deep in thought, then back at Delfi. ‘There’s no point in redoing the bath scene, is there? I don’t want to put you under that sort of stress.’

      She was relieved that he said this and grateful for his consideration. ‘What about when she answers the door?’

      His eyebrows flew up in surprise, ‘Yes! Good thinking. You’d be ok with that?’

      ‘Yes. I can do that. I remember what she…what they both said.’

      ‘The only thing,’ he looked down at his lap and stroked a hand across his thigh as though dusting off a crumb, ‘you would have to…dress like Katerina. It wouldn’t be very realistic if you were to wear…’ his eyes swept over her from neck to toes.

      Delfi felt a jolt of panic. He has been so considerate, she told herself. I would insult him, and I would lose the part if I don’t do this.

      ‘But what would I wear?’

      ‘Give me a minute,’ Basileus said and leapt off the couch. After a few minutes she could hear him rummaging in a room at the other end of the corridor that opened off the kitchen. When he came back, he was holding a black nightgown that seemed to be made of the sheerest material.

      She wondered why he would have something like that in his home and wondered if he was married. That would seem very possible, she thought. ‘It’s beautiful. Is it your wife’s?’

      Basileus let out a sudden laugh that caught her by surprise. ‘No… I’m not married. It’s…just a prop…I have…so many here that I’ve collected over the years.’

      Delfi was encouraged as she wasn’t keen to wear another woman’s nightdress, especially if it had been his wife’s.

      ‘So…what do you say you go and put this on in the bathroom in there,’ Basileus gestured behind him to a room off the living space, ‘and I’ll see if I can find something…more like what Eros was wearing in that scene. OK?’

      Delfi stood up and took the nightdress from him and had to steady herself again. Her head was still swimming a bit and she felt giddy. The nightdress was soft and silky in her hand, but when she saw exactly how sheer it was, she began to get nervous. Fortunately, she had put on her best underwear to give her confidence.

      ‘Good,’ he said. ‘When you come out, I’m sure you’ll look just like Katerina, though just between you and me, more beautiful.’

      The bathroom was an ensuite to a large bedroom that had the same view across the caldera, and Delfi could see that, even since she had arrived, the wind had strengthened, and the sea was speckled with the whitewash of waves. She took in the furnishings—gold, black and cream seemed to be the main colour theme of the carpet, ornate bedhead and bed cover and curtains. Although Basileus had said he was not married there was something very feminine about the room. The king size bed was not positioned to take in the view as Delfi would have done if it had been her home but faced an enormous television screen that took up much of the wall behind her. She considered the significance of this; Basileus would have to watch a lot of television as part of his profession, she realised, and, perhaps, she would have to as well.

      The ensuite was three times the size of the bathroom at home with Nikolas. The room was naturally lit by a large skylight, but the afternoon grey sky was becoming so dull that she needed to turn on a light. She found a square button near the door and when she pressed it, the wall length mirror above the basin was lit by tens of small globes around its edges. Delfi gasped with pleasure at the sight. It was exactly what she imagined the make-up room in a film studio would be like.

      The marble floor of the living room continued into this space and seemed to slide up the wall to become a large bench that housed two clear glass bowls that sat side by side with matching curved brass taps and handles. A sunken spa took up most of the floor space though there was enough room for two toilets. Two toilets! Delfi couldn’t imagine why one man would need two, let alone two basins. On the benchtop were a marble soap dispenser, a rolled hand towel in the richest turquoise, and several small bottles that Delfi guessed might be bubble bath and hand cream.

      She moved to stand in front of the mirror. The light of the globes highlighted the sheen of her hair and skin, though the shadows beneath her eyes revealed her tiredness. Though she loved it, working so hard at Sappho’s had upset her entire system and even her period was over three weeks late.

      Delfi turned away from the mirror and placed the night dress on the edge of the spa bath. Everything seemed so clean and neat that it was as though no one had used this bathroom at all. Basileus must be a very tidy man, she decided, and the thought pleased her. She unhooked her skirt from the back. Even though she had lost weight in recent weeks it felt as though her belly was a bit swollen, though when she pressed it felt hard. It was a relief to loosen it and she slid the skirt to the floor, stepped out of it and placed it next to the night dress. As she began to unbutton her blouse she paused. The room was cold, and she shivered, but it was a sudden flash of thought of Nikolas that stopped her. What would he say if he knew what she was doing now—undressing for another man? Delfi’s breath began to quicken with a small rise of panic. No matter how she might try to explain it, he would be angry and think she was foolish. But he is in Paris, she told herself, and maybe he will see Linda, and if he does, what will happen? How would he explain that to her if he was to tell her? After all, she was only trying out for an acting role, not meeting a lover. Delfi continued to unbutton her blouse and then placed it too on the spa’s edge.

      She turned around to look at herself again in the mirror. The new cream satin and lace bra and underpants were flattering, she had to admit, though her breasts, like her belly, had increased and sometimes they felt sore. They were spilling over the top of the lace and Delfi could see a blue vein in each of them just beneath the white of her skin. The black night dress slid down her body. On, it was even more sheer than off, and the neckline was cut so low that it sat only just above her bra line, but the material set off the sheen of the satin underwear beneath. At her neck, Delfi’s mother’s pearls were a perfect accessory, but when she brought her fingers to caress a bead, she felt a surge of shame. What would her mother think? What would her dear father think? A flash of memory, of her father sitting in the chair beside the bed in his sister’s home looking lost and lonely wracked her with a sudden grief.

      ‘Are you ready in there?’ The voice of Basileus from the bedroom snapped her back into the present and she bent to the basin, keeping her hair back with one hand, and drank from the tap to wash down the bile that had risen into her throat.

      Remember what it is you’re doing, she told herself, they would be proud of you.

      Delfi had heard plenty of times about how actors ‘became’ the part to help them through the sorts of scenes that would take them ‘out of their comfort zone’. That’s what was about to happen. She was being taken out of her comfort zone and she had to ‘become’ Katerina Matsouka. That wouldn’t be so difficult; she’d been doing that for most of her life. If it could work on Nikolas, it just might work on Eros Megalos, and she would get the part. Her life, and her husband’s if he wanted to come along, would change. She stepped into the bedroom.

      ‘Oh my god.’

      Delfi was still in the doorway of the bedroom and Basileus was standing in front of her with his mouth open.

      ‘You look…stunning.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Delfi said, then remembering that she was Katerina Matsouka added, ‘and you look good yourself.’

      It felt natural to say it, and it was also true. Eros Megalos looked very handsome in his tight white pants and shirt. His hair was brushed slightly forward and streaked across the top of his forehead. At his neck, a simple gold chain sat above the open collar and Delfi could just see the black hairs of his chest. He wasn’t wearing what she had expected though. In her memory, Eros Megalos had been wearing a black suit, white shirt, and tie in keeping with his profession as a lawyer. He had looked a lot younger then.

      He seemed to be lost for words and began to fidget with the clasp of a gold bracelet on one wrist.

      ‘So, should we go to the front door?’ Delfi said.

      He looked up. ‘Hmmm. What if we just do it here. And pretend it’s the front door of her apartment. It’s no big deal.’

      She considered this and it seemed a practical enough idea.

      ‘OK. You go out behind the bedroom door, knock and I’ll answer it,’ she directed.

      ‘Sure.’ Basileus went obediently, shutting the door behind him.

      Delfi primped her hair and smoothed the gown down her body as she thought over the original dialogue. Katerina had just gotten out of a hot bath and was a bit annoyed when the knock came to the door. Delfi imagined that she had been in the spa in the ensuite. Though she wasn’t wearing a red silk gown, she could imagine that she was. When Basileus knocked she adopted Katerina’s expression as best as she could remember, as though the cameras were rolling.

      She stepped forward to the door. ‘Yes…who is it?’

      ‘Bas…It’s Eros, Katerina…Eros Megalos.’

      

      ‘Katerina’ humphed with a small displeasure. Eros Megalos had only just joined the firm. He was young, though very handsome she had noted, but she had little time for mentoring, or advising, or whatever else he thought he needed from her. She swung the door open.

      ‘Eros Megalos’ wasn’t holding an envelope, but his eyes did move from ‘‘Katerina’s’ face to her cleavage. Delfi was impressed that he re-enacted that bit so accurately, and she pulled the nightgown across her breasts.

      ‘So…Eros…what can I do for you?’ Delfi adopted the breathy tone of Katerina as best she could, and her eyes wandered from the top of his head to his feet and back to his face.

      Just as in the original, Eros said nothing. Katerina stepped aside, ‘You seem to be lost for words. Why don’t you come in?’

      Obediently, Basileus followed Delfi into the bedroom.

      ‘Would you like a drink?’ Delfi moved over to the bedside table, pretending that it was a bar in the living room of Katerina’s apartment.

      Basileus coughed.

      ‘You say, “thank you, Katerina, whiskey and dry”, Delfi said.

      He repeated the line.

      Delfi pretended she was pouring two glasses, walked back to her position and ‘handed’ him one.

      Basileus seemed a bit bewildered, but Delfi nodded for him to drink, and he did so.

      ‘So, are you going to tell me why you’re here or do I have to guess? What’s in the envelope?’ Katerina said when she had taken a sip.

      ‘It’s…’

      ‘The evidence. That will put George Papadopoulos behind bars for good,’ Delfi prompted. Basileus was acting strangely, and she continued as though he had said the line.

      ‘The evidence! But how! Who?’ Katerina stepped forward to sweep the envelope from Eros’s hand. As she did, Eros was meant to wrap his other arm behind her waist and draw her into him, but Basileus was frozen to the spot. Delfi grabbed his arm and threw it around her waist and stepped in closely.

      ‘What are you doing?’ she said to the ceiling adopting the expression of surprise and not too much displeasure.

      Basileus became limp in the embrace and his face fell forward into Delfi’s chest. His other arm wrapped around her back, and he pulled her in tightly. Delfi couldn’t remember this in the original scene and thought he must have become confused, but when his hands began to slide the gown upward, she knew there was something wrong. She tried to push his hands away, but he was strong, and his fingers were now running along the edge of her pants. Delfi pushed at his chest and struggled to get away. He pulled her even closer, his hands, now under the night dress were moving up her back and unclipping the bra. But she was bigger than him. Mustering all her strength she released one arm and tried to punch him in the side of the head. Basileus laughed at first and she punched again this time landing hard on his ear.

      ‘Bitch!’ he yelled as he stepped back and cupped a hand over his ear. Delfi flew into the bathroom and locked the door behind her. She tore off the nightgown and hurriedly stepped into her skirt and worked her arms into the shirt.

      ‘Get out!’ Basileus called from behind the door and when she heard him leave the room, she unlocked the door and ran into the living room, almost sliding in her shoes on the marble floor and not daring to look behind her in case he was there. She grabbed her bag from the couch and pulled her coat off the rack at the door. Outside, she pulled the coat around her without fitting her arms into the sleeves. A cold wind bit into her face but she didn’t feel it, she was in shock. Delfi stumbled across the stones, her eyes smarting from the wind and bleeding mascara.
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        * * *

      

      Nikolas sat on the same side of the table as that night at Cafés Verlet. Outside the window, the red geraniums were as thick and brilliant as he remembered, catapulting him back to the moment he and Linda had first seen and admired them. ‘They’re underestimated,’ she had said, ‘they will grow almost anywhere, need only sun and water, and offer their stems for easy propagation.’ Nikolas had felt the warmth of an internal smile. He loved the way Linda would find the best in everyone and everything. She was the woman for him, he had been convinced.

      He took the small tissue-wrapped parcel from the pocket of his shirt and placed it on the table in front of him. Seven years ago, it had been a small, blue, velvet box lined with cream satin. That Linda might refuse his proposal had made him too anxious to hold it and his hands shook in his lap. When she saw it, her face had a look of puzzlement that he couldn’t interpret, but as soon as she opened the box, she had looked up at him with tears in her eyes and a smile.

      ‘Yes,’ she had said simply before he could form the words he had rehearsed, and he was so overcome that it was Linda who had ushered the waiter to bring them a bottle of their best champagne.

      

      He had felt as though he was the luckiest man in the world, and yet, even then, he could sense a small seep of blackness in his blood.

      As he pondered the tissue-wrapped ring, he wondered where its box could have gone, and then, as though slapped with the truth, he realised that Linda must have taken the ring off in a hurry, in anger perhaps, and not as a pre-meditated act as he had always believed. Had she thought he would come after her? Beg her to come back?

      Nikolas struggled to recall what he had done in the hours, days and weeks after she left. He had been crippled with grief, had tried to contact her without success, but had ultimately given up. He hadn’t fought for her! It shocked him. Why hadn’t he fought for her? Did he always believe at some level that it would never work out between them? Not because of her, but because of him. He hadn’t believed that he was worthy of her love, that when he found the note and ring it had seemed an inevitability, something he had always feared. And yet…she had loved him. How could he have been so blind, so foolish!

      But something else fought for his attention. Delfi. She, too, had loved him, still loved him he hoped though these last few weeks he could no longer be certain. As Nikolas thought back over the three years of their marriage, he saw the same streak of selfishness that had marred his life. Where Linda had been patient and had given him space, Delfi had given gentle affection. He thought of how hard Delfi had tried to please him and there were times when they made love that he wanted to melt into her body, get lost in the depth of her eyes. He felt safe with her…that was it, he realised, he felt safe with her. But what had he given her in return? He had taken her from her home, from her father, and…to what? A house that wasn’t her home, a life peeling potatoes at the sink, because of him. How hard it must have been for her and still be for her. And where would she be now—sitting alone in his sister’s apartment while he…

      Downstairs, he pulled on his overcoat, gave his apologies to the bewildered Maȋtre D’ and stepped into the street.

      Sitting in the recessed doorway of an empty shop, a young woman no more than Delfi’s age glanced at him and then at her feet. Nikolas paused, took out the tissue wrapped ring from his pocket and placed it in the small basket in front of her.
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      Delfi shuddered in the bed. She looked around the bedroom of her sister-in-law’s apartment as though seeing it for the first time. It was the same as when she had left it, but she wasn’t.

      When she had run back, stumbling and looking over her shoulder, she bolted the door behind her and had gone straight to the bed, tugging her clothes off and pulling on her most comfortable pyjamas that she had kept since she was a girl. The fabric was worn, and the fleece was pilling but it provided the comfort of the known, of her mother and her father, of her home on Skosias where she had been loved and had felt safe, and where she had dreamed of becoming a famous actress.

      Now, she was alone and afraid and wanted to go home, but she didn’t know where that was anymore. She didn’t know what to do. If she called the police and they knew what she had done, she would be shamed. If she called Paulo or Evangelina and Josef she would be shamed. And Nikolas? Delfi trembled. What sort of a wife would go to another man’s house and strip to her underwear? What a fool she had been. But if she could just hear his voice…

      She picked up the phone that had been lying in her lap and pressed his number and was relieved when it went to the voicemail. His message sounded so self-assured, and she imagined that she was in his arms, and he was stroking her hair. At the beep she hesitated, then whispered, ‘I love you.’ There was a time when she told him this over and over, but not lately, not since the letter. But now she didn’t care about Linda or about where he might be now. All Delfi wanted in that moment was his embrace, his reassurance that everything would be all right.

      She put the phone aside and slid down under the covers. In their long-established ritual, her fingers found their way to the pearls at her neck. If she closed her eyes, Delfi could feel the touch of her mother’s hand on her face, and she imagined that she was lying in her childhood bed. Though rarely sick as a child, she sometimes pretended to be just so that she could stay home from school to have her mother all to herself. On those days, Lucy would make up her bed with fresh sheets and tell her daughter to change into the newly washed pyjamas. She would plump up the pillows and when Delfi got back into the bed, she would sit on its edge.

      ‘Tell me what’s wrong, Agapi mou.’

      Delfi would make up a story about a headache or a sore stomach and her mother would listen intently and nod her head.

      ‘I see,’ she would say, ‘then you have to stay here today and get plenty of rest.’

      

      When she left the room, Delfi would listen to the sounds of her mother about the house—cleaning, chopping vegetables for lunch and dinner, filling the washing basket to take to the line out the back. These simple things brought her great comfort. At lunchtime, Lucy would bring in a tray, usually a bowl of soup and sometimes there would be a just-picked flower in a small glass of water, and just after, she would hear the bang of the wire door as her father came home for his. Delfi would hear their greeting—simple, but the tone of love was always there. Manoli would come then to see his daughter and would sit by her side until Lucy called him to the table.

      Later, when he had gone back to work at the school, her mother would return with her sewing box and Manoli’s shirts or one of Delfi’s dresses and would sit on the end of the bed and talk while she mended. When she had finished, she would gather them up again. Before returning to the kitchen to prepare the evening meal she would bend to kiss her daughter on the head. Her eyes would be soft and kind and the pearls that she always wore would swing as they dropped away from her throat.

      ‘Will I have a brother or a sister, Mama?’ Delfi would ask as she laid her hand on her mother’s belly.

      ‘Only God knows, my little one. It will be a wondrous surprise for us all.’

      

      Lying now under the covers she strained to hear the words of her mother. ‘Rest now my precious girl.’

      ‘Mama…Mama,’ Delfi cried to the ceiling, and the sound of her voice bounced around the polished floors and the hard surfaced room that was not her own.
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        * * *

      

      His hands clutched at the stones to hoist himself forward onto the beach, but they gave way and the weight of his trousers dragged him back into the waves. On the third attempt, Josef drew on his last reserves of strength to wedge one, then the next and the next into the crushed pebble matrix and pulled himself forward until he was finally clear of the wash. Exhausted and relieved, he would have stayed there, but knew that the sea would claim him again.

      The stones tore at the flesh of his arms and legs as he tried to kneel, then stumbled and tried again. The sky had cleared, and a waxing moon illuminated branches torn from a juniper tree that lay within reach. He grabbed the closest, but it shattered beneath his weight as he tried to stand, bringing him to his knees. Josef reached for a larger one, but a blast of wind toppled him, so he rolled closer and snatched at its end and dragged it to him. This time the branch was stronger, and, in stages, he came to his feet. His shoes had been whipped off in the sea’s currents, but his socks, though wet and chaffing, provided some protection from sharp-angled stones newly fallen from the cliff face.

      With painful steps and using the branch for support, Josef made his way to the alcove at the rear of the beach where, in his youth, he and his school friends had cooked squid caught from the shore. There was more soil here and it was littered with detritus from high tides and from falling leaves and twigs from the juniper trees above. He began to move it with one foot and the help of the branch to form a large pile. When he was satisfied, he sat with a small thud onto the ground and began to scoop armfuls of it over his body. It was scratchy and smelt of mildew, but it protected him from the sharp gusts of wind on his wet clothes. Josef shuffled so that he slid beneath the unlikely blanket and curled his body to conserve some heat. The pain in his chest and arms had eased but they felt bruised. Within minutes he had drifted into an exhausted sleep.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Darling, what’s wrong?’

      At the other end of the telephone, she was weeping so much her words were not forming clearly. When he had switched on his phone there were three messages—Delfi, his mother, and another he didn’t recognise. He’d get to those later.

      ‘Delfi, are you not feeling well?’ This seemed a possibility given the way his wife had been looking lately. ‘Perhaps you need to see a doctor.’

      The sobbing stopped. ‘No…Nik…it’s…it’s just that I miss you.’

      He was surprised and moved by this, and it was exactly what he needed to hear. ‘I miss you too, and I will try to be home as soon as I can, maybe even tomorrow if Elektra’s doing well.

      ‘Oh. That’s good. I’m glad.’

      She sounds tired, Nikolas thought. ‘My love, I’ll call you again in the morning. Will you be all right?’

      ‘Yes…yes…I’ll be fine. Talk tomorrow.’

      ‘Delfi?’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘I love you.’

      She didn’t answer immediately, and he could hear her softly weeping.

      ‘I love you too, Nik.’

      ‘Good night sweetheart.’

      ‘Good night.’

      Nikolas sat on the edge of the bed pondering the phone in his hand. He truly missed her and wished that he could be home with her now.

      

      When he heard his mother’s message he was in shock. It was seven-thirty and this message had been sent an hour before. He cursed that he had switched off his phone. Before he called Evangelina he listened to the second message. It was Dimitri and his words sent a cold dread through his body. The boat has been found, but your father is missing.

      ‘Mama?’

      ‘Oh…Nikolas.’

      Once again, he was greeted with tears, but it was the sound of his mother’s voice that was almost too much to bear.

      ‘Your father…’

      ‘I know, Mama. Dimitri has called. Have you heard anything more?’ Nikolas braced himself for even worse news.

      ‘He’s…missing…the boat…’

      ‘Mama…Mama…’

      ‘They found it. Empty.’ Evangelina’s voice was a whisper, drained of energy.

      His father had gone out to fish in bad weather, he gleaned from his mother, but this seemed incomprehensible to him. Josef was a masterful fisherman, but even he knew that he was no match for the maelstroms that swept across the island at this time of the year.

      ‘Who is with you, Mama?’

      ‘Angela, Sophie…her daughter…Father Apostopoulos…’ she continued to roll out the names and Nikolas knew that many of these would be returning the support that his mother had given them over the years.

      ‘I’m coming home.’ As he said it, he remembered that she didn’t know he was in Paris, or about Elektra.

      ‘Where are you?’ The tone of her voice held an element of surprise.

      He hesitated. Now was not a good time, but just as he was about to fabricate a story she spoke.

      ‘What has happened to your sister?’

      There was something in her voice like a warning, that she didn’t want a lie. He told her.

      ‘Eugénie is with her. She is OK,’ he said, grateful that at least he could reassure her that Elektra was in good hands and in reasonable spirits, though this news would change things considerably.

      There was silence, then, ‘Find him, Nik, find your father.’

      

      He wasted no time in booking flights home, leaving enough time to see Elektra beforehand. How she would take the news he didn’t want to imagine. She had been closer to their father than he had. Josef had tempered the rough waters between her and Evangelina and Nikolas saw how she reverted to being a young girl when she was around him. Their father had not been her confidante but had provided her with solace. Nikolas didn’t want to be the bearer of this news.

      When he called Delfi back to tell her about Josef, he could tell he had woken her. She was shocked and the news seemed to override any other concerns she had.

      ‘I should go…to your mother,’ she said seeming to forget the difficulty in getting to the other end of the island at night and without a driving licence.

      ‘We’ll go together when I get home. Sleep for now, there’s nothing else you can do. There are people with her, but…thank you darling.’
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        * * *

      

      As soon as she saw the look on their faces, Elektra knew there was something wrong. Eugénie had met Nikolas in the corridor after he had texted her from downstairs and this had alerted her.

      ‘What is it?’ she said as they stood in the doorway.

      Eugénie gestured for Nikolas to sit on the chair by the bed. He hesitated then sat on its edge so that his body leaned in towards her. Whatever he had to tell her, it wasn’t going to be good.

      ‘Nik. What is it?’ she said again, trying to infuse her voice with reassurance that she could handle it.

      ‘It’s Baba,’ he said.

      Elektra wasn’t surprised. Why wasn’t she surprised, she wondered.

      ‘He’s missing…’

      A small hope nudged its way forward. ‘That’s not unusual for him…’

      But Nikolas continued, ‘The boat has been found…drifting in a section of the caldera. The weather…’

      ‘He knows the sea, Nik. You know he does.’ Elektra could feel the crushing weight of dark thoughts closing in but tried to hold on to hope. She closed her eyes and heard herself asking her father, ‘Tell me the story of when you were diving for oktapóthi and got caught in the net,’ and in his gentle and patient way he would tell the story again. She opened her eyes.

      Eugénie moved to the other side of the bed and sat beside her. Her brow was furrowed and her jaw tight as though there were things she was wanting to say, to help, but knowing too, that words would be inadequate.

      Elektra felt the offer of her hand and took it. ‘They’re still looking for him, right?’

      Nikolas nodded. ‘The coastguard, the town’s men. I’ll need to go, Lek. Will you be…’

      ‘You must go!’ she said and at the same time she was struck with a new, painful thought. ‘And Mama?’ But she didn’t need her brother to answer. ‘I have to go home,’ she said to Eugénie, letting go of her hand and pushing herself to sit upright with a sudden movement that made her dizzy.

      Eugénie began to slowly shake her head, but paused as though reconsidering, ‘Oui, baby. We must go home to your mother. But…tomorrow.’

      Elektra squeezed her hand and turned back to her brother. ‘Find him, Nik, find our Baba.’
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        * * *

      

      In the bedroom where she had taken the telephone for privacy, Evangelina was still sitting on the single bed trying to digest this latest news about her daughter. When her next-door neighbour Angela put her head around the door, a look of concern embedded between her brows in a deep line, Evangelina acknowledged her with a nod, but gestured with her hand that she needed longer in the quiet. Angela closed the door gently, turning down the volume of the ever-growing gathering in the kitchen.

      Already the women of the town and church were preparing food for what could be a long night ahead, and those men too old to risk the caldera in their boats or to brave the fierce wind on the cliffs and beaches had struck up the grill and were keeping themselves warm. They could have come inside, but they were never comfortable in the company of so many women, even though they were wives and sisters and nieces and friends, and it was as though by lighting Josef’s grill they were keeping vigil, keeping him there with them in the backyard where his vegetables flourished. Each of the men knew him, some well, some not so well, because Josef had always been a very private man. But three of those warming their hands had gone to school with him—Georgio, Eros and Costa—and they shared memories of their youth and their adventures and misadventures outside the school grounds. All agreed, Josef was a good man.

      In her daughter’s bedroom, Evangelina stroked the red velvet bedcover. Elektra had chosen it when she was fourteen. For weeks mother and daughter had been at each other’s throats until Evangelina, exhausted and desperate to find something to reconnect them, suggested that they fly to Athens to visit Nikolas and to go shopping. It was this time of year, she thought as her hand stroked across its nap. Though the flight to Athens was not long, this journey had been excruciating simply for the fact that neither mother nor daughter knew what to talk about without the buffer of Josef. Once in the city, Nikolas took up his father’s mantle and the week was spent in relative peace. Elektra adored her brother and while he was on semester break, he was able to entertain her. On one day, when Nikolas had to attend to another matter and it was just the two of them, Evangelina proposed that they go shopping, not for clothes she had said to the wary look of her daughter, but for furnishings for her bedroom. Together they had explored department stores and smaller shops. Evangelina held her tongue when exposed to Elektra’s unconventional and extravagant taste, but she was determined to mend their relationship, to please her daughter who had become broody and morose, and the purchase of the red velvet bedcover had gone some way towards that end. Evangelina remembered how Elektra’s face had been flushed with pleasure and had even suggested that they celebrate with lunch in a local taverna. Resistant as she was to eating someone else’s food, Evangelina had agreed, and now in retrospect, that lunch was the best, most companionable time she had ever spent with her daughter.

      She sat on the bed and thought of Elektra in a hospital in a foreign city. Evangelina wondered why this was the only memory she had of an effort made to heal the rift between them. Why hadn’t she done more? What sort of a mother would allow her own child’s wellbeing to go so unchecked? But Evangelina was frightened of the darkness that engulfed her daughter and, in lesser measure, her husband and her son. She didn’t understand it and didn’t know what to do. She was the first to dispense advice to those very people who now inhabited her kitchen and garden, and in most cases, that advice was sound, but when it came to her own family…

      She had neglected them.
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      ‘Toula?’

      ‘Hi Nikolas.’

      He was bewildered. Delfi’s cousin was the last person he expected to hear from and right now as he waited to board the plane, the last person he felt like talking to. Toula was jealous of Delfi, though his wife could not see it. Nikolas saw the way Toula watched her cousin at their wedding, and he had felt her eyes watching his every move. He didn’t trust her.

      ‘Is everything ok, Toula?’ he said when she hesitated at the other end.

      ‘I don’t know. Have you spoken to Delfi?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Oh…ok…well, I was wondering how her audition went.’

      ‘What do you mean? What audition?’

      ‘Oh, so you don’t know. I’m sorry, I should have…’

      ‘What audition?’

      ‘With Basileus Katsaros.’

      ‘Toula, I don’t know what you’re talking about. You must have made a mistake. I don’t know anyone by that name and neither does Delfi.’

      ‘Oops. I think that maybe I shouldn’t have said…’

      ‘Toula! Tell me what you know.’

      As Nikolas listened, at first with suspicion about Toula’s state of mind and her motives, he recalled Delfi’s tears at the other end of the phone. His clasp tightened around the mobile.

      What had his wife done.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Baba!’

      Josef smiled as his young daughter struggled with the rope as she tried to drop the anchor. ‘It’s too hard for you, Agapi mou.’

      ‘It’s not, Baba. I know what I’m doing. And I’m strong.’

      Josef had to agree. At only ten, Elektra carried a bit more weight than most other girls her age, but her shoulders and back were strong. He had tried to deter her from such physical work; it’s not good for her, Evangelina had told him, but his daughter was also strong-willed and, he had to acknowledge, she loved the sea almost as much as he did.

      On the shore, they laid out the old, checked blanket, which was stiff in parts from dried salt water and encrusted with desiccated seaweed that had caught in its fringe. Josef placed the basket in front of them and allowed Elektra to sort through the dips and bread and olives that her mother had packed for them. Once they were laid out on the rug, father and daughter savoured the feast, then laid back to soak in the warmth of the sun.

      ‘Tell me the story of when you were diving for oktapóthi and got caught in the net,’ his daughter said, and Josef told the tale as instructed, even though she had heard it perhaps a hundred times. But each time she laughed, a bellowing laugh that made Joseph smile, and while he was pleased that he could spend this precious time with her, it saddened him that his son did not want to come; he did not love the sea as Josef and his father and his father before him had done.

      ‘Baba! Baba!’

      

      Josef stirred. The blanket of detritus was beginning to weigh heavily on his chest and in gentle stages he rotated onto his side and drifted back into sleep.

      

      ‘Hey you idiot! Stop staring out to sea! Are you waiting for mermaids?’

      He turned to his three friends who were building a campfire at the rear of the beach. The one who had called out to him—Georgio—was standing closest, and Josef ran and pulled him down onto the stones. They tumbled and wrestled until Josef had him in a headlock.

      ‘Say you’re sorry!’ Josef yelled and pretended that he was tightening the grip.

      ‘I’m sorry!’ Georgio yelled. ‘I’m sorry you’re such an idiot!’

      The two boys laughed so hard they collapsed back on the stones to gain their breath.

      When darkness fell, they stared in silence as the lights of homes and streetlamps began to transform the rim of the caldera into a simple replica of the star-filled sky above. They took it in turns to stoke the fire and to feed it with juniper twigs, and it was always Josef who cooked the squid while Eros broke open the muscles with the penknife his father had brought back from Sicily. Costa supplied the wine.

      After they had eaten and drunk their fill, the four boys washed the metal plates and cups in the sea, and when Costa’s hands were clean and dry, he took out his bouzouki wrapped in a thin blanket from his knapsack. Josef took up his position. With his arms extended to shoulder height, he waited. As soon as Costa struck the first note he took a step forward with his left foot, then his right, then right foot back and the left followed. Eros and Georgio began to clap slowly, keeping time with Costa. Josef closed his eyes, becoming aware of the feel of his body as he crossed one foot over the other and tilted his body to the left, his head to the right, his arms floating up and down like small waves on the sea. Costa picked up the pace and Eros and Georgio followed. Still with his eyes closed and his cap sitting just over his brow, Josef turned a semi-circle then skipped back and forward twice on the left foot, twice on the right and raised his arms higher. Again, Costa quickened the pace and Eros and Georgio matched. Josef’s body moved of its own accord in time with the beat. There were no thoughts, just the sound of the bouzouki, the clapping, the crackle of the fire and small waves breaking on the pebbles of the shore.

      

      ‘Kikeru! Stop dreaming of mermaids and help us haul the nets.’ Rusa’s voice broke into his reverie.

      Josef turned to see his father and his grandfather pull the ropes in over the side of the boat with the strength of young men. They were fine without him, and he took the moment to observe them, thinking how lucky he was to be in their company and how much he looked forward to doing just this with his own son and grandson one day in the future when he met his mermaid.

      

      ‘Josef!’

      He turned to look at her. That black curl falling across her forehead and those curves…ayyy those curves. Her eyes were brighter than usual, and her face flushed. In the background he could hear the trill of his beloved canaries.

      ‘What is it Agapi mou?’

      ‘Josef. We are to have a child.’ And there it was, that laugh that he had fallen in love with, and somewhere deep in his heart, he knew that it would never again be just for him.

      

      ‘Baba!’

      ‘Nik, you don’t hold the line like that. Let me show you.’

      ‘I don’t want to know how to hold the line. I hate fishing.’

      ‘Give it to me, Nik, Baba. I know what to do,’ Elektra called from behind them.

      ‘Take it then!’ Nik said over his shoulder to his sister.

      Josef watched the exaggerated steps of his son’s thin young legs as he stormed across the beach to the taverna. He picked up the bucket of bait and lines with resignation and was about to leave when he remembered his daughter.

      ‘You cast it like this,’ she said.

      ‘Come, little one. We must go home.’

      

      The wind had dropped, and it was the silence that woke Josef and the memory of his daughter’s face as he took the fishing rod out of her hand. She didn’t say anything, but followed him back, silently he remembered, to Hestia’s.

      It was the last time that he remembered her fishing.
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        * * *

      

      Delfi pulled the bedcover higher so that it rested just below her nose. Fragments of thoughts spun in her mind like they were in the kitchen blender: Josef’s empty boat, Evangelina without family, Elektra in a hospital bed, her husband on the way home and Basileus Katsaros caressing her near naked body. Her nerves began to shake under their weight.

      She needed to talk to someone.

      ‘Hello.’

      ‘Toula, it’s me.’

      When her cousin didn’t respond immediately, Delfi wondered what was wrong.

      ‘Did I wake you?’

      ‘No.’

      Why was Toula so guarded, she wondered. Normally, it was difficult to get her to be quiet for two seconds.

      ‘What’s wrong, Toula?’

      There was a pause before she answered. ‘Did you see Basileus Katsaros?’

      Delfi swallowed the bile that had risen into her throat. ‘Yes.’

      ‘So, what happened?’

      Delfi told her, from the beginning. When she got to the part about changing into the nightdress, she stopped. It was so clear to her now that even she no longer believed that she’d misunderstood his intentions. No one else would believe it either. Perhaps if her cousin could see that she didn’t mean it to work out that way then Nikolas would understand too. She told her.

      When she had finished, Toula’s voice was a mixture of humour and something else: scorn. ‘You stripped down to your underwear? Delfi, what do you think Nikolas is going to think about that?

      Delfi’s heartbeat faster and perspiration was forming above her lip and behind her neck. She pushed herself to sit upright in the bed. ‘I’m not going to tell him! I can’t!’

      ‘You have to Delfi.’

      ‘But I didn’t tell him I was going there!’

      Toula was quiet for a moment, then, ‘He already knows.’

      Delfi’s body shook so hard that her teeth began to clash. ‘Why Toula? Why did you call him? You knew it was to be a secret until I got the part!’

      ‘Don’t be a fool. Basileus Katsaros wasn’t interested in your acting abilities. You’re not that good, you know!’

      Delfi felt as though she had been slapped.

      ‘You’ve got a husband,’ her cousin continued, her voice slow and measured, ‘he needed to know.’

      It was suddenly clear to her then. Why hadn’t she seen it before? Nikolas had told her that Toula envied her, but she didn’t want to believe it. She dropped the phone in her lap and leant her head back on the bedhead. Amid her shock and fear she began to feel pity for her cousin alone in her bedroom on a small island where her dreams had already turned to dust.
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        * * *

      

      On the planes and now the taxi from the airport, Nikolas tried to sort through a mire of thoughts and images: his father floundering in the sea, his mother floundering in her distress, his sister struggling to be brave. But when it came to his wife, he couldn’t form an image of how she might be. He’d thought that her tears on the phone were of love, but now he wondered if it was guilt, or worse. If Toula’s words were true, the possible scenarios between Delfi and this actor sent his mind into overdrive. His heart palpitated in his throat and he sat forward as though urging the car forward.

      Nikolas turned his head to look out the window at the dark and empty streets as a way of distraction but caught his reflection in the glass. His brow was furrowed and his jaw tight and, in that moment, he realised that he had become someone he didn’t want to be.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Delfi heard the taxi pull up out the front of the apartment. She had changed from her pyjamas into jeans and a thick woollen jumper certain that Nikolas wanted to go to his mother immediately. Whether she would accompany him would be decided soon. When the car door closed, she moved from the bedroom to the living room, but found herself pacing into the kitchen and back. When the key rattled in the lock, she froze.

      Nikolas glanced at her as he removed his coat and hung it on the rack at the door. Ignoring Elektra and Eugénie’s sign requesting the removal of shoes, he came into the living room and placed his bag on an armchair. He said nothing. She couldn’t read his face and wasn’t sure whether she should move forward to greet him with an embrace. Delfi stood where she was.

      ‘Hi,’ she offered, unsure how she should approach the news of Josef.

      He stood still, looking at her, taking her in with an expression that she couldn’t read. ‘Are you all right?’ he said at last.

      She wanted to run to him, to be enfolded in his arms, and she felt physically the grief that she might never be able to do that again.

      ‘Delfi?’

      ‘Yes,’ she said, struggling to know what to say. She took a deep breath. ‘Nik, I know this is the worst time, but I have to tell you something.’

      She thought she saw him let out a long breath. He moved closer, the expression on his face softening a little and then, he took her in his arms.

      ‘Tell me, Agapi mou.’

      

      When her tears had eased, he guided her to the couch and sat beside her holding her hand. She began with the note slipped into her hand at Sappho’s and the offer of an audition—of going to Basileus Katsaros’s house. She paused, waiting for him to say something, to lead her into the next part that she couldn’t bring herself to tell him; he didn’t speak but his eyes scanned her face. She had to do it. She couldn’t look at him as she told him about the champagne, about changing into the nightdress, but she could feel his body tense beside her. He let go of her hand.

      ‘What happened then, Delfi?’ She could hear the struggle in his voice to keep it steady.

      When she had told him, about the embrace, about how she began to panic that things were going too far, she looked up. His eyes were dark, fierce.

      ‘How far did he go?

      Delfi reached for his hand. ‘Nothing happened, Nik, I promise. He let me go and I ran home.’ How irresponsible it all sounded to her, how foolish. She couldn’t blame him if he was angry, if he decided their marriage was over, and she was waiting for it when he pulled her to him, kissed her hair and held her tightly.

      ‘Where does he live?’ he said at last as he pulled away.

      When Delfi told him he let out a bitter laugh. ‘He’s a house-sitter! I know who lives there—Vasili and Spiri. They come into Sappho’s regularly.’

      Nikolas stood up and collected the car keys from the kitchen bench.

      ‘Nik! What are you going to do?’

      ‘I’ll deal with him later. Right now, I need to look for my father.’

      ‘Can I… come with you?’

      He tilted his head and said with a strained but gentle smile. ‘You’re my wife, Delfi. I want you with me.’
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      As they drove through towns and the stretches of road between, Nikolas said very little, only to fill her in on Elektra’s progress and how she took the news. He didn’t talk of his father, and Delfi sensed that he needed the mental space to digest it. Whether he was thinking about what she had told him, she couldn’t be certain, but the silences were not awkward or tense and instead had a comfort of two people beginning to know each other. She wondered whether he had seen Linda in Paris, but the thought was fleeting and, somewhere in her heart, she felt she knew the answer.

      As they approached the house, they could see the smoke rising from Josef’s grill in the back yard. Lights seemed to be on in every room, silhouetting the women as they moved about inside.

      When he had parked the car, he turned to her. ‘I don’t know what the immediate future might hold for us here, but whatever happens, I promise you changes,’ he said, and she felt a shift in his body as though bracing for what was to come.

      As Delfi wondered what those changes would be, she felt a strange sensation like butterfly wings in her abdomen.
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        * * *

      

      As well as she was being cared for by friends and neighbours, they were not her family, and it seemed to Evangelina that the arrival of her son ushered in new hope. When he extended his arms, she folded into his embrace and in the back of her heart hovered a grief that she had not been held like this by Josef for many years, and that she might never again. As she rested her head on his shoulder, her eyes moved to Delfi’s face and to her abdomen. Evangelina realised, in that moment, how much she had missed her daughter-in-law.

      ‘Mama, is there any more news?’

      ‘No,’ she said drawing back to look at him.

      Over the years she had worried that father and son had not been close. Josef had confessed to her his disappointment that Nikolas did not love the sea or care about his heritage, and Nikolas had quietly and stubbornly resisted his father’s expectations. A benign wedge had formed between them, unlike the aggressive malignancy between herself and her daughter. But now, with his distress so clearly evident in her son’s eyes, Evangelina felt a settling in her heart.

      The town’s people crowded in. The men had come in from the yard and were patting Nikolas on the back as way of comfort and support. Father Apostopoulos embraced him. The women were surrounding Delfi and embracing her until old Sophie broke through them and guided her to a seat at the table. Evangelina, too, was ushered to a chair beside her. Plates of bread and cheese and glasses of water were refreshed and placed in front of them. The noise of the room would have been overwhelming, but Evangelina was grateful to be distracted from her thoughts. It had not been easy for her to be the recipient of their kindness, but during the course of the evening she had come to understand that she too needed their love and support and, even more significantly, that they needed to give it.
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        * * *

      

      The boat had been towed and moored close to the shore in a small bay in the caldera. When Nikolas saw it from the car, he let out a cry. He was glad that he had come alone even though Georgio had insisted on accompanying him.

      The crunch of the pebbles beneath his feet was loud. The wind had spent its energy and the sea was calm and Nikolas could see the lights of a dozen or more boats trawling in search of his father.

      Kicking off his shoes but wasting no time to roll up the legs of his pants, he waded to the boat. When he reached its bow, he ran his hand over the flaking wood as he had seen his father do when it was in dry dock. Moving along its length, he reached up and dropped the torch over the side then, gripping its lowest point, hoisted himself up and dragged himself over and in, landing with a painful thud on the corner of a crate floating in ankle deep water. Something floating brushed his hand and there was a small grip in his stomach when he saw that it was his father’s coffee flask.

      By torchlight he found the circular metal handle embedded in the trapdoor in the centre of the boat. Taking his weight into his feet, he pulled until it opened in creaking stages. Nikolas came to his knees and rifled through ropes and nets until he found the waterproof box that contained torches, flares and several boxes of matches. He could see that the motor was surrounded by water and held his breath as he turned the key. It made a clicking noise then stopped. He waited, counting to ten, then tried again. This time it spluttered, threatening to die out again, but it suddenly coughed and kicked into an erratic purr.

      The cupboard in the cabin area was ajar and Nikolas hoped that he would not find the lifejacket that his father had refused to wear, but it was still there, wedged in the corner. He noticed too that the spare motor was not with it.

      Once the water had been pumped out, he wasted no time in turning out of the bay and heading into the more open water of the caldera, keeping as close as he could to the shore. There were many inlets and beaches, though some were inaccessible by boat due to the reefs of weathered basalt that hid beneath the surface, and he was grateful for the solar lights that his father had installed that now provided more visibility of the immediate area.

      The night was becoming fiercely cold and the pain of it on his legs beneath the wet trousers was intense. He feared that, even if his father had somehow survived the sea, he could freeze to death and the urgency to find him caused Nikolas to drive the boat to its limit.

      Here, in the boat that had been a constant presence in his childhood, the reality of his father’s disappearance began to work its way deeply into his viscera. Nikolas could picture Josef standing in this very spot, his blue cap sitting just above his thick eyebrows, calling over his shoulder to his son to prepare the lines. He could still feel his own reluctance, his resentment in having to accompany his father. To the young boy there was nothing convivial about these trips because he felt as though he was masquerading as the son that Josef wanted.

      By the time he was fourteen, he refused to go, and his father gave in. Nikolas spent the time instead studying at home, or during school holidays when the tourist season was at its height, helping his mother in Hestia’s in the early hours while Josef was at sea. On those days he would clean the cutlery, sometimes with Elektra if she hadn’t already put on a tantrum and demanded her father take her out in the boat. On other days he stayed in the storeroom. These were his favourite times—alone with his own thoughts.

      It was in the storeroom that he had discovered the frieze. He had been sweeping near a small recess in the roughly hewn wall at the rear that had been hacked deeply into the cliff even before Rusa’s grandfather’s time. A thin layer of basalt dust was lying on the floor. When Nikolas swept it, more drifted down from the wall. He paused and looked for its source, stroking his hand over the gnarled rock and checking his palm for residue. In a small section, his vision was caught by colours—faded red and white. Spitting on his hand, he rubbed over them and the saw that each were concentrated into fine lines. He repeated the process, following its direction until he had revealed the outline of a familiar shape.

      He didn’t tell anyone. Even at fourteen Nikolas knew what the ramifications would be. Already the excavations had begun above them. The Minoan site would bring tourists that were good for trade, but somehow that exposure of a history that was deeply embedded in his own DNA seemed to strip it of its dignity, of its preciousness. These were the thoughts of Nikolas, the boy, whose father believed that he did not respect his heritage, and so he hid the evidence in a box in the back of the cupboard in his bedroom; it was still there, for his mother had kept the rooms of her children as they had last left them. Now, how he wished he could go back to that time. What would it have cost him to tell his father, to make him happy?

      As he steered with his eyes alert for any sign of movement on the sea and the land, he removed one hand from the wheel and searched the deep pocket of his trousers to bring out a piece of flat stone, the size of a large coin. He held it up to chest height and, in the cabin’s light, briefly took in the markings on its surface, the faint red and white of a painted fish and two deeply etched diagonal lines, then placed it in a groove on the dashboard in front of him.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Mama.’

      At first Evangelina didn’t recognise the gaunt face with deep shadows beneath the eyes that had stolen their spark. It was only when she saw the woman standing beside her that something inside Evangelina jolted. Before she had time to rise from the table, Elektra had bent down and was wrapping her arms around her.

      ‘Mama mou.’

      Evangelina felt the shock of the embrace. The red velvet bedcover flashed through her mind, and she realised, as she rested her head on her daughter’s chest, that she had waited for this moment for twenty years.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Josef was waiting on the shore. Rusa and Duripi had been fishing since morning and all day the young boy had been restless to break free of the confines of the school grounds.

      ‘Are they back?’ he had called to his mother when he burst through the door at Hestia’s. Helena had laughed at her son’s flushed face.

      ‘They will be here soon. Here, take some bread and go wait for them,’ she said, shooing him off the freshly washed floor.

      A cool breeze licked through the short sleeves of his shirt and around his body as he stood in the shallows of the beach munching the end of the loaf his mother had given him. It wasn’t long before he heard it, the familiar put-put-put, and around the bend of the small peninsula he saw the green and blue hull, the faded red cabin and the arm of his father extended out to greet the son who he knew would be waiting for him on the shore.

      

      A familiar sound woke him, and the detritus had lost its warmth. Josef could feel that his already creaking limbs were in danger of seizing up and preventing him from moving and the muscles of his chest and arms were throbbing from the physical exertion when he fell into the sea.

      He rolled onto his back and began brushing the leaves and twigs and soil from his body and, in painful stages, propped himself up first on his elbows, then to his knees and finally, with the juniper stick for support, to his feet.

      Slowly, he made his way to the shoreline. Out in the caldera that now had a viscous surface, he could see boat lights, but not of fishermen because these lights were too bright. They are searching for me, he thought, and for some reason unknown even to himself, this surprised him.

      Leaning on his stick, Josef unbuttoned his damp shirt and threw it on the pebbles. His singlet, though also damp, was lit a luminescent white by the waxing moon, a testament to his wife’s insistence on underwear that be as immaculate as the Mother of God herself. He tore it off and tied it to the end of the juniper stick, shivering in the now still and cloudless night.

      Moving into the shallows of the sea, Josef raised the stick and waved it in the air, hooting and calling, his voice echoing loudly in the concave basin formed by the cliffs of the inlet.

      Though obscured by the small promontory to his right, Josef heard the familiar put-put-put. Summoning all his strength, he let out a yell and thought it was his echo that reached his ears until, around the promontory, he could just make out the green and blue hull and the faded red cabin and saw the arm of his son extended out to the father who waited on the shore.
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        * * *

      

      Surprised, Delfi greeted her sister-in-law and Eugénie; she hadn’t expected to see them until the following day. Elektra looked even thinner and paler than when she last saw her, but there was a softness in her face that hadn’t been there before. When she saw her embrace Evangelina, Delfi was overcome with loss—of her own mother and of her father. When she looked at Eugénie, Delfi recognised that same yearning in her dark and beautiful eyes and wondered about the French girl’s history. In that moment, she understood that the two of them shared a similar story—away from home and yet, as Delfi looked around the room, they belonged to this family.

      Although she knew that it was selfish, she had not wanted to dwell on the disappearance of Josef as it brought forward the painful reminder of Manoli, but in this room were visible traces of his married life—in the age of the sideboard, the table and chairs, the home where he and Evangelina had raised their children, and she wondered why it was that she had never made an effort to know him. If he should return to them, she resolved, she would take the time to talk with that gentle and private man.

      Delfi could only imagine how Evangelina must be feeling. Only hours earlier, the thought that Nikolas would leave because of her own foolishness had almost been too much to bear and it became clear to her just how much she loved her husband. Evangelina, she could see, was struggling to contain her worry. Her hands fidgeted with the beads in her lap. With her head turned away to talk with Elektra, Delfi could see that her hair was uncombed, and she felt a surge of pity for her mother-in-law. Evangelina had not been easy to know or to love, but Delfi was reminded of the older woman’s moments of great kindness—the extraordinary effort she had put into the wedding, not just for her son’s sake, but also to honour the memory of Lucy. Delfi recalled too, one night in the early weeks of her marriage to Nikolas when she was stricken with homesickness and longing for her father and for Skosias. Evangelina had comforted her as they sat at this very table and Delfi realised that her mother-in-law had known the same loss.

      As the room hummed with activity and quiet chatter, while Evangelina and Elektra talked intimately and affectionately and Eugénie sat quietly on the other side of them, Delfi took them in and thought of her husband in search of his father. All of them had stories of love and loss, and perhaps dreams that might never be fulfilled, but she wondered too if it really mattered. They were different and yet there was something, a core that they shared, a belief in the significance of love, of family and of belonging.

      Over at the stove, Angela was giving instructions to the women who were already preparing the next meal. Delfi got up from the table. Taking Evangelina’s apron from the hook on the wall she tied it around her waist. She picked up the knife on the bench and began to scour the potatoes that filled the sink. Pausing, she picked up the peel of one and considered it, then collected the rest and carefully, placed them in the bin.
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      Rupert reached into the top of the wardrobe. His hands groped among the many books and the few items of clothing. When he felt the rough texture of the cloth, he knew he’d found his mark. His fingers traced the hard edges of its contents. Lifting it down he placed it on the bed, smoothing the quilt around it. He sat carefully on the bed’s edge and loosened the cloth to reveal a solid black plastic box and sat back from it, staring at it in quiet disbelief, the fingers of his left hand twisting the plain gold ring on his right. Rupert picked the box up again and held it to him, unable to comprehend that the brother he loved so much was now reduced to an area smaller than a lunch box. He had expected something more fitting for his brother’s remains, but the weak voice of practicality reminded him that he lived in an age of disposability. The absurdity of it struck him and might have brought a smile to his lips were it not for a weight that was dragging at his heart. He wished that he could unburden that weight. He felt it physically, a heavy sensation in his chest that drew strength from his arms and legs and caused his breath to come in sharp gasps and to leave in long, fractured sighs.

      He turned the box around until the plastic stopper was facing him — the stone across his brother’s tomb. His thoughts drifted in a black and grey kaleidoscope and came to rest on the last conversation he’d had with Ross. He remembered the pain in his brother’s voice, unsuccessfully disguised by too much alcohol, and the chilling sound of his despondency when he sighed and said that he didn’t think he was of use to anyone anymore.

      “But you mean something to me! And to Neti!” Rupert had replied with urgency but also a small amount of irritation. He had listened as he always had. He had told Ross what he meant to him. He just wished that he’d never put down the phone; that he’d kept talking to him. If only he’d known that they would never speak again.

      But how could he have known? How many times had those conversations taken place? That instance, like so many others that had occurred all through their lives, caused Rupert to wonder where personality originated. It couldn’t lie in the genes as some scientists claimed — Ross was his identical twin. If it were in the genes then Rupert too, with the help of a whisky bottle, would have tried to obliterate the pain of living and rammed his car into a tree. Or, conversely, Ross also would have chosen the safety of religious life and lost himself in the rituals and self-admonishments in an attempt to suppress the ego.

      Rupert picked and prized at the plastic stopper that popped open to reveal the contents inside. No angels at the tomb, he thought ruefully. He held the box up closer to his eyes and could just make out the greyness of the ash against the black interior. His hand and the box dropped to his lap.

      “Oh … Ross …”

      The weight was dragging at his heart and constricting his throat, preventing him from breathing. The feeling was made worse by his attempt to stifle the sobs that were straining to be released. His mind raced through an assortment of images of his life with his twin — childhood scenes confused with adult conversations, the face of his brother one minute laughing, the next sobbing into Rupert’s chest.

      Gathering himself together, he sat upright. He lifted the box again and, tilting it towards him, dipped two fingers tentatively through the opening. The ash felt cool and some adhered easily to the sweat on his fingertips. He withdrew them and stared at them blankly, his mind having shifted to that empty space known to those in shock. Closing his eyes, he lowered his head to his chest and brought the fingers to his head. Lightly touching the space between his eyebrows, he began to apply the ashen traces of his brother to his forehead in a barely discernible sign of the cross.

      Remember Man That Thou Art Dust.
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      Had only two weeks passed since Marjorie would find Rupert in the staff room spending time between lectures in easy chatter with colleagues? Now, after his brother’s death, he more often slipped quietly into his office and, she imagined, shut the door behind him in relief.

      Marjorie knew this was where to find him. She knocked and entered his study at his invitation. He was sitting marking papers by the window. In the ten years that Rupert had inhabited this office, very little had changed. He was an orderly man, sometimes to a fault. As a teacher though, he was renowned for his knowledge and his patience. Marjorie fancied that she could tell more about her staff on visiting their offices than she could by visiting their homes, which for some, like Rupert, was just a room in the College. For most who taught theology here, teaching was their life, and their offices reflected that life. Sometimes they were sad places, especially for the residents, no photographs of family and friends, no impractical presents from children, no sign of other interests or hobbies. However, this was not true of Rupert, and in some ways, this was his contradiction. His office was sparse, but there were photographs, small ones in wooden frames of his mother, his brother Ross, and of his niece, Neti. These did not sit publicly upon his desk, but on the bookshelf across the room. Each photograph, she noted, was angled to take in the others while also facing him at his desk.

      He looked up and smiled at her; she was struck by the gauntness of his face — not that anyone else seemed to have noticed, or if they had, no one had commented. Perhaps it was the light diffused by the old diamond-paned windows behind him that made his skin look sallow and his eyes appear haunted. She wished he would turn on the light so that she could appraise him more carefully.

      “Hello,” he said.

      She stood inside the doorway. There was something about this time of the afternoon that made her feel melancholy, as if life itself might decide whether to continue or not. In the clearer light of the earlier day, everything seemed to have more reality. This College, its yellow sandstone buildings and carefully maintained gardens, successfully gave the impression of all that is solid and established, of order and substance. But in this light, this twilight, the sandstone wall that Marjorie could now see through Rupert’s window was colourless. The students milling at its base looked tired and less self-assured than they had only a few hours earlier. She looked at Rupert, who was making a final correction to the paper in front of him, and, for a moment, Marjorie was struck with a sense of futility, as if all that took place within the College walls — the supposed sense of purpose and commitment — amounted to nothing.

      I must be tired, she thought.

      Rupert rose from his seat, gesturing towards the two chairs on the far side of the room.

      He crossed the room and waited for her to sit before seating himself opposite her.

      Marjorie placed the envelope she was carrying on the coffee table between them. She looked into his eyes.

      They’re haunted, she thought.

      His normally long, thin face was thinner still and pale, almost grey. Marjorie feared for him. Rupert was forty-two and, although he was lean and conservative in his habits, he was of an age at which two of their colleagues had suffered sudden heart-attacks; one of them fatally.

      “How are you? … We miss you in the staff room.”

      “I’m all right.”

      She leaned towards him, her voice dropping a tone.

      “How did it go at the weekend?”

      There was a pause before he answered.

      “Well, we scattered his ashes where he wanted.”

      His voice was practical and steady, but she noticed the colour rise in his face.

      “That’s about it really … It’s all over now.”

      “What about Neti?”

      He cocked an eyebrow.

      “She made an inappropriate comment at an important moment.”

      Marjorie noticed the flicker of irritation on Rupert’s face.

      “It’s probably the only way she knew how to cope with it.”

      “Yes.”

      “How are the two of you getting along?”

      “Like any fifteen-year-old and a stuffy forty-year-old might!”

      “Your words or hers?” Marjorie said smiling.

      A small smile forced itself onto Rupert’s lips.

      “Mine. Neti would never use a tame word like ‘stuffy’.”

      “When are you moving?”

      “Neti’s away with her friend’s family at the moment. I’ll move into the house tonight. She’ll be home tomorrow.”

      Marjorie took an intake of air and let it out slowly as she spoke, “It’s not going to be easy … You’ve lived here for a long time on your own.”

      “I know, but I lived in the religious community for twelve years,” he offered with hope. He looked down at his hands. “I’m going to need your advice on raising a child — an adolescent, I mean.”

      Her eyes followed his to the gold band on his finger.

      “Ross’s ring?”

      He didn’t look up.

      She spoke to his bent head, “Will everything be all right Ru, financially, I mean?”

      Thoughtfully, Rupert raised his head.

      “Despite Ross’s limitations as a father, he has left a considerable legacy for Neti. It makes me wonder if he knew …”

      The air felt heavy between them. She reached for the envelope on the table.

      “I thought you might be interested in this.”

      She slid the letter from its jacket and held it out to him.

      He took it from her. “What is it?”

      “A letter … a request from a post-graduate student — PhD, I think, in neuroscience. She is wanting to interview anyone here who has had ‘an intense religious experience’ to use her words. I thought you might—”

      “Oh no … no … I don’t think so,” he said handing the letter back to her.

      “Just think about it.”

      She slipped the letter back into the envelope and placed it on the table as she rose to leave.

      He rose with her.

      Marjorie paused at the door and placed her hand on Rupert’s arm in a gesture that revealed their long friendship.

      “It might be what you need …” she said, “to talk about it again.”

      He saw her expression and smiled. “I’ll think about it.”
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        * * *

      

      Rupert closed the door behind her and turned back to his desk, avoiding the envelope still sitting on the table. The marking of papers seemed to be an endless task, made more so by the fact that he had to reread sections of students’ work more often than usual. He found it difficult to focus on the content, and when he did, it seemed to be trivial and irrelevant. He knew that this was unfair, that each student deserved his full attention and to be taken seriously. Since Ross’ death and funeral, however, it was increasingly difficult to assign significance to anything. When Ross was alive, he hadn’t thought that his brother gave his life its motivation, but it now felt that there was little reason to go on without him, except for his responsibility to Neti. He didn’t want to end his life, but he felt that if it did end, it wouldn’t matter. If Ross could go … so could he. He remembered that he had even felt some envy as the coffin was lowered to the flames. He didn’t want to be the one left behind and felt that the greatest void existed in living, not in dying.

      He thought about Neti and how she felt. She had given nothing away emotionally in the last two weeks. At her father’s funeral, she sat impassively, studying her nails, although her chin was tucked close to her chest as if to contain anything that might leak from her heart and mind. He felt overwhelmed by the need to protect her but was daunted by the responsibility he was about to take on.
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        * * *

      

      At his brother’s home, that was now to be his own, Rupert poked at the charred logs he’d placed too early on the fire, hoping that something would take. He wanted the house to be warm and cheerful for Neti’s arrival home, but he seemed to be thwarted in his attempts. He wondered whether he should put on some music, or perhaps the television, to create an atmosphere that might alleviate the inevitable silences between them. He decided on the television, which was now creating an uncomfortably chirpy background and made him feel like a court jester waiting in the wings to perform to a temperamental monarch.

      He didn’t know what Neti liked to eat, except for the various types of junk food he’d seen her consume with gusto on outings with Ross. A stock-take of the pantry revealed his brother’s absence sharply. Rupert pictured him selecting each item from the supermarket shelf. In the end, the pantry’s contents gave him no assistance; it seemed that father and daughter had lived on three-minute noodles and sauces found in jars with nonsensical names. He resorted to ordering Chinese take-away; he’d found a phone number, along with those of many other home-delivery restaurants under colourful magnets on the refrigerator. Even the simple task of ordering for them both caused him some anxiety. He was becoming acutely aware of his worldly incompetence.

      

      Stepping into his brother’s home had been difficult. He had not been here since the day Ross had died in the accident. Neti had been away on school camp and was due back that day; he suspected that her absence for a week unleashed Ross’s fatal drinking spell. Rupert had waited at the school for the buses to return from camp. She was not surprised to see her uncle instead of her father — Rupert occasionally had to fill in when Ross was away on business trips. He remembered that she was flushed with excitement about the trip and full of stories about friendships made and lost; he also remembered, too vividly, her face when he told her about her father — how she turned a ghostly white and sat back from him, suspicious of his motives in telling her something like that. She had kept that distance ever since.

      On this day, he would attempt to recreate a home for her. Concerned parents of Neti’s friend had asked to take her in immediately until living arrangements were sorted out and so little had been disturbed at the house. When Rupert came in, the door to Ross’s bedroom was closed. Inside, the room was tidy and the bed made. Ross’s slippers were lying just inside the door and were askew, as if someone had thrown them in quickly and shut the door. Rupert had stared at them, too easily picturing them on his brother’s feet. He slipped off his own shoes and stepped into them. His breath caught in his throat, and he quickly took them off again and shut the door behind him.

      One hopeful flame burst from the embers in search of loose, dry bark. Rupert stood, flexing his body to ease the strain on his lower back. He turned around and scanned the lounge room, trying to imagine he was looking at it through Neti’s eyes. Lamps on, television on, fire almost glowing, flowers in the vase on the coffee table. Is this what it would have looked like when she came home from school to her father? Too often she would have found Ross in a state of depression, with alcohol on his breath when she kissed him hello. No doubt Ross had tried to hide it from her. He was a good and loving father, but the eyes and ears of a fifteen-year-old are acutely tuned to the fraudulence of adults.

      

      Leaving the residential college at the university where he had lived for ten years had been much harder than Rupert had thought. When he’d arrived, he’d been an eager thirty-two. He was more than ready, after twelve years in the seminary, to share his knowledge and his faith with his students — and he was satisfied with his calling. Occasionally over the following years, he’d fantasized about living in what some people called the ‘real world’ — marriage, children, mortgage; he wondered if he was missing out on something. Very often though, these were fleeting fantasies. His role as priest, and more particularly as confessor, exposed him more than most to the darkness of the human heart and, although he felt a genuine compassion, he could not empathize. Nor did he want to. Instead, he found himself wanting to distance himself further from the everyday human experience. That marriage and family life were not for him was reinforced by Ross’s bitterly unhappy marriage and separation, but it had its roots much earlier in his own unhappy childhood.

      When he’d closed the door to his room for the last time the previous day, he knew he was also closing a significant chapter of his life. To the outside world, his life would not appear to be much different; he would continue lecturing and carrying out his duties as the College chaplain. But his internal life was undergoing changes, the nature of which he could not determine, nor did he want to — he sensed that danger might be lurking there.

      Rupert turned back to the fire, his eyes flicking along an assortment of photographs on the mantelpiece. From the corner of his eye, one of them caused him to start. It was a picture of Neti and Ross, but he had thought for a moment it was himself. Although they were identical twins, neither could really understand the difficulty others, even their own parents, occasionally had in telling them apart. Looking now at this photo, he was taken aback. What would Neti think when she walked into her home and saw him? A surge of panic went through him. She had always known him, seen father and uncle together, and she had faced him during the terrible weeks of Ross’s death, but tonight was different. He was to be her guardian, living with her as her father had, and this was the beginning of that life together.

      He heard a car door close in the driveway and the car leave. What was he to do? Open the door to greet her wearing Ross’s face? Should he be doing something? Maybe with his back to her, humming nonchalantly, so that when she said hello, he would turn his head slowly, allowing her to adjust to the sight of him? Before he could decide, she was opening the front door. He bent down to the fire and stabbed at it repeatedly with the poker and began to whistle a cheerful tune. He heard the door close loudly behind her, announcing her arrival in a clear statement. His stomach lurched and the set of his jaw would no longer allow him to whistle.

      Neti seemed to be unaware of him standing by the fire when she walked through the lounge-room from the front door. Although she must have known he would be there, she didn’t seem to be looking for him. Instead, she headed resolutely to the kitchen, her gaze fixed ahead, the stiff movements of her body betraying her tension and giving her a slightly uncoordinated gait.

      “Hello,” he said from behind her. He noticed that her hair was now a combination of bright red and brown streaks that had been cut into short, aggressive spikes.

      “Welcome home.”

      She froze mid-stride and seemed to be debating whether to keep going. She turned her head slowly, the rest of her body still facing its preferred direction.

      “Hello.”

      She said it without raising her eyes to him. The first of many silences fell between them, filled only by the drone of the television. He was glad now that he’d put it on.

      Rupert thanked Polly’s father who was waiting at the door and noted his look of sympathetic concern as he handed Rupert Neti’s bags of clothing.

      “If there’s any way that I can help …”

      Rupert thanked him, sincerely wishing that he could.

      When he returned to the lounge room, Neti was in the kitchen.

      “You haven’t eaten, have you?” he asked too cheerfully. He continued quickly, trying to stifle the silence that answered him. “I’ve bought some Chinese food.”

      “I’m not hungry.” Her eyes lifted to his. There it is, he thought, the look of panic and pain. But it was fleeting and was instantly replaced with a look of contempt.

      He had imagined that, on her return home, she would run to him as she had as a little girl. He had pictured her crying into his chest as he consoled her. Instead, she faced him coldly, half a room separating them.

      “I’m going to bed.”

      She turned on her heels, steered away from the kitchen and headed up the passage to her bedroom, slamming the door behind her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Almost as soon as it left her hand, Neti regretted the force she had applied to the door. She threw her bag into the corner of the room and fell face down on the bed, burying her head into the pillow. She flipped onto her back and lay staring at the ceiling looking for the old familiar patterns in the cornices; the tiny imperfections that were like secret messages from a master craftsman of an older time. Normally she found comfort in the shapes and chips that took on the appearance of animals and faces of imaginary people who had been her childhood friends, but tonight she couldn’t empty her mind enough to allow them to manifest.

      She rolled onto her side to look at the streetlights through the window, but nothing engaged her there. She rolled to her other side and let her eyes wander over the bits and pieces on her bedside table. She studied her collection of small china horses; rock pieces she had collected with her father on Sunday drives, each piece clearly defined by the light of the lamp that her uncle had put on earlier to greet her home. Standing out sharply from these was a small red bird made of cloth, stitched with gold and coloured thread, a Luck Bird her mother had sent to her many years ago after one of her many trips to Thailand. That’s what her father had said anyway, with a note of sarcasm in his voice. She must have sent it not long after she left them, but Neti had not received anything more in ten years. She often wondered if her father had intercepted the gifts and had, a couple of times, looked in his room for unopened parcels and letters addressed to her. She had never found anything but was certain that they must exist. A mother would not just forget about her child — she was sure of that.

      Neti propped herself up and took the bird from the table. She ran a thumb gently over its surface, circling its large woven eyes over and over. She could not remember much about her mother, but her father had given her a few photographs of happier times when they were a family. Still holding the bird, she opened the drawer of the table and took out a black book with an inset lock. She rummaged through the graffitied pencil case on the floor and produced a tiny key. From the back of her diary, she took out a photograph. It was of herself as a newborn resting in the crook of her mother’s arm, her father sitting beside them. She dwelled momentarily on his image before placing her thumb over his face and, concentrating on that of the woman staring back at her, looked for similarities in her mother’s face to her own. She decided that, yes, she could recognise some common traits; here, in the downturn of the eyes, there, in the soft cleft of the chin.

      What had happened between her parents? She had asked her father, but he became subdued and would only say that her mother found it hard to adjust. Adjust to what? Neti felt that he had waited for his wife to return, and so she too lived with that thought. She placed the bird on top of the photograph, its body obscuring her father’s face. Her mother would come home, she thought. She must come home now.
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        * * *

      

      Still standing with his back to the smoking embers, Rupert winced as the door slammed. There was a moment of déjà vu — of walls shuddering as doors slammed and of malignant silences that grew between his feuding parents.

      A long-buried but familiar knot was forming in his stomach. He automatically assumed the deep-breathing method he had devised in his childhood as a coping strategy.

      What was he to do about Neti? His uncertainty rooted him to the hearth. Rupert forced his feet to cross the room to the passage and to her door. He raised one hand, knuckles bent for the knock, but drew it away again before making contact. He leaned forward, resting his forehead on the cool wood while he debated his next move. He thought he could hear her sob in an otherwise silent room. He straightened himself and raised his hand again only to see the lamplight go out from under the door.

      He turned back to the lounge room, switched off the television, turned the armchair to the face the fire and sank into it.

      For a long time, Rupert sat staring ahead, his mind in such a confusion of thoughts that, if asked, he would have said that he had no thoughts at all. He hadn’t slept well for the week leading up to this day and after a few hours fell into a light sleep. His body twitched as his mind sank through the levels of sleep. At its deepest point, his breath came evenly but his eyes darted behind his closed lids.

      

      Ross is here sitting beside him, a glass of whisky in one hand, cigarette in the other. Rupert is happy to see him but is not surprised. They have often sat here together. There is one difference this time — Ross is dead. His presence, though, is confirmation that life after death exists and Rupert is relieved.

      “What is it like?” he asks with anticipation, only vaguely surprised that Ross is still drinking.

      “It’s all right … Nothing in particular.”

      And there is that all too familiar desolation in Ross’s voice. He swills his glass and takes a sip, the clink of the ice echoing through Rupert’s growing emptiness.

      

      His misery, heightened by the chill of the room, woke him. He opened his eyes and stared blankly ahead while his brain tried to reconcile the objects in his brother’s home with the expected sight of his old bedroom. He felt drugged from a sleep that had brought him no relief. He placed the screen in front of the fire, switched off the lamp and retired to the small guest’s room at the rear of the house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE
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      The sound of the telephone ringing jarred the silence of the office and caused Rupert’s pulse to quicken. He had become suspicious of the motives of the telephone and the sound of a knock on the door — they could only bring bad news. He wondered if he would always be like this. What had once been innocuous enough sounds seemed now to be loaded with ill-meaning.

      Reluctantly, he picked up the receiver, “Hello.”

      “Hello.” The woman’s voice at the other end of the telephone sounded cheery, and not the bearer of bad news. He relaxed a little.

      “This is Rupert Brown.”

      The caller introduced herself as Athena Nevis.

      There was a pause that suggested to Rupert that he should know who she was. She must have heard his hesitation as she continued quickly.

      “I’m researching my PhD at this university, and you volunteered to be a subject?”

      ‘Volunteered’ sounded more energetic than Rupert’s memory of his response. ‘Coerced’, by Marjorie, would have been the truth.

      He had not expected this to be so soon. He was uncomfortable with the whole idea of discussing an event in his life he felt had little significance now. However, he knew from his own experience how difficult doctoral research could be and how necessary it was to legitimize theories.

      Rupert invited her to his office the following Tuesday, and they exchanged pleasant farewells. He wrote the appointment into his diary. Athena Nevis sounded older than most of the PhD students he had supervised. Her name, however, suggested that she was from a generation younger than his own.

      He wondered what use his own experience could be to her. From what he understood, she was looking for a biochemical factor in experiences of heightened perception, such as in moments of spiritual revelation. He had had one of these many years before. It had been an immensely significant event to him once — the catalyst for his conversion to Catholicism and taking religious vows. Now, he felt anxious at the thought of it, even embarrassed.

      He busied himself, shuffling papers at his desk trying to forget about it. He went to the window and looked across to the oval where an end-of-season cricket match was being played in the early autumn light. He needed a distraction, he thought, and left the office to join the spectators, though he sat apart from them. The sun warmed his back and made him drowsy. Through heavy eyelids he watched the players go about their game. The woody sound of bat on ball and the calls of the players lulled him into sleep. He leaned back on the grass and closed his eyes. He slept more peacefully than he had in a while.
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        * * *

      

      Marjorie saw him from her office. She had caught sight of him as he wandered down to the oval. She watched him now as he sank slowly back into the grass and thought she could imagine him groaning as he did so.

      There had been a complaint from a student. Normally, this would not concern her unduly. Her position as Dean of the Faculty meant that she often had to deal with clashes of personalities between students and staff members, although never before concerning Rupert. But this complaint was more disturbing. Rupert, according to the student, made statements during his lectures that were counter to Christian doctrine. Sometimes, a particularly conservative student might find some of the more liberal views of scholars difficult to bear. However, Rupert was calling into question the Resurrection — not in terms of the interpretation of that fundamental event, but he had said that he doubted that it could have happened at all. Though Jesus of Nazareth was a great man, he had said, his life would have ended with his crucifixion, and it was quite likely that the disciples were deluded in their grief. The problem was not so much that Rupert thought this, as Marjorie too had wondered at times about the reality of the Resurrection. It was that he had voiced it in his teaching.

      Marjorie left her office to join him on the grass. She sat quietly beside her friend, watching the steady rise and fall of his breath, a measure of the depth of his sleep. She studied Rupert’s face. It was a face that she trusted and one that she loved. They had come to this University at the same time, both in their early thirties, full of enthusiasm and secure in their faith. They had each lived in the same college for years, until her marriage to John. They had shared their thoughts, argued out their different approaches to Christianity — he from the Catholic Church and she from the Uniting Church. She knew about his conversion from the Anglican tradition, and she knew about the profound experience that had triggered it. Rupert had told her one evening as they walked back to the College after dinner. She remembered how deeply the experience that had occurred many years before had affected him. She had always been moved by the intensity of Rupert’s faith, the complete and utter commitment to his religious life, and he had been influential in her own decision to become an ordained Minister.

      And now … here he was — a tired body and a withering soul. She sniffed.

      Rupert opened his eyes slowly at first and then wider in surprise.

      “Are you getting a cold?” he said tenderly.

      “Must be,” she said, rummaging through her pocket for a handkerchief. She held it tightly to her nose.

      “Ru …”

      “Yes.” He sat up on his elbows.

      “There’s been a complaint Ru, from one of your third-year students.”

      “Oh, the Resurrection?” He looked away from her towards the match that was still being played.

      She told him what the student had said, addressing his profile. Finally, he turned to face her.

      “What do you want me to do?” he said without emotion.

      “Are you admitting that you did say it?”

      Although she suspected that the student’s story was true, Marjorie was hoping that Rupert would deny it strongly.

      “I probably did.”

      Marjorie felt a wave of exasperation.

      “Ru … Why? You know you can’t … You have a responsibility.” She was agitated, but more out of concern for Rupert than for the actual incident. She could probably smooth over that one.

      Rupert placed his hand over hers.

      “I’m sorry Marjorie. You’re right of course. I don’t know what made me say it.”

      “I’m worried about you Ru. You’re not yourself. It’s understandable under the circumstances, but …”

      “It won’t happen again. I’ll be careful in what I say.”

      Although Marjorie might have been relieved with this response, she wasn’t.

      “But it won’t be what you believe, will it?”

      He looked away from her again, still holding her hand.

      “I don’t know.”

      Marjorie let out a sigh of resignation at what she should do for him. She slipped her hand out from under his.

      “I want you to take some of your leave, Ru.”

      He looked at her, perplexed.

      Hardly bearing to look at him she continued quickly, “I think you need it. You need to settle into the house and to allow time for the adjustments that both you and Neti need to make.”

      “How long?” Rupert said, with some resignation.

      “Four weeks. That will cover the coming school holidays anyway. Perhaps you and Neti could go away?”

      Despite the strain showing in Rupert’s eyes, there was a glint of humour in them at Marjorie’s last remark.

      “That would be fun,” he said.

      With a smile, Marjorie reached for her friend’s hand and clasped it tightly in hers.

      “Settled?”

      “Settled,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Subject 1

        Name: (Dr) Rupert Brown (SJ)

        Age: 42

        Sex: Male

        Occupation: University Lecturer in Theology

        Medical History: Sinusitis, occasional migraine, no chronic illness; no history of mental illness.

        Family: to be provided in person

        Family Medical History: to be provided in person

        Please outline below the nature of your experience of heightened perception: to be provided in person

      

      

      Athena held the file in her hand as she ascended the staircase to Rupert Brown’s office. He had provided little information that she could use, but he had bothered to return the form. She had wondered if he was going to be prickly to interview, but their brief telephone conversation had been pleasant enough and he sounded quite accommodating.

      She scanned the closed doors in the corridor for his name and found it on one that stood slightly open. She knocked and the door opened.

      Athena held out her hand to the tall, lean man who extended his in greeting.

      “Hello … I hope I’m not too early?”

      She was carrying a red coat and he offered to take it from her to hang on the rack inside the door.

      Saying little else but a warm hello, Rupert directed Athena to the chairs.

      “Thank you for responding to my letter,” she said as she sat down.

      “I thought it was important that we meet in person first,” he said.

      Athena thought of the response he had written on the form and nodded in agreement.

      She sat at the edge of her seat. The man sitting opposite her intimidated her and she was not sure why. She wondered if it was because he was a priest. Although he had not stated this on the form he had returned, she was aware of the significance of ‘SJ’ included at the end of his name. Only now as they sat facing each other did she dare to take him in. Yes, he looks forty-two she thought — pallid complexion, sandy hair carefully combed, a long nose which made his eyes look beadier than they might have against a smaller one. There was a softness to those eyes though; there was a heaviness around them made him appear tired.

      As much as she was able to, Athena took in the office around her. It seemed an appropriate one for a theologian, although slightly cliched; wood-panelled walls, bookshelves filled, she assumed, with heavily weighted words, diamond-paned windows that let in a mellow light and a large oak desk. And yet, it was a simple office too and surprisingly void of religious symbols, except for a small cross on the wall behind him.

      “Well,” he said smiling, bringing his hands together in a prayer-like position.

      She had to contain a smile when she saw that but began to relax.

      “Can I ask why you responded to my letter?”

      Rupert shifted in his seat.

      “I’m not sure, but I was persuaded by my boss.”

      His voice was gently articulate with a timbre that was soothing yet commanding. It would be easy to listen to his lectures, Athena decided. She had wondered about Rupert’s ‘boss’ as he described her and had been surprised that the dean of Theology was a woman.

      Rupert answered her query.

      “The College is ecumenical and it’s not that unusual these days for women to hold such positions … except in the Catholic Church of course. Tell me about your field.”

      “Well, it’s neuroscience, as you know. What can I tell you?”

      “Everything probably. I know very little about it. How did you get into it?”

      Already becoming lulled by that voice, Athena reassessed it and decided that his was the voice of a priest, someone to whom it might be easy to confess. She considered her work in answer to his question.

      “I sort of fell into it. No … Fell in love with it. I did my Honours degree in biochemistry and somewhere along the way I became intrigued with the idea that our chemical composition might be underestimated … that our bodies are at the mercy, to a certain degree, of our internal chemical soup.”

      He seemed puzzled, so she continued.

      “Thoughts, emotions … the works!”

      Rupert was silent for a moment while he considered what she was saying.

      “So … religious experience, do you mean?”

      Buoyed by the opportunity to talk about her work, Athena answered quickly, “A result of particular combinations of neurotransmitters flowing across synaptic junctions, exciting the next neuron.”

      “Like an epileptic fit.” he said, but it sounded more a statement than a question.

      Athena could feel herself blushing and wished that she’d spoken less hastily.

      “Well … look I don’t know enough yet. That’s why I’m researching.”

      “How many have responded?”

      “You’re the first.”

      They both smiled. She continued.

      “But there has been some work done overseas.”

      “And what do you think might trigger one of these fits? Too many Brussel sprouts?” he said with a laugh.

      Athena could feel herself growing redder.

      “I didn’t call it a fit … And I don’t know, that’s why I’m researching. To find the trigger”.

      “A pity you don’t have access to the brains of some of the saints. You’d find some hefty cocktails in those neurons.”

      He was smiling, but Athena could not determine if he was making a fool of her. She paused before replying.

      “From what I’ve read, some of their experiences seem to have been symptomatic of manic conditions.”

      “Yes,” he said, “I think that’s probably right. Our mental demons manifest in strange disguises — addictions, suicide, crime … religious experience.”

      “I didn’t mean …”

      She saw him look away; noticed the slow blink of the eyes. There was a sense that he was implying something, about himself and his own experience. She answered, more gently now.

      “I don’t know what it is or why.”

      “But you think the experiences are not transcendent,” he said, looking at her directly.

      Aware that there was more to this question than he was revealing but uncertain what answer he was looking for, Athena could only answer honestly.

      “I believe that there is a physiological explanation.”

      “I’m sure you’re right.”

      There was no hesitation in his reply, and, for some reason, she felt disappointed by his response.

      “You haven’t always thought that have you?”

      “No.” Rupert hesitated before continuing, “After all, I gave up my life because of it.”

      “That’s an interesting way to put it,” she said smiling, but the expression on his face told her a lot more.

      Athena studied the man before her who, despite his attempts to hide it, appeared to be under some emotional stress. He twisted the ring on his right hand distractedly and occasionally raised his hand to his temple, pressing deeply as if hoping to obliterate his thoughts.

      “Are you alright?” She was surprised by her own directness.

      He looked up quickly.

      “I’m sorry. I’ve had a recent death in my family.”

      Athena gasped. When Rupert revealed that he had lost his twin brother, she was stunned. She thought of the form he had returned to her and realised why he had been reluctant to complete it.

      He smiled apologetically and changed the tone of the conversation, sitting even straighter in his seat.

      “You’re doing your research at this university?”

      Athena noticed his attempt to lighten the situation, but she felt uncomfortable talking about herself now and offered to make another time.

      He seemed to be considering her offer, which she thought — she hoped — he would accept.

      “Perhaps …” He hesitated. “No, it might be best to do it now. I’ll be taking some leave after this week.”

      She searched his face. “If you’re sure that you’re up to it, I would be most grateful.”

      Rupert smiled. He scanned the office while making his decision.

      “I’m up to it,” he said still smiling. “But do you mind if we move location? I think I need to get out of here.”

      “Certainly,” she said, “Where would you like to go?”

      “A walk?”

      He was already standing, waiting for her.

      “That sounds good,” she said getting up and taking her coat from him.

      Once outside the office, she turned to him and was again aware of his height. In relative silence they walked down the two flights of stairs. At the building’s entrance they were jostled by students, three abreast, entering for an afternoon lecture.

      “Right or left?” Athena asked as shy strangers do when they can never assume to know the other’s mind nor dare to choose for them.

      “Left.”
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        * * *

      

      Rupert was embarrassed about his earlier display and that he had made Athena feel uncomfortable. It often seemed to be the way of late that he was taken unawares by a rising of emotion when he least expected or wanted it. He took her in out of the corner of his eye as they walked, noticing that when the sunlight caught her hair it was a combination of colours including red, a shade deeper than her coat. He had noticed a moment earlier, that same shade in the tips of her eyelashes.

      They headed through the grounds of the university towards the river.

      “Shall we begin?” Athena had stopped walking.

      He paused and ran a hand through his hair, pondering the best way to begin.

      “I think I probably need to tell you about my family circumstances at the time … to put it into context.”

      “Does it have a context?” she said, a red-tinged eyebrow cocked in mock sarcasm.

      “I think you’ll see that it does,” he answered her seriously, “which is why you might be disappointed, no, not disappointed, that’s probably not the right word … vindicated in your beliefs? Oh, I don’t know.”

      “Let me be the judge of that.”

      He took a deep breath, and they resumed walking.

      “Right … Anyway, our family life … Ross, my twin, and mine … was not a happy one. Our parents, well, there was a lot of bitterness there. They argued quite a bit of the time. Loud arguing.”

      “Do you mean violence?” Athena asked tentatively.

      “No, not so much actual violence. More the threat of it if you know what I mean? That’s almost as bad, I think. That feeling that it’s going to happen at any minute.”

      She nodded.

      “Well, that went on for many years. Our father was a very domineering man. Our mother … I suppose life would have been quieter if she didn’t retaliate, but that’s not right, is it? That one person should try to dominate like that. She was right to defend herself. She was a proud woman, a good mother and a good wife, if he let her be the woman she wanted to be. Not what he wanted her to be.”

      “She didn’t leave him?”

      “Oh no. She would never have broken up the family for the sake of her own freedom.”

      It pained him to think of what his mother had had to bear. She had been an intelligent woman; she had studied agricultural science and had had a promising future before marrying his father. Rupert knew her frustration. He remembered the rare occasions when he had been alone with his mother, on days home sick from school. She would make him tomato sandwiches, cut in quarters, and sit on his bed to talk. Before long she would be reminiscing about her youth, or she would go through his rock collection, explaining how each of the pieces were formed. Her lovely face would be sad and wistful, and he would touch her hand to reassure her, “It’s okay, Mum.”

      “And your father?”

      Rupert could feel a little twist of his stomach at the mention of his father.

      “He was a Minister in the Anglican Church.”

      “Anglican Church! But … I don’t understand.”

      “I’ll get to that,” he promised. “He just couldn’t understand that his wife was unfulfilled. It was the times I suppose, but it was very hard on our mother. She developed depression, and she drank. My father, intolerant at the best of times, showed less compassion for his wife than his parishioners. They argued more and more.”

      Athena looked down at the ground as she spoke, aware of this personal revelation.

      “That must have been very hard for you and Ross.”

      Rupert nodded and remembered how he and Ross had pleaded with their mother to stop drinking as the arguing between their parents became more regular. Rupert realized now that she had probably been drinking for years but had hidden it from them. Her increasing frustration and sense of worthlessness in her husband’s eyes only aggravated the problem, to the point that she could no longer conceal it.

      “How old were you both then?” Athena said.

      “I’d say from about ten onwards. I’m not really sure.”

      “How did you feel?”

      Rupert noticed how gently she asked him questions.

      “We hated it. But at least we had each other. Fortunately, we were the only children. I think … I know that it affected Ross very deeply, for the rest of his life in fact.”

      “You were twins you said.”

      “Yes. Identical.”

      “Identical! That’s interesting.”

      Athena stopped walking. Rupert stopped too.

      “Why is that?” he said.

      She seemed to be deep in thought and spoke slowly, “It means of course that you are … were, genetically identical. The links between our genetic make-up and our emotions is not established but …” She looked up at him apologetically. “It’s just that this is my area of interest.”

      They continued walking. There was less traffic now on the path and it was much quieter.

      “And I think this brings us to the point of our meeting,” Rupert said as way of getting started.

      “Really?” She stopped to face him, confused as to what the connection could be. “Tell me.”

      Her eyes are green, Rupert thought. He’d been certain that they were brown.They walked on, more slowly than before.

      Rupert used the rhythm of the stroll to launch himself into this memory, though he wasn’t sure what he thought of it anymore.

      “When Ross and I were seventeen, and in our last year of school, we came home to find our mother drinking and she was … rambling.” Rupert closed his eyes briefly as he remembered their distress, sensing the trouble that lay ahead. “We tried to sober her up before our father came home. We were worried. He came home and was angrier than we had ever seen him. He was on the verge of hitting her. We think he would have, but Ross hit him first. I was sort of shielding Mum … I didn’t see it happen, but I heard Father hit the floor. Ross ran out. He was so angry … and scared, I think. Mum was screaming. I lifted Father to the chair. He was all right, but bleeding from a cut on his mouth and he was cursing us. I don’t think he knew which one of us it was in all the confusion. I put Mum to bed and Father just sat in the chair and wouldn’t speak.”

      Rupert paused, feeling the unwelcome return of the emotion of that night. He breathed deeply as he walked to slow his thoughts. Out the corner of his eye he could see that Athena was listening with grave attention. He continued.

      “When they were both asleep, I went out looking for Ross. He’d been gone for hours. I called at some friends’ houses, but he wasn’t there. Then I had this feeling of where he would be and … he was there … standing on the edge of the bluff close to our home where we often used to sit and talk. But it was dark. He had his back to me, and he was weaving about with a bottle of Mum’s scotch that he must have hidden from her. I approached him slowly, I was afraid of what he was going to do … I hadn’t seen him like that before.”

      He stopped walking. Athena faced him silently.

      “When I was close enough, I called his name. He turned around to face me, but he started to taunt me … moving backwards to the edge of the bluff, his arms up high, and he kept swilling from that bloody bottle …”

      He stopped. “Sorry.” In relating that night to Athena, he saw all too clearly where his brother’s trouble had begun. He was never the same after it, and Rupert would continue to curse the bottles of alcohol that became Ross’s constant accessories.

      Athena smiled at him sympathetically.

      “Anyway, he went on like that for a while and I was just … frozen to the spot. I just kept telling him that I loved him and then, finally, he just fell down on his knees and cried his heart out.”

      Rupert’s eyes smarted.

      Athena looked down to the ground. He saw it and was grateful. He breathed deeply, conscious that he had spoken for a long time and still had not come to the point of his monologue. He was unaccustomed to speaking about himself at such length.

      “I will get to the point,” he said light-heartedly, trying to lift the intensity of the moment.

      She looked up and smiled and Rupert thought she brushed his arm. She looked across to a nearby park bench.

      “Do you want to sit down for it?” she said. “I think I need to.”

      “Good idea,” he said, leading the way and disturbing a flock of seagulls feeding on chips that had been spilt on the ground.

      He waited for her to sit before seating himself.

      They sat quietly together staring ahead, each lost for a moment in their own thoughts. The river was calm and looked like mercury. A skiff passed by them silently, its rowers grimly intent in their task.

      “So …” Rupert laughed as he faced her. “This is going to be an anticlimax. I’ve told you the most dramatic part. I imagined that you would be ticking boxes and taking copious notes.”

      “I’ll remember,” she said, settling back into the bench as if in for the long haul. “I’m ready.”

      Looking ahead he noted how the water’s surface had been sliced into two even parts, each rippling its way towards the banks. He focused his thoughts and spoke, much slower now.

      “I went to him then … to Ross … and held him in my arms while he let it all out. We were just tired of it all you see. It had gone on so long, and we were constantly anxious. Ross fell asleep, probably helped by the alcohol, and I didn’t have the heart to move him. So, we just stayed there, on the ground, by the edge of that bluff. It was quite late, but there was a full moon so I could see most things around me. I could hear the waves crashing on the shore below. It was peaceful. I was wide-awake, holding Ross, and probably thinking about it all … I don’t remember.” He paused while he tried to think of a way to explain what happened next. “What I do remember is that I was looking at a nearby pine tree and I became aware of a … visible clarity … of the tree, of Ross, and, as I looked up and around at the stars, the moon, it was as if … ” Rupert searched his mind for something that would help to explain his experience, “ … as if everything had suddenly taken on a heightened reality. And then …” He took a long intake of air through his nose before continuing. “It all became indistinguishable points of vibrating light. I couldn’t define any one thing from another — not even my hands.”

      He stopped abruptly and looked at her, trying to gauge her reaction.

      Athena had been watching him intently while he spoke, and her eyes had widened. He thought he saw her shiver.

      “That’s not all I’m afraid,” he said almost apologetically.

      “Oh?”

      “There was something else.” This was the part he was dreading the most. “A voice.” He looked down and could feel himself blush.

      “Oh,” she said.

      He continued slowly, “When I say a voice, it was … in my head, not something that anyone else would have heard.”

      “What did it say?”

      “Well … It’s difficult. It was more the feeling that I had … an incredible, indescribable feeling of peace that was overwhelming. I felt like I was physically fusing with everything around me … and I knew that I was being called to serve him.

      She looked confused.

      Rupert continued. “I knew, well, at the time I thought I knew, that it was the voice of God, wanting, asking me to live my life in his service. There were no particular words I can recall, as I said, more a feeling.”

      He had often thought about it over the years, tried to rationalize it, but he had held a deep conviction that the experience, that the voice, was real, not imagined. That is, until now.

      “Why would you assume it was an experience of God?”

      Although Athena still looked bemused, she listened intently.

      “I ask myself that now, but, at the time, I had no doubt that it was God. As the son of a Minister, I had grown up with religion. When I look back, I don’t think I could have thought it was anything else.”

      “And so you became a priest. Did you want to? Had you thought about it before?”

      “Not really, and … no. But I felt at the time that I couldn’t deny that call.” He stopped for a moment, her silence suggesting that she needed time to digest it. “I told you it would sound trite.”

      “No, no. It doesn’t sound trite at all! It’s just, I suppose I would understand better if I had an experience myself.” She considered for a little longer. “But why the Catholics?”

      Rupert laughed. “I think I was rebelling against my father. There were several factors. A chance meeting with a Catholic priest.” His heart lifted at the thought of Matthew, his dearest friend and mentor. “An idea about the significance of celibacy, which was probably disguising a resolve not to marry, and yes … some rebellion.”

      “What about Ross?” Athena said. “What happened after that incident?”

      “That night marked the beginning of a downward spiral. He was angry, with me, of course, for making my decision. He couldn’t understand it and I think he felt that I had abandoned him. He managed to complete an engineering degree and did quite well considering he was rarely at lectures, usually sleeping off a hangover. Then, when we were twenty-five, he met and married Kate.”

      He could feel a small surge of anger at the thought of his former sister-in-law. Kate had been a student of Fine Arts at the same university when Ross and Rupert were studying. Finely strung, but talented and creative, she lived the life of a bohemian artist, and Ross had fallen madly in love with her.

      “Was it a happy marriage?”

      “No. Well, it was at first, but Kate had some problems of her own and she … she didn’t help his problems. They divorced several years ago.”

      “And there were no children?”

      “Yes. One. Neti, my niece.”

      “And she’s with her mother?”

      Rupert paused, knowing that this was the root of his anger towards Kate. Though it was obvious that domestic life stifled her, she had had a child with Ross and then abandoned them when Neti was just five years old. Rupert could never understand how she could walk away from her family.

      “No. Neti’s with me.”

      Athena looked confused.

      “Kate left Ross and Neti ten years ago,” Rupert explained. “She broke my brother’s heart. Despite their difficulties, he loved her.”

      “So, he was left to raise Neti … and now?”

      “I’m her guardian. There’s no one else. We don’t have any other family, and she’s Ross’s daughter, my niece, I should raise her.”

      “You can do that as a priest?”

      “It’s not usual. But these are not usual circumstances.”

      “How’s it going?”

      “It’s a learning process.”

      “I’ll bet!” Athena laughed.

      They sat silently for a while, staring at the passing boat, lost in their own thoughts.

      Rupert looked at his watch. He needed to shop for dinner and made his apologies.

      Athena stood up with him.

      “Would it be an imposition if I talked with you again, about the details?”

      Rupert considered this for a moment. For the first time in a while, he felt a little lighter. He already knew that he would like to speak with her again. She had been very patient, and it had been much easier than he had thought to tell her of his experience. He reminded her that he would be taking leave.

      “I’ll contact you later this week?” she offered.

      Something about her made him smile. “That’s probably the best. Can I walk you back?”

      “No, thank you. I might stay here for a bit longer. Rupert, thanks for sharing your experience with me.”

      “I hope it was helpful.”

      “I’m sure it will be. I’ll be in touch.”

      Rupert hesitated for a moment, feeling that he would like to say more.

      “Goodbye, then.”

      “Ciao,” Athena called after Rupert. It had been difficult for him to tell her about this episode in his life, and she was grateful to him for the effort he made on her behalf. There was plenty of material there to inform her research and she was excited; she would record it immediately when she returned to her office. But as she wandered back through the grounds of the university, it was not the material that she pondered. Something about this man lingered. His gentleness and vulnerability had made her want to reach out to him. He had moved her. Though it bemused her, Athena knew that with Rupert’s leaving, she had experienced a small sense of loss.
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        * * *

      

      Rupert walked from the train station, carrying the ingredients for the recipe on page 21 of his new cookbook Family Meals with a Difference. Two doors from home he could hear the throb of Neti’s stereo. He could feel himself becoming agitated, partly because of the volume of the music, but more in anticipation of her mood.

      He opened the front door, the thump of the music so intense it almost sent him reeling backwards. As he came through the room, he saw four girls, including Neti, lying around on the couch and floor, the air faintly hazy with the smoke of cigarettes.

      “Hello,” he said to one girl who looked up and saw him.

      She jumped up immediately and looked nervously around at the others. She headed to the stereo and turned the music down.

      “Hello,” he said again, this time audibly to all four girls.

      “Hi … Hello … Hi”, Neti’s friends responded, but she remained expressionless and silent.

      Rupert surveyed the scene that was littered with chip packets, the contents of several spilling onto the floor, glasses of Coke and a half-filled ashtray. He was on the verge of saying something — about the volume of the music, the cigarettes, the use of time after school, but Neti’s unruffled demeanour suggested that she was waiting for him to do just that.

      “How are you girls?” he said instead, and then to Neti, “I’ll have dinner ready in about an hour.”

      “Fine,” she said.

      She turned back to her friends to resume their conversation. They looked at her and then to him uncertainly.

      “Anyway,” Neti said forcefully, pressuring them to continue.

      Rupert took his leave of them. He unpacked the shopping bags on the kitchen bench. Mercifully, the volume was not turned up again, but he could hear their lowered voices punctuated now and then by Neti’s raucous laugh. He felt sad when he heard that. He knew he was the topic of conversation, but Neti’s attitude towards him hurt him deeply. It hadn’t always been like that. As Ross’s brother, and possibly even more because he was his twin, Rupert had spent a lot of time with Ross and Neti over the years, particularly since Kate had left. He had spent every birthday with her, every Christmas and even the occasional holiday. He always considered that he had a very good relationship with Neti, and he loved her. There was no doubt that he felt some awkwardness with children and particularly teenagers, but it had never really posed any problems before. He realised that Ross probably acted as the buffer between their profound differences and Neti was now becoming increasingly belligerent towards him.

      Since her father’s death, Neti had shown very little emotion — at least publicly. She didn’t know that he heard her crying in her room on several occasions, but any attempt of his to talk with her about it was met with derision. He knew that she had to cope with it in her own way, but he was concerned that she would not talk about it, nor express her sorrow, and it was now manifesting in reckless behaviour. He smelt cigarette smoke coming from her room on several occasions and Neti’s appearance was becoming more dishevelled. She rarely put out her washing, or did it herself, and Rupert was reluctant to trespass in her room to collect it.

      He opened the recipe book. Marjorie had suggested that the way to Neti’s heart might be through her stomach. He had been unconvinced, given that the healthy but simple fare that he had been cooking for her usually ended in the compost. Marjorie smiled at him in amusement when he told her this. Neti’s probably bored, she had said. Marjorie had also quipped that it might do both of them good to be a little more adventurous with meals. Shopping had been an adventure, Rupert thought, as he scanned the exotic ingredients before him, but he had to admit to the pleasure he derived from wandering the market stalls and to the anticipation of cooking Neti a meal she might enjoy.

      He concentrated on the recipe before him, anxious to measure and chop and grind exactly as instructed — the highly coloured photograph of the Thai Chicken and Singapore Noodles he was attempting to cook intimidated him. At different moments, when he could afford to let his mind wander, the events of the afternoon rose to the surface of his thoughts.

      It had surprised him how easy it was to tell Athena about his experience: the experience. Her self-assuredness and air of strength and reliability had made it easier for him to tell her. In fact, he had told her more than he had originally intended, more than he might normally say, except perhaps to Marjorie or to Ross. Since Marjorie had given him the envelope, Rupert had thought about what had happened to him on the night that now seemed so long ago. Remembering how certain he had been of his experience did not produce the same certainty in him now. He viewed it cynically and reasoned that it had been his own youthful enthusiasm and need at the time that had interpreted it as something profound. In another sense, though, he longed to feel it again, in fact, to feel an enthusiasm for anything at all.

      Athena could be trusted, he thought. Other thoughts came too; not to do with what he or she said, but gestures and movements and facial expressions.

      An hour later, Neti’s girlfriends had left. He put his head in the lounge room. She was lying on the couch watching a game show on television. He noticed that she had made no attempt to clean up the room.

      “Dinner’s ready for those who are game.”

      He knew that she would resist sitting at the kitchen table to eat. The first few nights together became a tense battle of wills about where to eat the meal. She insisted that Ross had allowed her to eat on the couch while watching the television. Although he knew it would be easier if he just let her do so, and he would also have some peace, he felt that the evening meal was the only time that he could make any real contact. Not that any valuable contact had been made as yet. So far, they had spent each meal in an uncomfortable silence, dotted with stilted small talk.

      Surprisingly, she didn’t raise an objection, but merely slouched reluctantly to the kitchen. She flopped into the chair and waited for her meal to be served to her. Rupert, bringing the plates over from the bench, noticed how white the skin of her neck was since she had had her hair cut very short. Despite her bravado, she was really just a child, he thought.

      He placed her meal in front of her, holding his breath, while she studied it. He’d followed the instructions exactly, right down to the garnish of coriander leaves and felt some pride that it did resemble the photograph.

      “What’s this?” she said yawning.

      “Thai chicken. I’ve never made it before.”

      “No kidding. What’s the green stuff?”

      “Do you mean in it or on top of it?”

      “Both.”

      “It’s coriander on top and green curry in with the chicken.”

      “Curry!”

      “It shouldn’t be too hot,” he said quickly as he sat down, “but there’s water here if it is.”

      He picked up his fork to begin. She sat staring at the plate for a moment but then picked up her fork and made small stabbing movements at the edges of her meal. She gave a small grimace after her first mouthful, but Rupert was relieved to see her go back for a second and a third.

      “Neti, I think we need to talk about what happens after school.”

      “What do you mean?” she said looking up from her meal. Her tone indicated that he was treading on treacherous ground. For a moment, he wished he hadn’t raised it, but he felt the need to pursue the matter of this afternoon.

      “It’s fine to have your friends over at the weekend of course, but I think that you should really do a few hours of homework when you get home. You must have quite a bit?”

      “No.”

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      “Please yourself. They don’t give us any. Anyway, I do it at school.”

      “I noticed that someone had been smoking this afternoon.”

      “So? Kate and Jane are allowed to. They smoke at home.”

      “Well, that may be the case, but I don’t think that they should be smoking here.”

      She looked at him directly.

      “Dad used to let them.”

      He put down his fork.

      “Neti, I know it must be hard for you, and I know that I’m not Dad—”

      There was a knock at the front door. Neti jumped up to answer it, eager to get away. She came back in a few moments later looking bored and, he thought, disappointed.

      “It’s that woman you work with.”

      She plopped herself down again at the table and continued eating her dinner.

      “Oh?” Rupert wiped his mouth with his serviette and went out to see who it was that Neti had left at the door.

      “Marjorie!”

      “Hello.” She was holding a casserole dish that looked heavy. “I hope I haven’t come at a bad time.”

      “Not at all, come in.”

      She handed him the dish.

      “I thought you might like … I just whipped up a casserole for you both.”

      He took it from her and dropped his arms in exaggeration of its weight.

      “A hearty one by the feel of it. Thank you. You needn’t have done that.”

      “That’s all right. By the time I cook for all my family, it’s just as easy to make two as one.”

      Rupert led the way towards the kitchen. Marjorie followed.

      “I’ll put this in the fridge for tomorrow night. Neti and I were just finishing tonight’s attempt. Neti, do you remember Marjorie?”

      Neti looked up from her plate.

      “Yes. Hi.”

      “Doesn’t that look delicious! Who cooked that?” Marjorie smiled at Rupert knowingly.

      Neti picked up her nearly empty plate and took it to the sink.

      “I was trying something new,” Rupert said mockingly as he placed the casserole in the fridge.

      Neti began to rinse the dishes noisily. Rupert raised an eyebrow to Marjorie.

      “It’s okay Neti, I’ll do them later. You might want to just clean up the lounge room though.”

      “Whatever,” she said over her shoulder as she left the kitchen.

      “Mmmm … How’s it going?” Marjorie said once Neti was out of earshot.

      “We get on like a house on fire,” Rupert said, laughing.

      “Yes, I can see the sparks flying.”

      “I didn’t see you today,” she said.

      “I was in earlier, but I had an afternoon appointment — with the neuroscientist.”

      Marjorie looked concerned.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Rupert laughed. “Nothing. The neuroscientist. The one you wanted me to talk to. Remember?”

      “You did respond! Good on you. How did it go?”

      “All right.”

      “What did she think of it?”

      “I think she thinks I’m a complete nutter.”

      “Rupert.”

      “I don’t know. What can you make of something like that?”

      “Quite a lot I would say. You had a very profound experience that meant something very important to you once. Don’t make light of it now.”

      “Hmm … Have a seat. Cup of tea?”

      “No, thanks. You need to finish your meal.” She nudged him gently with her elbow. “Well done by the way. It looks as though you won Neti with that one.”

      “I wish it was that easy.”

      Rupert walked Marjorie to the door.

      “Goodbye Neti, nice to see you again,” Marjorie addressed the feet that were facing her over the top of the couch.

      “Yeah … Bye,” came a voice from under a cushion. Neti’s eyes remained fixed to the 7:30 sitcom.

      Rupert rolled his eyes to Marjorie who bit her lower lip in amusement. He walked her to her car.

      “Thanks for bringing the casserole,” he said, opening her door.

      “A pleasure. But I don’t think I can compete with your cooking now.”

      “Ha!” he said. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      She turned to him and kissed his forehead.

      “You’re a gentle man, Ru.”

      “I’m glad someone likes me,” he said returning the kiss.

      When he came back inside, Neti was still riveted to the television, occasionally letting out a roar of laughter that seemed somewhat exaggerated. He knew what that meant. It was a warning — to keep his distance and not pursue the earlier conversation.

      He knew that he should pursue it, but he was tired and wanted some peace.

      He sat down adjacent to her, pretending at first to be watching the programme too.

      “Neti,” he said finally. “I’d like to talk to you.”

      She groaned loudly and rolled so that her back was to him, her face hidden in the couch and the pillow brought up to cover her exposed ear.

      Rupert turned down the volume on the television.

      “Neti.”

      “What now?” She flung her body around to face him.

      Rupert tried not to look too ruffled. He knew that this was a ploy to keep him off-guard and it had worked before. He kept his voice as even as possible.

      “I’m concerned about you at the moment.”

      She didn’t answer him but rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling.

      He continued. “I know it must be hard for you at the moment—”

      “I’m fine,” she cut in abruptly.

      Rupert swallowed and pursued his line, “I could never replace your father, Neti, and I don’t want to …”

      He could see that her chin was starting to quiver, but her eyes remained unflinchingly set on the ceiling.

      “I just want us to try to work together. To make the best of the situation … I do love you.”

      “Leave it alone!” She jumped up from the couch and stormed to the kitchen, still clutching the cushion.

      Tentatively, he followed her. She was bending over the sink, holding her stomach and sobbing.

      “Neti …” He moved towards her.

      “Go away!” She turned to him, her face pinched and mottled.

      Despite her protestations, Rupert went to her and held her. Surprisingly, she didn’t resist and let herself cry into his chest.

      Eventually, when she had drained herself of tears, Neti broke away from his grasp, not aggressively, but hesitantly, as if there was a tug-of-war between her emotions.

      “Could I run a bath for you?” Rupert offered helplessly, uncertain what to say next.

      He thought of his mother and how, after she and his father had had another row, she would run a bath for Rupert and Ross when they were young, in a desperate attempt to soothe them as if nothing had happened, as if every family behaved this way and it could easily be remedied. And Rupert and Ross would each take his turn dipping into the healing water. It would work for Rupert, with the door closed, head submerged, tapping on the side of the bath pretending he was in a submarine, and blowing giant soap bubbles from between his arms. He remembered that he was always first in, but Ross insisted it be so. Rupert knew that it was because Ross would pee in the bath — he liked the injection of warmth when the bath had cooled down.

      Rupert smiled his first smile at the memory of his brother.

      Neti did not want a bath, the offer brought a look of bemusement to her face, but, for the first time since they had lived together, her goodnight was not said through a hardened jaw. She did not want to talk, Rupert could see that, but she hesitated at the kitchen door and, though she kept her back to him, he could hear her say it, softly and with some meaning.
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        * * *

      

      “Hello, Rupert?”

      “Yes.”

      “Athena Nevis speaking.”

      “Hello Athena.”

      His voice sounded genuinely friendly, though she was anxious not to upset him when he was obviously still grieving.

      “I hope I haven’t called you at a bad time,” she said, thinking too that it was nice to hear his voice.

      “No, not at all. I’m almost there with my lesson plans etcetera. What did you conclude?” he said with a hint of amusement. “Am I as mad as the rest?”

      “Madder.”

      “Just as I thought,” he said with a laugh. “Can I help you further or did you just want to confirm what I already knew?”

      She laughed at his quip, thinking that he sounded much lighter than last time they met. She felt then a rising sense of anxiety.

      “There are a few things I would like to ask you if you have time, about your brother, and your mother, but I would understand if it’s too painful at the moment.”

      He was silent at the other end. Damn, she thought to herself, regretting the words almost as soon as she had said them. But his voice came back still as bright as before.

      “All right, but I don’t have much time this week. Unless we meet today?”

      “Oh, that would be great,” she said, taken by surprise. “Shall I come to your office?”

      “I haven’t had lunch yet. Could we talk and eat? Would that be too informal?”

      She was further surprised and wished she could say something else other than, “Great.”

      They arranged to meet in an hour at the cafeteria least frequented by students.

      Athena caught herself smiling as she put down the receiver.

      She recognized the lean frame in the blue cable knit jumper, sitting at an outdoor table. As she approached him from behind, she noticed that his hair swirled a little at the crown.

      When she came around to face him, his eyes were closed as he soaked up the meagre sunlight. She would have loved to have taken him in then, without him seeing her, but she panicked at the thought of being caught in the act. She coughed.

      He opened his eyes instantly and looked directly into her face, which startled her.

      “Hi,” she said guiltily.

      “Hello again,” he said standing up to greet her. “Is it too cold to sit out here?”

      “No,” she said sitting. “How are you?”

      “Well, thanks.” Rupert said smiling and eyeing the notepad, pen and glasses that Athena was placing on the table. “This looks intimidating. I’m going to be committed to print now, am I?”

      Athena blushed. “I’ve already recorded the experience as you related it,” Athena reassured him, “But there are a couple of questions … as I mentioned.”

      “Yes,” he said, but Athena thought she could see his eyes cloud over a little. “Ask away.”

      “Rupert, are you sure you’re up to this?” She felt a rise of panic about the questions she needed to ask and how they would make him feel.

      “Ask away,” he said again, but this time more softly.

      “Your brother,” she began tentatively, “did he drink before that night?”

      “Well, yes, as I had, socially with our friends. Why? Is it important?” Rupert did not look distressed but seemed perplexed by her question.

      “There is some interesting material to consider,” she continued. “That night you told me about, it seems to have been important for you both in that you each had a significant experience, albeit different in nature and effect.”

      “You think the cause was the same?” Rupert seemed to be following Athena’s line of reasoning.

      She nodded in agreement. “I’m not a psychologist, however my study is linked to psychology. The episodes of that night, with your parents, may have triggered something in each of you that led to your brother’s alcoholism and … perhaps your experience of heightened perception.”

      Rupert seemed to be deep in thought.

      Athena continued, “Of course, it’s not that simple. You may have each taken your paths in life regardless. It’s just so interesting that you and your brother were identical twins and that could have provided a wealth of information …”

      “If he hadn’t died you mean.”

      The statement was made matter-of-factly enough, but Athena eyed Rupert to be sure that she was not treading on too sensitive ground.

      “Identical twins provide such a wonderful opportunity to learn about the relationship between our genetic make-up and behaviour: the old nature-nurture debate. My work involves looking at the possibility that our genes determine our brain chemistry, in conjunction with our lifestyle, which, in turn, manifests our personalities.”

      “And alcoholism?” Rupert said, looking confused.

      “There is evidence that there is a genetic predisposition.”

      Rupert’s eyes widened. “I see. That’s why you’re interested in my mother?”

      Athena nodded. “Yes. It suggests the possibility of an inheritance factor.”

      “You use a lot of ‘possibilities’,” Rupert said smiling, but the change in conversation was not lost on Athena. “Milk?”

      She studied his reaction. She knew that this was a sensitive area, and her suggestions might be construed as trite explanations for some of the behaviour of people Rupert loved.

      “Yes. That’s both the frustration and the challenge of science,” she answered him, “stepping from the ‘possible’ to the ‘actual’.”

      “Do you think that everything can be explained by science?” Rupert was genuinely interested.

      “Y … yes. Ultimately, I’m sure we will be able to explain everything.”

      “What about love?” His face was blank as he poured her tea.

      Athena could feel the colour rise in her face. “Do I believe in it? Yes. Do I think that neuroscience will be able to explain the emotion? Yes …”

      “If what you are saying proves to be true,” Rupert said thoughtfully over the rim of his cup, “that is, that spiritual experiences, beliefs and love are explainable in this way, what effect do you think this knowledge might have?”

      “On?” Athena said uncertainly, between bites of her sandwich.

      “Those who believe that such things are transcendent?” Rupert’s face was earnest and the expression in his eyes suggested to Athena that the answer was most important to him.

      “Are you talking generally or are you talking about yourself?” she said. “Perhaps you can answer that.”

      “Do you believe in God?” he asked her directly.

      “I have never felt the need,” she said, but wished that she had phrased it more diplomatically.

      “Feeling the need is not enough, believe me.”

      Athena was taken aback at how bluntly he made the statement, but he looked away as her eyes searched his face.

      “I would imagine that, considering your recent loss, you would be feeling numb.”

      He sipped his tea slowly while considering his answer.

      “No … I felt that immediately after Ross died. Now, I feel … empty.”

      She was aware that this was a large admission and sensed the need to provide an opportunity to continue.

      “If you talk about it, you might have more feelings than you think.”

      He sighed with resignation and placed the cup back on the table. “It’s not the emptiness that’s bothering me. There was a time when I seemed to have unlimited access to the ‘Grace of God’ for want of a better term, and I could draw on that in moments of crisis. I felt the emptiness when our mother died but my faith enabled me to pull through. This is different. Now I feel there is nothing to access.”

      “What changed?” Athena’s voice softened.

      “Me.”

      As he spoke, she noticed the tips of his fingers turning white as they exerted pressure on the edge of the table.

      “I don’t think I believe anymore.”

      “But you’ve devoted your life to believing in a god!” Athena’s eyes widened. “How could you do that unless you were very sure?”

      She searched his face for clues to the extent of his dilemma. He was sitting back into the seat, his head down. “It’s easy enough to go through the motions. I’ve spent so long convincing my students that there must be a ‘Grand Design’, I’d assumed that I was convinced of it myself.”

      Athena leaned towards him. She noticed that swirl of hair that looked untamed, almost defiant against his careful combing.

      “But you have just lost someone very close to you. Of course, you’re feeling confused!”

      He looked at her steadily.

      “It’s more than that. I’m not just caught up in my emotions, abusing God for abandoning me. I feel nothing. Except, perhaps, the rising sense of my own stupidity — that I’ve given up my life for nothing. The joke’s on me!” He raised the cup in a mock toast and brought it to his lips. “You must agree?”

      The note of sarcasm was not lost on her.

      “The difference is that I have never believed.”

      “Then you must see me as a fool” he replied quickly.

      “No … I see you as being lost.”

      Athena could hear the indignation rising in his voice.

      “Why lost?  Neither of us is a believer!”

      She sensed that she had probably gone too far. This was someone she hardly knew after all and she was treading on obviously sensitive personal ground. There was something in his pain that made her want to help him. She had an urge to reach across the table and grab his hand, but she knew that that would be inappropriate and resisted.

      She said instead, “There is a desolation in your voice … because of what you had, your belief, and now you don’t have it anymore. That’s the difference between us.”

      “Have you ever lost anyone?” Rupert asked, his tone softening in response to her.

      “No … yes … grandparents, a dog, a cat …”

      He smiled. “It’s a joke, isn’t it? We live. We die. For what?”

      “It’s just the way it is,” Athena replied.

      “But doesn’t that disturb you? That there is no point. That there is no single reason why we should act justly or why we should even care what we do to anyone else. Except, perhaps, to keep ourselves out of prison!”

      “Why does there have to be a point?” This time it was Athena’s turn to be indignant. “Why does there have to be a bigger meaning, a purpose, for doing the right thing?” She leant across the table to make her point. “Why can’t you just do it because it’s the responsible thing to do! No rewards! Just do it because we’re all in this life together and we have responsibility to each other!”

      She could feel her tone rising and sank back away from it into her seat. “Don’t get me wrong,” she said more gently, “I don’t want to die or to lose the people I love, but it’s all part of being here. We live, we love,” she emphasised the part he had forgotten, “we die. That’s beautiful enough, isn’t it?”

      Athena knew her face would be flushed, and she looked away. When she looked at him again, he was watching her.

      “I’m sorry,” he said with a gentle smile. “You came to ask me questions for your research, and I have taken the time with my own concerns.”

      “I think I probably have enough,” Athena said, still embarrassed about her little tirade and reluctant to pursue her agenda any further.

      “But you didn’t get to take anything down,” Rupert said, eyeing the notepad and pen that were still lying on the table.

      “I have a good memory,” she joked. She shuffled them into her bag and took out her purse. “I’d better let you get back to your work,” she said standing. “Let me get this, please.”

      Before he could answer she went inside to pay. When she came back, he was standing, waiting for her. Once again, she felt a sense of anxiety, but she wasn’t sure what the cause was this time.

      “You shouldn’t have done that,” he said, “I should have paid you for listening to me. I owe you now …” He looked down at his feet and said quickly, “dinner, or something.”

      He cocked his head sheepishly and she could see that he was blushing.

      “With Neti, my niece, if that’s all right.”

      “That would be lovely,” she said.

      “I’ll call you then? When we’re organised?”

      “Yes. Call me then,” she reassured him. She tore a piece of paper from her notepad and wrote her telephone number. “I got to write something after all,” she said laughing.
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        Dear Ru

      

        

      
        How long has it been, Dear Heart?

      

        

      
        Before your letter arrived bearing its grim news, I would have said that it was a millennium since we last met. Since I have read of the tragedy, so gently written in your dear handwriting, it is but a beat of a cicada’s wing.

      

        

      
        Poor, dear Ross. What happened to his life Rupert? His dreams?

      

      

      Rupert sat back from the letter and closed his eyes. His fingers twitched at the paper’s edge. He took an agitated breath and continued reading.

      
        
        I can only imagine the extent of your pain. But I, more than others, would know the depth and strength of your bond. I’m sure that I don’t have to remind you of that Rupert. You and your twin were, after all, one who became two.

      

        

      
        I fear for you at this time. I know how you can suffer, and I suspect that you will not be taking this well (although I have no doubt that you are presenting a stoic face to the world).

      

      

      Rupert felt a bubble of rage rise upward.

      
        
        I have thought about your anguish constantly Ru and realise the impossible burden that has been placed upon you. I must return to my baby girl and take up the responsibility that is mine and which you so unselfishly took on as your own.

      

        

      
        I am her mother and Neti needs me now.

      

        

      
        I’ll arrive next Tuesday to pick up the pieces of my daughter’s life and give you back yours.

      

        

      
        Until then, Love and Peace

        Kat.

      

      

      Rupert tossed the letter across the bed and leant back on the pillow and the hard headboard. He stared at the woven lightshade on the ceiling, realising that it was the product of his sister-in-law’s handy work, as were, no doubt, many other items decorating this room in which he now slept. He was not going to be able to dismiss her as easily as he did the letter.

      She can’t come. She mustn’t come.

      He felt a surge of panic as adrenalin flooded his blood. There was an ominous tone to the letter that disturbed him and that could not be disguised by the sentiments expressed. Although her record might have given him hope that this was a bluff, or a spur of the moment sense of duty that would die out as quickly as it began, he felt her presence threateningly close.

      Why now? His anxiety turned to anger. If she had wanted to come home, why didn’t she do it years ago? Then, perhaps, his brother would be alive.

      But he knew that Kate would never have come home to Ross. Their differences were irreconcilable. Ross could not face this fact; when he did, he washed it away with alcohol.

      His thoughts calmed. Perhaps she genuinely wanted to return to her daughter, and she could only do this without Ross’s presence. Her desertion, her failure to communicate or to make any effort to see Neti, had been Ross’s greatest weapon. Although he had desperately wanted his wife to return, his sorrow turned to bitterness, and he held onto Neti fiercely.

      And if she really did want to come home, perhaps it would be the best thing. Neti would have her mother and he could go back to the life he had known for twenty years. Strangely, the thought gave him no pleasure at all. He picked up the letter again and considered Kate’s signature.

      ‘Kat’. How long had she been known by that name? The letter aimed at an intimacy they had shared and yet she had signed it with a name he could not relate to. But the superficial tone of the letter, and the signature, confirmed for him that she had been living out her alternative lifestyle dreams. In a way, he applauded her for it. She had always been ‘out of step’ with mainstream life. It was what had attracted Ross to her in the beginning.

      “Next Tuesday.” It was already Thursday. She wasn’t wasting any time.

      Sounds of the opening and closing of the refrigerator door brought him back to his prime concern. Neti never spoke of her mother, nor her father, now, not to Rupert at least. How was he going to tell her? Would she feel abandoned by him too? Perhaps he was fooling himself that he meant anything in his niece’s life. She showed few positive sentiments towards him anymore, and, despite his best efforts, her behaviour and appearance were becoming increasingly erratic.

      He was failing her. And yet, in his heart, he felt that he was the only constant person in her life providing her, he hoped, with some sense of security and continuity.

      “Damn her,” he cursed his thoughts of Kate to the walls of the room she had decorated a decade before.

      Although he wished he could put it off, he readied himself to tell Neti.

      “Hungry?” he said tentatively as he put his head into the kitchen. The rest of his body followed slowly, the hand holding Kate’s letter the last part of him to come through the door.

      She ignored him.

      “I’ll be cooking dinner soon. I thought I’d just have a read of the mail first.”

      She raised her eyebrows as if wishing that he would say nothing at all.

      “There is a letter …” he said somewhat nervously, raising the letter.

      “How nice for you,” she said with her back to him.

      “It’s from Kate, your mother.”

      He hadn’t meant it to come out so bluntly. Neti swung around, the ingredients of the sandwich she was making flying in all directions.

      It pained him to look at her. She didn’t look horrified as he had expected. Instead, her eyes were bright, and her face was flushed. He should have been happy for her, but he wasn’t.

      “My mother? What does she say?”

      She moved towards him as if to grab the letter with her free hand, the sandwich dangling precariously in the other.

      He stepped back and opened it out to read.

      “She’s coming next Tuesday.”

      Neti’s eyebrows were raised so high they were straining under her surprise.

      Rupert had to hold his tongue for fear that he would reveal his cynicism.

      “She wants to come home to you. To look after you,” he said instead. He could feel his body twitching with the tension of his false sincerity.

      “I knew it!”

      Neti flung the forgotten snack onto the bench.

      “Could I read it?” she said with a look that demanded compliance.

      He handed it to her. She poured over its contents obviously savouring every word. He felt like an intruder.

      He walked past her to the refrigerator and took out the ingredients for dinner. Neti, not aware of his presence anymore, headed to her room still reading her mother’s words.

      “Dinner won’t be long,” he called after her feebly.

      The only sound that answered him was the soft click as she closed her bedroom door behind her.
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        * * *

      

      Once on her bed, her sanctuary, Neti straightened the creases from the paper and reread it, marvelling at her mother’s handwriting and the unusual way she expressed herself. This was the first intimate contact she had had with her that she could remember, except for the Luck Bird. She took it from the bedside table and faced it to the letter.

      “You brought this,” she said to the cloth bird in admiration. “I knew she would come home,” she said to the walls.

      “Tuesday, Tuesday …” She counted the days on her fingers. “Five days!”

      Suddenly she felt nervous. She jumped up from the bed and peered into the mirror of her dressing table. She plucked at her spiky locks trying to soften them. She rummaged through a box of hair accessories and produced two tortoiseshell combs which she swiped through her hair trying to tame it.

      “Blah, you loser!” She insulted her image.

      She turned away then looked back sharply as if trying to catch her reflection in the act of doing something it shouldn’t. She only ever just got a tiny bit of the eye’s white. She tried it again and again, half expecting that one day her image’s eyes would be a second behind her own and she could say “Hah … Got you!”

      She laughed at herself and was so pleased with the effect she laughed some more, trying out different tones and expressions — silly laughs, sophisticated laughs, testing each to find one that she would take on as her own.

      “Hello mu …” She stopped mid rehearsal, realising that she did not know how to address her own mother.

      “Hello mother.” No. Too formal. “Hello mum.” Too familiar.

      “Hello Kat, nice to see you.” She extended her hand to the mirror in a gesture of welcome, her head thrown back as if waiting for her hand to be kissed by a royal suitor.

      “Dickhead,” she said laughing.
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        * * *

      

      Rupert could not bear the thought of meeting Kate in the place he had last seen her. Too much had happened. To just walk back in the door would be to stake a claim he felt she had no right to. He wanted her to know the full thumping force of his anger and he could not do that in the house in which he was, to Kate and Neti, a guest.

      He had expected a strong reaction to his letter of reply. He had suggested that he meet her at Southern Cross Station when her train arrived, that way he could buy some time, assess her, before she reclaimed Neti.

      She replied with a brief telephone call, simply informing him of the time of her arrival: no questions or platitudes. Her voice propelled him back in time. This contraction reinforced his anxiety about her stepping into the house she had left behind, that it would make a mockery of Ross’s death and all the pain in the intervening years.

      He felt calm, almost vacant, as he waited on the station for her train to pull in. He was tired of anticipating this meeting. Too many things contributed to his weariness. Undoubtedly, his concern for Neti was the most taxing. Since receiving her mother’s letter, she had changed from dark and brooding to too cheerful, almost hyperactive. Her reaction to him had converted from a resigned resentment of his presence to an off-hand dismissal of him, no doubt brought on by the prospect of his departure. She had even taken to cleaning the house in an effort, he suspected, to sterilise what was soon to be the past.

      Rupert’s impending move, back to the residential college, raised another concern of which he had not been aware. How could he return to the life he knew before? He had not fully realised that living in his brother’s house was providing a distraction from his inner spiritual turmoil. Although he still performed his religious duties, he did so mechanically. But there was nothing else that he could do. He was unqualified for life it seemed. For the first time in his life, he felt that he did not belong anywhere.

      As the Brisbane-to-Melbourne pulled into the station, Rupert felt that he was watching his fate approach him and that there was little that he could do to alter its course.

      There was a twenty-second pause before the passengers alighted — enough time for him to unlock his knees and to move towards the main points of exit.

      He didn’t have to look too hard for her. She saw him first and was waving to him as she stepped down onto the platform.

      “Ru! Ru!” she called to him as she threaded her way across the passengers who were herding to the departure gate.

      She put down the larger bag she was carrying between her pair of scuffed cream midi-heels and his pair of polished black lace-ups and threw her arms around his neck.

      “Oh Ru,” she said stepping back to look at him, her hands still on his shoulders. His own arms hung by his side.

      “You look so pale, you poor darling,” she said pressing herself to him again.

      Rupert stood unmoved initially but raised one hand in a feeble attempt to pat the back of her heavy woollen coat.

      “Hello Kate,” he said to her closest ear. He stepped away and she withdrew her arms self-consciously. He bent to pick up the bag, overcome with a sudden wave of anxiety.

      “That’s all my luggage,” she said, slightly embarrassed and hitching the strap of her smaller handbag further onto her shoulder.

      “The car’s not far.” He ushered her through the gate. “Did you have a good trip?” He was not yet looking at her eye to eye and wondered why he was the one to avert his gaze.

      “I hate that trip,” she said as she followed his lead.

      Her comment caused him to wonder if she had made this journey several times before, without her family knowing.

      She continued quickly, “I thought Neti might have come.”

      “She’s at school,” he said rather abruptly.

      Neti had been adamant that she wanted to meet her mother too. Fortunately, she had a Drama rehearsal that she could not miss. As Drama was the one subject that she was committed to, Rupert did not have to force the issue.

      “School …” Kate’s voice trailed off in wonder.

      “Year Ten,” he said.

      After a long pause, she said, “How is she, Ru?”

      “Taking it hard I think,” he said, still a half pace in front of her.

      “Yes, I suppose I could have given her more warning.”

      She had mistaken his meaning.

      “Her father’s death,” he said quickly, not able to disguise his irritation.

      He could sense her embarrassment.

      “Ru, I’m sorry to hear about Ross.” Her hand was on his arm.

      He still could not look at her.

      “We all are,” he said, unlocking the passenger door of the white Cortina.

      “Still got this car?” She searched his face for any kind of response. “I’ll have the bag here,” she said as he was about to close the door.

      When he was about to start the engine, she turned to him.

      “Please Ru … talk to me.”

      He took his hand from the key and faced her. She was so close he could see unfamiliar lines etched into her face that she had tried to soften with make-up. Most noticeable were the vertical lines running down to her top lip. Her hair was blonder than he had remembered but was still full of soft curls framing her much thinner face. Her eyes, always her most striking feature, seemed bluer than ever, but they were older and had lost their fire. Although her clothes were clean, she looked dishevelled, but he assumed that it was the result of the long train journey.

      He turned away from her and spoke to the windshield.

      “What do you want me to say, Kate?”

      He could take this opportunity to let it out as he imagined he would, but he was finding it difficult to organise the words.

      “Anything! Say anything … but don’t treat me like a stranger.” She was arching her body around to draw his face in her direction.

      “In some ways you are,” he said, turning to her. “I still can’t understand how you could just leave them the way you did. I don’t understand how you could not bother to contact your own daughter at least,” his voice gained energy with the momentum, “and I certainly don’t understand why you suddenly want to come back and expect that it will be all right that you do.”

      This time Kate turned away.

      “You hate me.”

      Part of him wanted to say, yes. But it wouldn’t be true. He had never hated her.

      “No,” he said instead, his voice softening a little, “I just don’t understand you.”

      Her whole body turned to him in an effort to lend her words more weight.

      “I thought that you, above all others would, you know. Surely you could understand that when you are called to the Spirit …”

      Her phrasing irked him, particularly now.

      “But you gave up your family!”

      She looked at him coolly. Silence filled the car.

      “Why have you really come back, Kate?”

      “To look after my daughter.” There was something malicious in her tone. “And, by the way, my name’s Kat!”

      Silence again. Rupert started the car and they headed out into the busy morning traffic to home. Whose home? He thought.

      “We need to talk about Neti,” he said, not looking at her. He felt like everything about him was prickling in her presence.

      “How does she feel about me coming home?” Kat said. She spoke quietly now and there was a slight tremor in her voice.

      “She’s excited.” He wished he could have put it in a way that would provoke the most guilt.“Oh?” she said with more energy.

      “But she’s very confused,” Rupert added quickly, “and I am very worried about her.”

      “So am I Ru.” Kat hesitated. “What is she like?”

      The question bothered him and accentuated the distance between mother and daughter. He suspected that she felt it too.

      “Vulnerable.”

      Kat looked at him with a pained expression. He wasn’t looking at her as he drove, but he could feel it. He sighed.

      “She’s fifteen, as you know. Physically, she’s a lot like Ross when he was young … especially since she’s cut her hair.”

      He smiled to himself when he thought of Ross and Neti. It dawned on him that, of course, she must resemble himself, too.

      “But she has some of your features … around the eyes and chin I think.” He looked again at Kat to assess the truth of this statement. Yes, he thought, she is like her mother.

      “Under normal circumstances, Neti is lively but soft-hearted. She’s also very intelligent.” Rupert wondered what circumstances in his niece’s life had ever been normal. “However, over the last month she has become increasingly moody and unhappy, which is understandable.”

      “How did she take her father’s death?”

      “She hasn’t spoken of him. I’m worried about that.”

      Rupert thought that he could hear Kat’s brain ticking over.

      “They were very close, very close. He was a devoted father.” He knew that he was labouring the point, but he suddenly felt the need to defend his brother to this woman. Talking to her now, he felt that he was betraying Ross.

      “I would never have expected him to be anything less.” Kat spoke forcefully, seeming to know that her credibility as Neti’s mother was at stake. “I’ve always thought about her, Ru, I just didn’t want to interfere. I know that I hurt Ross, but I suppose I hoped that he would remarry and that Neti would have a woman she could talk to. I didn’t feel that I had a right to her anymore.”

      “And now?” Rupert was amazed at how she could make herself seem almost noble. What bothered him more was that he was almost accepting her excuses.

      Kat paused before answering, “Well, he didn’t remarry … and now he’s dead and Neti has no-one.”

      It was like a stab at his heart.

      “She has me.”

      He turned into their street.

      “Oh, Ru, I’m sorry. I am so very grateful that you were willing to take care of Neti. You couldn’t have made that decision easily. But what a sacrifice! I hope she appreciates what you were willing to do for her … I’ll make sure that she does—”

      “I just want you to take care of her, Kate,” he cut across her rambling, feeling like he was going to snap at any moment. “Don’t let her down. Please!”

      He pulled into the driveway and jerked to a halt.

      “She needs your attention,” he said facing her. “She needs to come first! Are you capable of that?”

      Kat was staring at the house of her past life, almost ignoring him. In complete exasperation he hit the steering wheel and got out of the car. She did not move.

      Rupert held the door open for her. She rallied and climbed out of the car, her movements suggesting that she had aged in just a few minutes. He bent to assist her, but she handed him her bag instead.
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        * * *

      

      He went ahead and opened the front door. As Kat cast a wary eye around her, she felt overwhelmed with déjà vu — little had changed. The lawn was neatly mown, but courageous flowers struggled through the tangle of weeds in the beds. There was evidence though of someone’s attempt to bring order into the garden — cleared spots in the beds where newly planted seedlings tried to take root. She knew that it would be Rupert, always so tidy and tight. He would not, could not, understand anarchy.

      She dreaded stepping through the door, but he held it open for her. Her breath came faster and made her feel weak and light-headed. She focused on her mantra, repeating it over and over to herself. She stood inside the door and looked around her — nothing had changed. Nothing.

      “Are you alright?”

      His voice startled her, and she spun around to him, causing her to feel giddy. He dropped her bag on the floor and escorted her to the couch.

      “Can I get you something?”

      He sounded genuinely concerned.

      “I’ll be all right.” She rummaged in the handbag still hanging from her shoulder. “I’m okay, Ru. Just a long trip. A glass of water?”

      “Of course,” he said, heading to the kitchen immediately.

      Kat unzipped her bag hurriedly and rummaged for a moment. She popped two pills into her mouth just as he returned. He hadn’t seen.

      “Thanks,” she said, having already swallowed them. She took a sip from the glass and placed it on the coffee table.

      “So … Here I am,” she said, her arms thrown out in a gesture to the house.

      Rupert was still standing. He took her bag and placed it in Ross’s bedroom.

      “I have to go back to work, K … Kat, for just a couple of hours. I’ll pick Neti up on the way home. Will you be all right on your own?”

      “Oh. Yes.” She was disturbed by this information. She thought for a moment and then said, “Ru, don’t move out just yet. Neti and I will need some time to get to know each other. It might be better if you’re here to break the ice for a while.”

      “If you’re sure that’s what you want.”

      “Yes,” she said quickly.

      “I’ll see you in a few hours then … with Neti.”

      “Fine.” She felt uncertain. “Can I do anything for dinner?” she called after him as he headed out the door.

      “I’ll bring something home with me,” he called back. “See you then.”

      “Okay …” Her voice was timid. “See you then.”

      Kat trembled where she sat, the ghosts of her past rushing at her as soon as the door closed behind him.

      Kat was starting to think that she had made a terrible mistake. Throughout the long journey from Byron Bay, she had tried to convince herself that she was doing the right thing. But as the train had approached Southern Cross Station, and when she had seen Rupert standing there passively by the gate, she knew that she hadn’t.

      She told herself that she was just tired, that she felt nauseous from the train, that it was the grey weather of a Melbourne autumn day. She thought that when she stepped off the train, by hurrying to Rupert, she would outrun her doubts. If only he had smiled, greeted her warmly, she might have won.

      Kat didn’t know why she should expect anything else from him. The way in which she had left Ross and Neti was wrong, she knew that and had lived with the guilt of it. So often over the last ten years, she had wanted to contact Neti, but could not face Ross and the pain she had caused him. When Rupert wrote of Ross’s death, a way opened for her to reconcile with her daughter. It had seemed so hopeful, and right when Kat was in Byron Bay, and she knew she had to leave there too. But now, faced with the reality of the life she had left behind ten years ago, nothing seemed right.

      She closed her eyes and allowed the pills to take effect.
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      Once again, Rupert found himself eating on his own. For the first few nights, following Kat’s return, the three of them sat, a motley crew around the table — an anxious Rupert, a sedated Kat and Neti, who was able to deliver both bonhomie to her mother and a vicious patronising of her uncle in the one breath. None of them could sustain it for long.

      Rupert marvelled at the speed at which Neti adjusted to the presence of the mother she had never really known, the woman who had abandoned her.

      The day Kat had returned, Rupert had fretted so much about the reunion between mother and daughter that he felt physically ill. When he had waited for Neti outside the school, he was shaking. She had run to the car, slammed the door quickly behind her and sat with her body leaning forward, barely acknowledging him. Is she home? she had said, looking at him from the corner of her eye. Yes, he had answered through a cough. When they pulled up in the driveway, he heard her sharp intake of breath. He took the opportunity to speak before they went inside.

      “Neti … If it gets too hard for you, please tell me … We’ll work something out.”

      He heard her scoff and saw that she was picking at a loose thread on the cuff of her jumper, and he suspected that her jaw was clenched. She did not rush to open the car door but kept tugging at the thread and winding it about her finger. Rupert was saddened as he watched her. Neti’s similarity to Ross seemed so pronounced at this moment, and he was overwhelmed with the sense of betraying his brother. He wished he could back the car out of the drive and keep going, anywhere, taking Neti away from the emotional nightmare that he was certain they would all face.

      Rupert had envisaged Kat waiting at the door when they arrived. She wasn’t there. Neti seemed unsure what to do when they stepped inside an apparently empty house. She looked up at him uncertainly. He felt a surge of panic. Surely not now … He scanned the lounge room for a sign of Kat’s presence. Her handbag was still by the chair where he had left her earlier, the contents half spilled onto the floor. The curtains had been drawn together haphazardly.

      “Put your bag in your room, Neti,” he said, handing it to her. Adopting a cheering tone, he added, “Kate mustn’t have heard us come in.” With dread, he began to search the house, beginning with Ross’s room where Kat was to stay … to live. Her luggage was where he had left it, but she was not there. Nor was she in the kitchen, but she had been — there were spilt coffee grains and drops of milk on the bench. He could see that the door to the spare room in which he slept was ajar. When he looked in, he saw Kat lying on the bed with her back to him; a coffee cup sat precariously on the bedside table. Tentatively, he walked around the bed. She was not asleep as he had first thought but was staring vacantly out the window. The glazed look in her eyes startled him and, for a moment, he felt a rush of fear.

      “Kate …”

      Without moving her head, her eyes shifted slowly to his.

      “Are you alright?” he said.

      “I can’t … I can’t …” she said quietly, her eyes having left his to return to the window.

      Rupert sat down on the edge of the bed. She reached out suddenly and gripped his hand.

      “Ru?”

      There was a pleading in her voice. He thought of Neti. She would be waiting. He shook his hand free of her.

      “Kate!” He gripped her arm and bent towards her so she could hear the urgency in his voice, “Neti is out there! She’s waiting for you!”

      Kat propped herself up and looked dazed, but at least responded to him.

      “I can’t Ru … Oh … What have I done?”

      An unfamiliar anger rose in Rupert. His head pounded. He wanted to shake her … hit her. He recoiled from the emotion. He was also aware that this was an opportunity for Kat to leave their lives. But it was too late now.

      “Please, Kate.” He was pleading with her. “For Neti’s sake, please get up and greet her!”

      Kat sat up straighter. She smoothed her hair from her face and casually reached for the coffee cup. She took a sip. “It’s Kat. Remember?” she said surprisingly evenly and looking him in the eye. “Don’t worry Rupert. I’m ready to play Mum.”

      Rupert was caught off-guard by the changed tone of her voice. He stood up. Kat leaned back against the bedhead and took another sip from the cup. Rupert hesitated as he left the room.

      “I’ll be out in a minute,” she said calmly.

      Neti was standing in the lounge room with her back to him. Her arms dangled awkwardly by her side and her posture was stiffened. She had changed from her school uniform into a pair of jeans and a hooded windcheater. From the back view she could have been mistaken for a boy.

      “Neti.” Rupert approached carefully so as not to startle her. She turned to him. “Just as I’d thought,” once again adding a cheerful lilt to his voice, “Kat was exhausted from the trip and dozed off! She couldn’t believe the time when I woke her!” Rupert scanned Neti’s face for a sign that she did not believe him. “She’ll be out in a moment.”

      Neti’s eyes were wide, and her mouth was rounded as if to make a soft exclamation. She looked past him and, when Rupert saw the jerk of her jaw and the fleeting look of panic in her eyes, he knew that Kat was behind him. He was caught in the tension between them.

      “Oh … look at you!”

      Rupert heard Kat’s exclamation behind him and could feel her moving forward. He was still watching Neti who had now taken a tiny step back at the same time raising one hand to her hip. She stood self-consciously and the hand, which Rupert could see was trembling, slipped from her hip to her side.

      He could stop it now, he thought. He was in a physical position to bar Kat’s way. Once she stepped past him the opportunity would be lost. It was too late. Kat rushed past him and wrapped the startled Neti in her arms.

      “My poor darling!” Kat cried into Neti’s ear.

      Looking over Kat’s shoulder, Neti sought reassurance in Rupert’s face.

      He smiled. He had betrayed her, and he smiled.

      Neti turned and rested her head in the crook of her mother’s neck. The hair on the back of Kat’s head was unbrushed and knotted from sleep. Rupert saw that Neti, waif-thin, was already as tall as her mother who stood in stockinged feet. He looked away.

      “My baby, my baby,” Kat cooed and stroked Neti’s hair.

      Releasing Neti, Kat held her at arm’s length. “How beautiful you are!” she said, running her hand through Neti’s spiked hair and tracing the shape of her face with a finger. Neti, already it seemed to Rupert, was looking adoringly at her mother. Rupert’s moment, his opportunity and, now, his purpose here, were over.

      Leaving the two of them, he went to the kitchen to prepare dinner, leaving the door ajar in case Neti needed him. He could not hear what they were saying to each other, but the constant murmur of the two voices should have reassured him that all was well. Instead, he was filled with apprehension and, if he admitted it to himself, envy.

      Dinner that night was a highly-strung affair, or so it seemed to Rupert. For the most part, Kat and Neti were locked in each other’s company, with occasional questions from Kat directed to him. Throughout he kept a close eye on Neti. Her eyes never left her mother.

      Despite her earlier disposition in the bedroom, Kat seemed remarkably composed, speaking to Neti in calm, measured tones, asking questions of her daughter with what seemed to be sincere interest. Neti, for her part, seemed to have mellowed in the presence of her mother and seemed, to Rupert, to be more child-like and innocent than he had seen her since her father’s death. He wondered, as he watched them, if he had been wrong about Kat, that perhaps her behaviour earlier in the bedroom was an aberration, brought on by fatigue and the anxiety he was certain this meeting must have held for her. He felt a small, fleeting comfort in this thought until he caught Kat watching him; she wore a look of victory.

      After dinner, Rupert offered to clean up while Neti took Kat into her bedroom. Neti had wanted to show her mother her collections. When he had finished, he did his routine inspection of the pantry for the weekly shopping. He realized, as he made his list, that this simple routine that he had come to enjoy would probably now be taken over by Kat.

      He waited for Kat and Neti in the lounge room. They had been in there for a long time and, even with the bedroom door closed, Rupert could hear them laughing — Kat raucously at times. He knocked on the door. They were laughing and didn’t hear him. When he looked in, mother and daughter were sitting cross-legged on the floor playing a game of cards. Kat looked up at him.

      “Rupert! Come in and join us!” She shifted her position to make room for him. Neti looked at him darkly.

      “No, I’ve just come to say that I’m going to my room … to read. Is there anything I can get you before I go?”

      Kat’s expression changed to one of panic.

      “Rupert…”  She got up stiffly. She turned to Neti, “I’ll be back in a minute darling,” she said brightly. The moment she turned back to Rupert her expression changed again. “Can I speak to you?” She ushered him through the doorway. “Ru,” she whispered, pulling the door closed behind her. “Where am I to sleep?”

      He was puzzled by her question, but she went on quickly.

      “I can’t sleep in that room!” She gestured with her head to Ross’s room, the room she had shared with him many years before. “Please Ru … Let me sleep in the spare room?”

      Rupert understood her concern. He didn’t want to sleep there either, for the same and for vastly different reasons from Kat. He also did not want her to sleep in his brother’s bed.

      The day before, Rupert had had to face the room, to prepare it for her. Strangely, it had not been Ross’s clothes that had distressed him as he folded them into bags. It was when he pulled back the bedcover to change the sheets that his heart sank. Though clean, one side of the fitted sheet was worn — not threadbare, indicating Ross’s favourite side of the bed.

      “I think you should …” he finally answered her.

      “No! Ru.” Kat’s eyes were wild.

      Rupert faltered for a moment, but went on firmly, “It would be important to Neti that you’re close by.” And, he thought, to fill the void in that room.

      Kat’s expression hardened. “You’re not going to make this any easier on me, are you?”

      Rupert answered her quickly, “This isn’t about me or you, Kat. Neti is our priority. I’m not enamoured with the idea of your return. I admit that. But Neti wants you here and, as her mother, you could do more for her than I could probably ever do.”

      “You don’t think I’m capable of it. Do you Rupert?” Kat’s eyes narrowed.

      “No,” he said without hesitation. “But I sincerely hope that I’m wrong.”

      With that, he left Kat standing at Neti’s door, unwilling to discuss it further. Kat knew what she was coming back to, he consoled himself, and she must accept that.

      That first night following Kat’s return, Rupert’s sleep came in infrequent fits, despite the emotional drain of the day. Kat’s behaviour caused him concern. In his memory of her she had always been excitable, living life largely and furiously. Although he knew her highs, he did not recollect the lows, although, as her brother-in-law, he might not have been privy to them. Ross had never mentioned them, but then, he was so accepting of others, including their faults, that he may have thought little of it. Although it was apparent that there were difficulties between them in the years after Neti’s birth, Kat had seemed more restless, more critical and more dynamic than before it. Her sudden departure was typical of her impetuous nature and, as a result, Ross never quite came to terms with the fact that she was not coming home.

      This older Kat was subdued, as if life had been leaking out of her for the last ten years. The incident in the bedroom had revealed to Rupert a side of her he had never seen, nor thought he would ever see — a vulnerable woman.
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        * * *

      

      She loves me, Neti thought, watching her mother on the couch out of the corner of her eye, although it had taken her a little while to allow herself to believe it. Neti remembered when she first saw her mother coming into the room behind Rupert. She remembered, too, that she had been very nervous, excited though, but tongue-tied as well. Kat had hugged her, and Rupert had smiled with approval. No doubt, Neti thought, he couldn’t wait to hand her over and go back to his weird, real life.

      Straight away Neti had liked Kat, and they had sat on the floor of her bedroom that first night and talked and played cards like … sisters. She tried to imagine Polly doing the same with her mother. No way! she thought with a laugh and a small sense of pride.

      When Kat drove her to school, Neti lingered, making up things to talk about, to keep her mother there long enough so that other latecomers could see her. So much better than being dropped off early by her boring uncle. She’d wanted to get away quickly on those mornings, in case someone saw him.

      The other reason, she knew, was that people were shocked to see him, and there had been a rumour at school that Neti had made up a story about her father’s death. Miss Lees had sent her out of assembly on an errand, and Polly told Neti that Miss Lees had put an end to the rumours then.

      Neti contracted the thought until it was squeezed from her mind.

      Now, it seemed that every day was like a holiday. Kat was fun. She was a ‘free spirit’, Neti thought, and she applied this principle to her daughter. If Neti didn’t want to do her homework, that was okay by her, and it wasn’t too hard to tell that Kat held contempt for anything resembling an institution. Neti liked this freedom and felt that she was, perhaps, more like her mother than she had thought. But Rupert was becoming a pain. Adopting a new policy for herself, Neti had decided that her Geography assignment could wait. He had remembered when it was due as he’d helped her collect information for it. Neti was aware of the tension that this created between her mother and her uncle, but in the end, Kat gave in.

      “Just do it, love,” she’d said to Neti with a tired voice.

      Neti couldn’t wait until Rupert was gone.

      She looked across to the dining area and could see his lone figure sitting at the table eating his meal. Part of her felt that she should go to him and say something kind. Instead, she picked up a cushion lying next to her on the couch and threw it at Kat. For a moment, she thought she saw a look of annoyance on her mother’s face, but Kat returned the cushion with equal force. They both laughed and settled to watch the television.

      Kat’s cool, Neti thought with pride.
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        * * *

      

      Rupert laboured through the next few days and nights, feeling as though he had been recast into a role for which he had not prepared.

      Since that first day, Kat seemed relatively composed, albeit subdued, and had moved reluctantly into Ross’s bedroom. She was the last to bed of a night, often sitting in the silence of the lounge room for hours, and when she finally did go to bed, Rupert would hear her get up several times. In the morning, she would wake just in time to drive Neti to school, her eyes puffy and red-rimmed. But she greeted her daughter cheerfully despite the strain of being up so early.

      Kat tried, in those first few days, to endorse the routine that Rupert had established for Neti, including eating meals at the table. The tension that existed between them, the averted eyes and stilted talk, became too much for her and she took to eating in front of the television. Neti followed.

      Rupert now ate alone, while Neti and Kat, feet curled under them, ate theirs on their laps, engrossing themselves in the lives of the characters from Summer Bay. He was not able to get close to Neti now and could only guess, from the way she sauntered around the house, that she was beginning to adopt her new role as Kat’s daughter with great relish. On one occasion, however, Neti brought out her camera and, setting it up on the table, took a photograph of the three of them. This incident left Rupert somewhat bewildered, as most of the time she ignored him. If he had ever had significance in Neti’s life, he seemed to be redundant now. There was little left to mark his influence — even at the most basic level. Not only were meals together abandoned, so too was the homework routine. Kat seemed to be oblivious, if not antagonistic, to the need for order.

      His feeling of impotence was heightened by the lack of structure in his day. Rupert had never known a time in his adult years when he was not busy with work, study or both, and now, he found himself lying on his bed in the middle of the day overcome by a feeling of lethargy.

      Kat was there on those days — lying on her bed or, more often, on Neti’s while she was at school. On these days, the air prickled between them. Rupert felt the need to speak with her but couldn’t muster the courage. Kat sensed it and so they skirted each other to avoid unwanted conversation.

      The longer he had to himself, however, the more time Rupert had to think about Kat, and Ross, and the pain her leaving had caused his brother. Did she know what she had done? Did she know his brother mourned her for ten years, that his hope had eroded, and his sorrow had turned to bitterness? How, despite his inability to come to terms with it, along with his attempts to drown it, he never missed a day’s work; he never failed his daughter in any way that a child would recognize.

      As Rupert thought these things, the lethargy turned to frustration. Lying on his bed, he heard Kat move about in the kitchen. It was time to talk.

      Kat was heading for the telephone when Rupert came into the kitchen. She faltered when she saw him and steered away from it. Despite the cool of the morning, Rupert noticed her feet were bare except for the ring she wore on one toe.

      “Kat,” Rupert said to her half-turned back.

      She turned to him guiltily. “Morning Ru. You startled me. I thought you’d gone out.”

      Rupert moved towards the kettle. “Cup of tea?”

      “No … I don’t think so.” Kat seemed to sense his intention to talk and became agitated. She made moves to leave the kitchen.

      “We need to talk, Kat,” Rupert said.

      “About?” She smiled innocently, but her eyes were furtive.

      “So much,” he said, “what’s gone before and where we’re going now.”

      She raised her eyebrows at the inevitability of the conversation.

      “Why did you go?”

      Rupert felt as if a valve was releasing as he finally asked this ten-year-old question. Kat’s expression remained impassive.

      “Straight to the heart of it, eh Ru?” She sighed. “What can I tell you now, after all these years? It was over — I didn’t love Ross anymore.”

      “But you had a child!” Despite Rupert’s intention to remain calm, Kat’s almost flippant answer enraged him. He breathed deeply. “Marriages break down, Kat. But you abandoned them. There was no warning, no explanation.”

      “Life is not as cut-and-dry as you have tried to live it. I had my reasons, not least the fact that I knew, at the time, that I was incapable of raising a child.”

      “Pity you didn’t think about that beforehand.” Rupert felt a ripple of shame as he said it, but Kat merely nodded with the predictability of it.

      “So righteous you are, Rupert. You’ve never really known what it means to live and to struggle, have you?”

      “I’ve known pain,” he said.

      “What have you known?” Her voice sounded shrill. “You ran from it, remember? I could ask you to explain! Why did you abandon your brother, your mother and … ” she hesitated, “is your father still alive, Ru?”

      Rupert was silent.

      “Who visits him now? Now that Ross has gone?”

      Rupert had expected a backlash but was not prepared for this. He was at a loss to answer her.

      “Not you, I’ll bet.” Kat’s voice sounded triumphant. Rupert’s silence provided her with the opportunity to let all guns fire, or to walk away.

      “Do you?” she pressed him, but her voice was softer now.

      “No, I don’t see him,” Rupert answered her with a mixture of defiance and shame.

      “Ru.” Kat moved towards him and touched him gently on the arm. “You must see him — before it’s too late. You’ll regret it if you don’t.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “There’s something I don’t understand,” Kat said softly, “why do you find it so hard to forgive?”

      Rupert did not answer her but turned his back and went to his room, closing the door quietly behind him.
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      “Athena?”

      “Rupert.” Athena was surprised to hear the voice at the other end of the telephone. “How are you?”

      “Well … I think.”

      She heard the smile in his voice.

      “I don’t know if you remember,” he continued, “but I know I owe you a meal.”

      He sounded nervous, Athena thought, and at the same time, she wondered how often he might have asked a woman out. She replied quickly and reassuringly, “I do recall you mentioning something of the kind.”

      “Good … good.”

      She waited. After a pause, he continued.

      “Dinner? Would dinner suit you?”

      “That would be nice. When do you mean?”

      “Tonight?”

      “Oh!” Athena was surprised but tried not to show it, “At your home? And with your niece … Neti?”

      Rupert told her briefly about the change in his circumstances brought about by the return of Neti’s mother. Athena could hear the strain in his voice as he relayed this news and decided to take control of the dinner invitation.

      “Do you like Thai, Rupert? I know a very nice restaurant.” She proceeded to make the arrangements for the evening. Though she was somewhat bemused by this man, she smiled to herself when she put down the receiver.
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        * * *

      

      Rupert scrutinised himself in the long mirror. He was suddenly conscious of how tired his clothes looked — or was it him? Maybe it was both. Nothing looked right. He must have lost weight, he mused, because he felt he resembled a flagpole draped in an oversized and tatty flag. He needed a haircut too: his wiry curls, normally cut short and carefully groomed, refused to comply with the comb. He looked at his face. Strange, what time will do, he thought. His features still seemed hawkish though, as they had done when he was in his teens. He tried to remember a nickname given to him by a girl he had been smitten with at fourteen. “Eagle-beak”, he recalled.

      He was nervous about this evening. He tried to rationalise it. He had been out to dinner before — with a woman. Marjorie and he had gone out frequently for a meal together in their early years. What was different? He had been anxious when he rang Athena, worrying that he was being presumptuous, or that she might think that he was being too forward, but she had reacted matter-of-factly enough. He was making too much of it himself. He was being silly … yes, that’s how he felt he looked … silly.

      Rupert wondered now why he had called Athena. He had been lying on his bed, once again, following his conversation with Kat. He was tired of the sight of the ceiling now, tired of the feeling of inadequacy and uselessness. He tried to pray. He said the words, and spoke them as if by saying them aloud their meaning would be clear to him, but they rang hollow in his ears. He tried to force himself to believe and recognized the futility of that. He lay motionless and thoughtless, waiting for grace to be given to him in his time of need. He was met with mocking silence that offered no intimacy. He thought of the day-to-day of his life, but there was little to comfort him there. He thought of Athena and while he retained that thought, of her, he felt better. He rang her.

      Rupert took another look at himself in the mirror and decided that nothing could be done about the look of the lean and ageing man facing him. He picked up his car keys. Kat seemed to be hovering in the lounge room, waiting for him as he prepared to leave.

      “Let me have a look at you,” she said moving toward him.

      He stepped back noticing that her face looked flushed, and her eyes glazed.

      “Come on, Ru …” she said following him, “I’ve never seen you dressed for a date before.”

      “It’s not a date, Kat,” he said with irritation.

      She ignored him. “Surely you could have found something better to wear than that!”

      At that moment, Neti appeared on her way to the kitchen.

      “Look at Ru, Neti, love. He’s going on a date.” She laughed aloud.

      Neti looked at her mother and to Rupert in bewilderment. She hesitated and Rupert didn’t know if he imagined a look of disappointment in her face.

      “Kat, please,” Rupert said, exasperated with her now. “I’m just going out for dinner with a friend,” he said to Neti, feeling the need to explain himself.

      “Whatever,” she said shrugging her shoulders and continued to the kitchen.

      “Have a good time, Ru,” Kat called mockingly as he was leaving. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do!” she added to his back before the door closed.

      

      As Athena was working until late, they had decided to meet at the restaurant she had suggested. She was there when he arrived and watched him as he came in. He waved when he saw her and self-consciously manoeuvred his way between the tables. He looked different, she thought, his hair longer and his overall appearance less meticulously groomed. She liked his way, though — simple clothing and no adornments. She smiled at her own contradiction; she liked to buy good quality, and that usually meant more expensive clothing.

      “Hello, Rupert,” she said smiling up at him.

      “Hello,” he said, smiling too as he sat, then looking around him, “this is nice.”

      They talked awkwardly at first, beginning with pleasantries, but the conversation eventually found its way to Rupert’s circumstances at home. Athena was surprised to hear that Neti’s mother had returned. At first, she thought that this would be a good thing, perhaps relieving Rupert of a responsibility that was too much for him, however, although Rupert did not denigrate his sister-in-law, Athena could not fail to see that he was far from happy to see her home.

      “How old is Neti did you say?”

      “Fifteen.”

      “That’s my brother Toby’s age.”

      Over two courses of exotic fare that Athena noticed Rupert ate with quiet enthusiasm, she told him about her brother, Toby, who had Down syndrome, and who preferred to be known as ‘Tobias’, with only those within the family granted permission to call him Toby. She spoke of her family — of how her mother was a writer and her father an artist; that she was born when her parents were young and struggling to achieve some recognition in their respective arts; of how she travelled the world with them in her young years and spent several of those in Italy where she became fluent in Italian. The family returned to Australia when Athena was thirteen. By then, both parents had paved a way in their careers and were homesick for the country of their birth. They settled on a property on the Mornington Peninsula where they still lived and worked. When Athena’s parents were in their forties, and she was eighteen, Toby was born.

      “He’s the light of our lives,” said Athena, her eyes bright with the thought of her brother. “Although I live in town, I have Toby with me a couple of nights a week while he attends a special school. I love to have him with me, and it helps to give my parents a break too.”

      Rupert listened attentively, smiling all the while. “You live alone then? Other than when Toby comes?”

      Athena laughed. “Yes. I don’t have time for a relationship if that’s what you mean!” She continued more seriously, “I did have a relationship once. We were going to get married but … I don’t know, life, and I suppose Toby got in the way of us. He is a commitment, my brother, but I wouldn’t have it any other way.” She stopped for a moment. She hadn’t thought about Mark for quite a while, burying herself in her work and her brother. It surprised her now how little of the pain remained.

      “What about you, Rupert? What do you think you’ll do now?”

      He seemed to be considering her question. “Do you know, for the first time in twenty-five years, I have no idea.”

      Athena nodded. “It’s hard,” she said, “the point it sounds like you’ve reached. That point when we lose the map and can’t entrust the way to memory because we suspect the destination has changed too.”

      He paused before speaking.

      “I’m not certain that I knew what my destination was before. I don’t think I gave it a lot of thought actually.”

      She studied him closely.

      “Perhaps you were happy just being Rupert Brown.”

      “Hmm,” he said smiling, “we seem to be getting back to me again.”

      “Well, Rupert Brown, could I offer you a new destination?”

      He looked at her quizzically, which made her laugh.

      “My place for a cup of tea … or coffee?” she said in explanation.

      He took his time in answering and seemed to be taking her in. Athena blushed.

      “That’s the clearest direction I’ve had in a while,” he said in acceptance of her invitation.
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        * * *

      

      Rupert followed Athena’s car to her single-fronted home, which he was surprised to see was only a few blocks from where he lived. Inside, the house was deceptively spacious and modern. Athena directed him to the seating end of the open-plan room that served as her kitchen, lounge-room and, by the look of the book-lined wall and desk, her study.

      “Make yourself at home, Rupert,” Athena called to him from the kitchen end of the room while she put the kettle on, “I won’t be a moment,” she added, heading out of the room.

      He was drawn to the bookcase and scanned the titles there. Largely, the books were science texts, but he noticed a smattering of philosophical works by Nietzsche and, he noticed with interest, Thomas Aquinas. He took the latter from the shelf and was leafing through the pages when Athena returned. She had changed from her daywear of skirt and jumper to a woollen tracksuit and comfortable shoes.

      “What did you find?” she said, noticing the book in Rupert’s hand.

      “Aquinas. I’m surprised,” he said, turning the cover towards her.

      “Really? Why is that?” she called over her shoulder as she went to turn off the whistling kettle. “He was a fine philosopher.”

      “I don’t know … I just didn’t think that …” Rupert’s voice trailed off as he thought about it. “I suppose I expected to find Descartes.”

      “Oh, he’s there too!” Athena said with a laugh as she prepared the tea.

      Rupert considered the two philosophers — Descartes and his mind/body dualism and influence on the ultimate separation of science and religion, and Aquinas before him, confident that the natural world was a reflection of the law of God. He wondered where Athena sat in relation to these two views in her work in neuroscience and consciousness. Before he could ask the question, she answered him, carrying a tray with tea to the table between the settees.

      “I still don’t know where I sit with them. Probably more with Descartes as I have trouble with the ‘god’ angle of Aquinas, as you know. But there is some really interesting research going on in my field.” She went to her desk and found an article that she offered him. “You might be interested in this,” she said, pointing to a particular passage.

      Rupert took it and sat on the settee while Athena sat next to him pouring the tea. He read the passage, “Results of study done at the University of Pennsylvania on the brain function of people engaged in Tibetan meditation indicate that the brain’s amygdala, which translates sensory impressions into emotions, somehow generates a sense of religious awe. Whether these experiences of religious awe are ‘real’ or just the brain’s way of helping us deal with sad realities is yet to be answered …”

      “Yes, helping us deal with sad realities,” Rupert quoted aloud. “This is interesting.” He gave it back to Athena. “Is this university leading in the research?”

      “Yes,” she said, “as a matter of fact, I have been offered a bursary to continue my own research there.”

      “That’s wonderful for you,” he said but didn’t sound as pleased as he should have. “Will you go?”

      “It’s an offer too good to refuse, but there is a lot to consider, not the least my brother, Toby. I need to make up my mind by the end of the month … just three weeks.”

      Rupert was quiet and lost in thought. Athena offered him a biscuit, but she too was quiet.

      “Care to see some photographs?” she said finally. “Say no if you want to — they can be a real bore when you don’t know anyone in them.”

      Rupert was pleased to see them. The album was on the coffee table in front of them. She lifted it to her lap and kicked off her shoes, curling her legs under her. This caused her to lean on him and she needed to readjust herself several times.

      For the next hour, they went through the photographs one by one, and Rupert had a much clearer image of her family and her life as a result. Athena was obviously very close to, not only her parents and brother Toby, but her extended family and network of friends. He smiled at the way she would talk about this person and that, relating anecdotal stories about them with affection and breaking off into a related thought. Several times, she would stop and check that he wasn’t bored. He wasn’t. In fact, he had not felt this relaxed and comfortable for a very long time.

      He could have sat with her for much longer, but when he checked his watch, he was surprised at how late it was.

      “I must go,” he said regretfully, when they had finished the album and there was a lull in conversation.

      She didn’t say anything but stood up with him.

      “Thanks for this evening. I really enjoyed myself,” he said and meant it.

      “So did I. And thank you for the dinner, although you really didn’t have to do that.”

      She walked him to the door.

      “Well,” they said together laughing and said their goodbyes.

      He walked down the path, but before she had closed the door, he called spontaneously, “Is it all right if I call you again, soon?”

      “Yes,” she called back smiling. “Yes, I’d like that.”
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        * * *

      

      As Rupert had anticipated, Kat was still awake when he got home, sitting in front of the television. Although Neti had developed the habit of sitting up with her mother until much later than her usual time, tonight she was in bed.

      “Have fun did you, Ru?” Kat said in a facetious tone.

      The contrast of his life in this house with the evening he had just spent with Athena struck him harshly. The energy he had gained in Athena’s presence was sapped from him instantly in Kat’s. Her question did not deserve an answer and he walked past her to his room.

      “Harder than you thought, eh? Operating in the real world?” she called after him, but he closed the door before she could finish.

      

      That night, Rupert slept soundly. In the early morning, he dreamed of holding Athena’s hand. He woke up, groggy with the depth and the emotion of the dream and lay awake for some time trying to come to grips with what it could mean.

      The following day he spent quietly, his mind alternating between not wanting to think about Athena and the dream and wanting to surrender to the bliss of it.

      Neti had left, to spend a few days of the school holidays with her friend, Polly, and her family. Rupert was pleased — Polly was a good influence on Neti, and he felt that it would do her good. Neti had not wanted to go at first, being still wrapped in her mother’s presence, but surprisingly, Kat encouraged her to. Rupert didn’t relish the thought of spending these days with Kat but thought that it could provide an opportunity to iron out their differences and to establish a more solid basis on which to build a home for Neti. He was conscious too, that he was probably assigning himself a role in Kat and Neti’s lives that would not be offered.

      He busied himself cleaning the house — a task Kat seemed more than willing to leave to him while she embroidered more coloured thread into an intricately designed tapestry. In a cynical moment, Rupert wondered if she ever sewed in a conflicting thread.

      He was cleaning the bathroom when he heard a knock at the front door, and Kat answered it. He could hear two voices as Kat and the visitor moved to the lounge room. Kat came to look for him.

      “Ru,” she said, finding him bent over the bath. “You have a visitor.”

      There was a tone in her voice that made him look up quickly.

      “Who is it?”

      “Your lady-friend, I’d say.”

      Rupert could feel himself blush.

      “Marjorie,” Kat added, relishing the moment.

      Rupert wondered if his fleeting disappointment showed but was surprised and pleased to learn that it was Marjorie.

      “Marjorie is an old friend and my colleague.” He was irritated but felt a small pleasure in Kat’s mistake.

      This news did not seem to dispel Kat’s misconception. She prepared to retort, but Rupert walked past her, leaving her to voice it to the bathroom mirror.

      Marjorie greeted her friend warmly and was scanning his face as if to determine his emotional and physical state. Her brow furrowed.

      They sat together on the couch.

      “Are you alright?” she said, placing a hand on his shoulder.

      He nodded in reassurance.

      “I have news, of Matthew,” Marjorie said with a note of regret in her voice.

      Rupert was startled at the mention of his dear friend’s name. He shared a deep and abiding friendship with his mentor, Matthew, who had been the catalyst for Rupert’s conversion to Catholicism.

      “Matthew? What’s wrong?”

      “The Community has rung, looking for you, Rupert. Matthew is ailing, but he has been asking for you, that is, asking for ‘Elijah’. They suspected that this was his name for you. I remembered that you had told me.”

      “How long?” Rupert said, staring ahead of him.

      When Rupert had last seen Matthew, only a month previously, he was displaying some symptoms of dementia, but was otherwise well and in good spirits.

      “He came down with a viral infection a month ago — it’s turned to pneumonia”.

      As the reality of Matthew’s condition sank in, Rupert could feel the return of an all too familiar despair that edged his mind into its protective void.

      “I’ll leave tomorrow,” he said, as much to himself as to Marjorie.

      Marjorie stayed on for a while, talking with Rupert about anecdotal happenings in the faculty, but all the time keeping an eye on him. This news, so quickly on the heels of Ross’s death, could only compound the grief that Rupert was already experiencing.

      “Do you know,” Rupert said to her, “since Ross has died, with everything that has happened … I have barely given Matthew a thought.”

      “You couldn’t possibly have known!” Marjorie responded to the sound of guilt in his voice. “Matthew has had a long life, Rupert,” she added, trying to encourage a more positive perspective.

      He smiled and looked down at his hands, but a shadow crossed his face.

      “Would you like me to come with you tomorrow?” Marjorie offered.

      Rupert shook his head.

      When Marjorie had left, Rupert sat for a while longer in the lounge room. Mercifully, Kat had kept her distance while Marjorie had been there, but she now appeared from her room. If she had planned to follow her earlier theme, she thought better of it, seeing Rupert sitting silently in the day’s twilight. She began to move towards him, but seemed to change her mind and, instead, picked up the needlework that she had left on the floor earlier and retreated to her room.

      Rupert sat for a long time. Eventually, he found his way from the mire of his thoughts to an awareness of the present and the cold and dark of the room. He rallied himself and, though feeling groggy, he left the house. He drove for some time, grateful for the distraction it provided and the strangely comforting hum of the engine beneath him.

      After some time, he found himself driving down Athena’s street. When he saw her house, he felt an urgency to see her, but remembering his dream, he could no longer ascertain what his motives might be. He parked the car in the street while he debated them. Though part of him was reluctant to knock on her door, a bolder part did not hesitate.

      Athena answered his knock with a look of surprise.

      “Come in,” she invited him warmly and, much to Rupert’s relief, did not question as to why he had come. “You can meet Toby.”

      As they entered the large room, Rupert could see the back of a boy’s ruffled hair on the settee.

      “Tobe,” Athena called to him, “I want you to meet someone.”

      Without hesitation, the boy abandoned what he was doing and ran to his sister. Once in the safety of Athena’s arms, he turned his head into her, occasionally peeking a look at the stranger. At fifteen, Toby was the size of a ten-year-old and Rupert was struck by the range of differences between this boy and Neti, who was the same age.

      “Hello, Tobias,” Rupert said extending his hand.

      The effect on Toby of hearing his preferred name was immediate. He freed himself from Athena’s grasp and went to Rupert embracing him in a bear hug. Athena laughed at the look on Rupert’s face but made no apology for her brother’s behaviour.

      “I love you,” Toby declared, burying his head into Rupert’s chest.

      With that embrace, Rupert felt as if something tightly knotted within him was unravelling. Not since Ross had anyone held him or told him that he was loved, and since Ross’s death, Rupert had been reeling in his emotions. He now felt strangely vulnerable in the arms of this boy.

      Toby finally released Rupert from his grip and returned to his sister, this time not hiding his face but smiling broadly at Rupert. A small, awkward silence followed in which Rupert became acutely aware of his unannounced presence in Athena’s home. He stumbled over an apology and looked to leave, but Athena wouldn’t hear of it and invited him to share the meal she had been preparing for herself and Toby. Rupert declined at first but was easily persuaded by her gentle insistence.

      Despite his initial embarrassment, Rupert soon relaxed in the company of Toby and Athena. She seemed self-contained and content preparing the meal, while Rupert, at Toby’s insistence, sat with him on the floor, piecing together a large and surprisingly intricate jigsaw puzzle, which Toby tackled with zeal and precision.

      There was little talking between the three of them, and it was in this silence, dense with its peace, that Rupert felt the recognition of something he thought was lost to him.

      Over their meal, the conversation was lightweight. Toby dominated as he related the events of his school-day to them, forgetting, at times, that Rupert did not know the people who coloured it. As he listened, Rupert was touched by the immense significance these people and events had for Toby.

      Afterwards, when Athena refused Rupert’s offers of help to clean up, he joined Toby on the floor, listening to him as he practised his reading. Although it was not late, Toby soon tired and Athena, who was acutely attuned to her brother’s needs, readied him for bed. Although he offered token objections to this, he needed little persuasion. Once in bed, however, he gained a second wind, and called for Rupert to come in to say goodnight again. Athena, tucking her brother into his bed, raised her eyebrows to Rupert in mock frustration.

      “Read me a story ‘Thenie,” he said, smiling charmingly.

      “Not tonight,” she said, bending to kiss him, “we have a visitor, remember?”

      “Rupert, will you read me a story?”

      Athena laughed aloud at her brother’s guile and the corresponding look of surprise on Rupert’s face.

      Rupert accepted the book that Toby was already handing to him and sat on the edge of his bed. Athena left them and for the next fifteen minutes Rupert read to him about trains of the world, a subject, he discovered, about which Toby was very well informed.

      Although Toby fought sleep, his eyelids became too heavy. Rupert closed the book and sat for a moment watching him. He thought of his own childhood, but when his thoughts turned to his father, he immediately steered them away and replaced them with those of Matthew. He felt hollow at the thought of life without his dearest friend. He left the sleeping boy and went out to Athena who had poured two cups of tea and was setting them on the dining table.

      “Finally asleep I take it?” she said as she sat down. Rupert joined her. “That was very good of you to read to him.”

      “I enjoyed it,” he said and meant it.

      “Are you okay?”

      Rupert coloured at her question but told her about his news regarding Matthew. He was conscious that, for someone who had lived a very uneventful and peaceful life for the past twenty years, he now seemed to constantly have a tale of woe, and it was all too easy to tell Athena about it. He wondered about the cause of misfortune, or indeed, if there was a cause at all. Some, whose lives were filled with fortune, would say that people brought bad luck upon themselves. Rupert acknowledged too, that he had sometimes thought the same when in his role as College Chaplain. Now, however, he thought more cynically that the only justice in misfortune is that it does not discriminate; it more often arrives unannounced, and is rarely, if ever, welcomed.

      He voiced some of these thoughts aloud and Athena listened to him intently.

      “But life is not always out of your control,” she said at last, “you can change your attitude to the things that happen.”

      Rupert looked perplexed and was not sure if she was stating a New Age philosophy.

      Athena saw his confusion and continued, “For example, when Toby was born, it could have been devastating …” Her voice trailed off while she thought.

      Rupert considered what she was saying.

      “In some circumstances, it would be.”

      She nodded in agreement. “However, it’s the attitude we take to what we see as misfortune that determines the depth of its tragedy.” Athena could see she wasn’t making herself clear. “Things happen in life … not for a reason. We give the meaning to the things that happen to us. If I might borrow from Christianity and the concept of Free Will, we choose the response we make, that’s our freedom.”

      Rupert listened to her with admiration. “You’re very wise,” he said, smiling. “Your parents, too, were wise in their choice of your name.”

      Athena laughed. “I think the choice was more to do with some hippy notion about exotic names and breaking from the mainstream, to be honest, but thanks for the compliment anyway.”

      Despite his heavy heart, Rupert once again felt buoyed in Athena’s presence and, though he had to leave to prepare for the journey the next day, he did so reluctantly.

      Athena walked him to the door, but this time, as he was about to leave, she gripped his arm and, reaching up, kissed him softly on the cheek.

      “Safe journey, Rupert.”

      She was still on her toes, whispering into his ear; he bent down to her and returned the kiss to her lips.
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        * * *

      

      My back is aching. Kat closed her eyes against the dragging sensation, and the nausea that swept over her in waves. It bemused her that the symptoms could replicate so exactly, fifteen years later. What had been forgotten as soon as possible after Neti’s birth, now returned as a grim reminder of what was to come. She’d sensed it though. The tightness of her breasts, the craving for red meat though she was vegetarian and a physical awkwardness that made her feel swollen and clumsy, already.

      She could feel, too, her own mood swings becoming more pronounced; the medication she regularly took having little effect. Trying to contain them, especially in Rupert’s presence, was draining her and caused her to speak too excitedly to compensate for the depression she was experiencing.

      Neti had not seemed to notice. She was a good girl, a good daughter and she deserved a better mother, as Kat had known from the beginning.

      When she saw her daughter for the first time in ten years, she could not relate to her. Neti had been Ross’s child during that time. She had adopted so many of his characteristics, apparent even on that first day, and Kat could feel his presence between them.

      Kat slumped back into the couch and groaned inwardly. She ran her hands across her abdomen, aware of its fullness already. She thought of herself doing the same thing, in this same room, fifteen years earlier. A wave of despair came over her and she closed her eyes against it.
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        * * *

      

      Was he half full or half empty? Rupert wondered that as he drove the short distance home. The night was full of conflicting emotions equal in their strength.

      He opened the front door and entered quietly, though he suspected that Kat would be in front of the television rather than in bed. Surprisingly, she wasn’t, but he could hear her talking on the telephone in the kitchen. He hadn’t planned to listen, simply to let her know that he was home, but as he approached the door, he could hear that the conversation was tense and the stilted way in which Kat was answering suggested that she was crying.

      “But I can’t come,” she said, her voice cracking with sobs and sounding strangely child-like, “and you mustn’t …”

      Kat’s pause suggested that there was a lengthy reply. He felt both embarrassed and guilty that he was overhearing a personal conversation and steered away from the kitchen and back to the lounge room. He could still hear Kat sobbing and felt awkward and uneasy about the tone of her conversation.

      He took a notepad and pen from a dresser drawer and wrote a note to Neti. Although he expected to be back before she returned home, he felt he should let her know why he needed to go away, in case he was longer than he thought. He knew she wouldn’t care, but he wrote it anyway. He took it into her room. Despite Neti’s often haphazard appearance and behaviour, her bedroom was surprisingly tidy. Rupert went to place it on the bed and noticed two photographs lying side by side, where Neti had apparently been looking at them before she left. Guiltily, he picked them up. One was a photograph of Ross, Kat and Neti, taken when she was just born. The other, he saw with surprise, was the recent photograph she had taken of the three of them — Neti, Kat and Rupert.

      “Oh Neti,” Rupert sighed, sitting heavily on the bed.

      On his way back to the lounge room, Kat nearly collided with him as she headed to her room. She was obviously startled to see him and tried to hide her face, but he had already seen that her eyes were puffy and red from crying. She lowered her head and muttered a greeting but tried to get past him as quickly as possible.

      “What’s wrong, Kat?”

      She half-turned her body towards him and seemed to be trying to determine what he knew, what he might have heard. Rupert had asked the question innocently enough, but he felt that something was terribly wrong.

      She hesitated and then turned to face him. He could see her distress clearly enough now.

      “Oh, I was talking to my friend in Townsville …” She seemed to be considering what she would say next. “She had some sad news … about another friend of ours …”

      Rupert felt that this was untrue. He wanted to tell her that but felt that he had no right. There was something unnerving about Kat that made him uneasy. He wished he didn’t have to go away but knew he must. At least Neti would not be home for a few more days, he thought. He resolved to come back as quickly as possible.

      That night, he tossed and turned, thinking of Matthew; seeing his friend would not be soon enough. On several occasions he heard Kat move about the house. He thought he could hear her whispering in the kitchen on one occasion and got up. Although it was two o’clock in the morning, she was talking on the telephone and, although he could not hear what she was saying, he suspected that she was speaking to the same person.

      He lay awake for some time after that, wondering what, if anything, he should do. Eventually sleep came through exhaustion.

      

      He is standing on the cliff, where once he had held Ross in his arms. Neti is on one side of him, Matthew on the other, and they are looking out to sea. Neti and Matthew jump, leaving Rupert behind. He yells and leaps from the cliff after them. They are falling and Rupert is reaching out trying to catch Neti with one hand and Matthew with the other. As they fall further away, they turn to look at him. Both are wearing Ross’s face … or is it his? They are too far from him now, moving out of sight. Rupert lands on soft ground but he cannot see Neti or Matthew. Athena is there. She is stroking his forehead.

      “Neti is alright,” she says, and he trusts her.

      “And Matthew?” he pleads.

      She shakes her head. She does not know.
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      Long, winding roads gave birth to long, winding thoughts. The drive to the Community lulled Rupert into reminiscences of Matthew. Occasionally, Rupert checked himself, not wanting to tempt fate, but a part of him feared that Matthew would die soon, and Rupert’s mind was already moving into its own particular therapy and its need to begin at the beginning.

      

      The hotel’s doors were wide open to let in the summer breeze or, it seemed to Rupert, to let out the stale, yeasty smell of old and newly spilt beer, cigarettes and the bodies that consumed both. The voices that swam out to the street on the tide of odours were particularly merry on this Friday afternoon. Final examinations had been completed, the university year was over, and the first-year students now were unleashing their more reckless selves in time for Christmas festivities.

      This wasn’t necessarily true for Ross. Rupert would be able to find him here on any Friday evening during the year, and that night, he would be as reckless as on any other of those nights. He marvelled at his brother’s endless revelry and his ability to match Rupert’s first-class grades in studies that, in Rupert’s case, were achieved through swatting and abstinence.

      Rupert was jostled as he manoeuvred through the large crowd to Ross’s usual roost by the bar where he would hold court. He wasn’t there.

      “Hello there, Ross.”

      Rupert spun around to the mention of his brother’s name. A middle-aged man, whose face looked permanently etched with expressions of pleasure, was extending his hand.

      “You’re not Ross,” the man said still smiling and grasped Rupert’s hand, “but you must be Rupert?”

      Rupert responded immediately to the physical and emotional warmth of the gesture and knew, in the fleeting moment of contact, that he liked this man.

      “It’s somewhat unnerving, the face times two,” he said laughing and released Rupert’s hand, “but you must be tired of people confusing the two of you.”

      “Well, we have no trouble in telling ourselves apart,” Rupert answered with a wry smile. He noticed a discreet crucifix pinned to the collar of the man’s white sport shirt.

      “I’m Matthew,” the man said more loudly over the sudden increase in the din of the revellers. He saw Rupert look at his lapel, “Father Matthew Gallagher. I’m a friend of Ross.”

      Rupert’s eyebrows shot upwards.

      Matthew laughed, his face becoming a concertina of wrinkles.

      “And that’s taken you by surprise.”

      Rupert was bewildered and Matthew offered him a drink as compensation.

      They sat outside at a wooden table in the late afternoon breeze and Rupert heard the story of the unlikely friendship between his capricious brother and this priest. He learned that Ross and Matthew had become acquainted three months previously. Matthew came from a local church, and on Friday nights he often visited this hotel that serviced locals, workers and university students. It was his way of making connections in a less formal setting and, he admitted with a wink, not a bad way to spend a Friday evening.

      It had not taken long for Ross to settle into the swing of the University social scene and to find his way to its favoured watering-hole where he and Matthew met.

      Ross held court amongst the other students. He was witty and lively, but then would sit quietly on his own in the corner. Matthew approached him there one evening. Though Ross was initially reluctant to talk, before too long they were conversing.

      What Matthew learned of Ross in that and subsequent conversations, he did not say, but Rupert felt a pang of envy, if not betrayal, at the thought that his twin might share intimate thoughts with another, thoughts that Rupert may not have been aware his brother held. From the understanding looks that Matthew gave him, Rupert wondered what Ross had told Matthew about himself.

      Yet Rupert could understand that his brother might open up to this man. Though there was a gentility about him, it seemed to Rupert that Matthew had had his own experiences that perhaps enabled him to understand the failings of others.

      

      The morning sun muted the greens of the valley. He loved this drive, the route so often taken in the days when he was full of enthusiasm and he would make the reverse trip, from the Community to Matthew in Melbourne.

      In that first meeting at the hotel, Rupert and Matthew began a friendship that grew, over time, to a deep love and respect. Rupert had responded immediately to Matthew’s warmth and understanding. Partly this was born out of Rupert’s need, and therefore his readiness, to listen to the counsel of an older man. But it was more than his words. Amid Matthew’s humour and his apparent worldliness, Rupert recognized a deep commitment to Christian values, not in the evangelical tone of his own father, but in everything about him. He was a living example of the values that Rupert had been precariously on the edge of rejecting in retaliation against his father.

      In subsequent meetings, the older man reintroduced the younger to the Church in its Catholic face, and Rupert took readily to its elaborate rituals and its paradoxical simplicity. Ross was pleased that Rupert and Matthew had struck up a friendship, recognizing his brother’s needs, but he blamed Matthew for the choice that Rupert would eventually make that took him away for twelve years.

      As he drove, Rupert inhaled the freshness of the hay and eucalyptus, drawing a long, unlaboured breath for the second time in the last two days. He thought of the night before — of Athena — and blushed at the fact that he had kissed her. A rush of pleasure at the thought of her surprised him.

      He breathed deeply of the day, each exhalation causing him to relax, and yet he was on his way to visit his dying friend. But the sight and smell of the fields, so full of optimism on this cloudless morning, and the presence of Matthew waiting for him at the end of the journey, though it might be the last, brought him some peace.

      The gates stood open in an arms-stretched welcome. The Prodigal Son.

      Had these gates ever been closed? The rusty stakes and the smugly settled plants that hugged them told him otherwise. He thought about the first time he had come in through these gates. How eager he was, how arrogant in his certainty. He remembered how he had wished these same gates would close tightly behind him, locking out the world and, most especially, his father. Rupert had looked back over his shoulder on that day, fearful that he would be there to stop him at the last moment, breaking his vow never to speak to Rupert again. He didn’t come, nor did he ever speak, not even the last time as they stood over the grave of the woman who had linked them in blood.

      Rupert thought of Kat’s recent, unwanted advice about his father. He had not told her that he’d tried to tell him about Ross’s death, but had been informed, sympathetically by a staff member, that his father did not want to see him.

      Parking the car, Rupert felt anxious. The Prodigal Son … the thought kept recurring. Ridiculous! He admonished himself. They didn’t know here that he was not the same unquestioning youth who had left years before.

      “I am not coming back in humility,” he said aloud. He shut the car door harder than he intended.

      There was an unreality about the walk from the car to the main building that served as an ad hoc reception area for visitors who attended the retreat programs offered here. Today, Rupert felt as though he was seeing this entire place for the first time, brought on by the knowledge that it might be the last. There was little that offered a comforting sense of the known, of belonging; Rupert could feel Matthew’s presence strongly already. The complacency that overtook him on the drive there was suddenly overtaken by an increased urgency to see his friend. His step quickened.

      Dominic, a young seminarian Rupert had met on previous visits, crossed the path ahead and, seeing Rupert, veered towards him.

      “I’m so glad to see you,” he said clasping Rupert’s hand in his.

      Rupert scrutinised Dominic’s face. “How’s Matthew?” He was almost afraid to ask.

      Dominic shook his head. “It won’t be long, Rupert. We’ve made him as comfortable as we can.”

      “Shouldn’t he be in the hospital?” Rupert could hear his voice rising but did not want to offend Dominic.

      “Matthew wants to be here,” Dominic said gently and with understanding, “there’s little that can be done for him now.”

      The two men walked in the direction of the building where Matthew lay dying.

      “He’s conscious and asking for you, Rupert. That is, he’s asking for Elijah.”

      “You knew that was me?” Rupert said with a heavy heart.

      “Oh yes. Matthew spoke of you often, and his name for you.”

      Inside the residential building, Dominic directed Rupert to a glassed room that opened onto a sun-filled courtyard. As they approached, Rupert could see the loved figure of Matthew hunched in his wheelchair in the sun, a blanket wrapped around his thin and frail body. They paused at the window and Rupert leaned his forehead on the glass and soaked in the sight of his friend and mentor.

      “He’s asleep,” Dominic whispered and, seeing the look on Rupert’s face, patted him on the back and walked away.

      Rupert sat on the ground beside Matthew who had still not stirred, his head bowed forward over his chest. He looked up into the old man’s face, absorbing every detail of him, entrusting it to his memory. Matthew was pale, the bottom lip that jutted out slightly in his sleep was tinged with blue and was wet from the dribble of a deep sleep. His breathing was sharp and made small whistling sounds as he exhaled. The wrinkles of his face were permanently etched as evidence of a life filled with laughter. Rupert knew that Matthew’s life had not always been as peaceful as his latter days proved to be, but he met all his obstacles with grace and, when possible, with humour. He had entrusted his life to the God he loved and, as a result, saw misfortune in the context of a full life, a life he was honoured to have been given.

      Matthew’s hands rested on his lap, one lying over the other. Rupert took one in his own and stroked along the prominent veins at its back. He had never noticed before how long Matthew’s fingers were and wondered that it would be possible to not know something like that about someone you love. He raised the hand and placed the palm against his own face. Though the skin was cool, he could feel Matthew’s life still warm at its centre. Keeping the palm pressed to his cheek, Rupert rested his head on Matthew’s knee.

      Matthew’s free hand twitched and stirred, and Rupert felt it lay across his hair.

      “Elijah?” Matthew’s feeble voice whispered to him.

      Rupert hesitated, wanting to prolong the moments now.

      “It’s me, Matthew,” he said eventually, turning to look up into the old man’s face. Matthew’s soft brown eyes were dulled, but it seemed to Rupert that something clear lay behind them.

      He placed the older man’s hands into his frail lap and came up onto his knees to better see his friend.

      “Are you warm enough?” he said, making unnecessary adjustments to the blanket.

      Matthew smiled weakly and coughed more weakly still.

      “You look tired …” he said to Rupert and they both smiled at the irony, “you miss your brother.”

      Rupert leaned into the blanket tucked at Matthew’s shoulder.

      Matthew rested his head against the younger man. “Where are you?” he said softly.

      “I’m here, Matthew.”

      Matthew raised a frail arm and lightly touched Rupert on the chest. “Where is your heart, Elijah?”

      The touch threatened to produce tears, but Rupert checked himself for fear that every word or gesture from Matthew would find a hole in the dyke. He looked away. He could not answer.

      Matthew’s hand brought an unsteady finger to his lips. “Listen … Look.”

      Rupert sat attentively, wondering what it was that Matthew wanted him to hear and see. A small breeze rustled through the courtyard.

      After several minutes, he looked at Matthew, expecting to find him asleep. Though his lids were heavy, he was looking ahead.

      “What did the wind bring you, Elijah?”

      Rupert was silent and bemused.

      Huskily, Matthew repeated his question.

      Rupert didn’t know what to say, but Matthew had fallen asleep, his breath wheezing in his throat.

      Rupert sat down on the grass and leaned against the arm of the wheelchair. He didn’t understand what Matthew was asking and thought that perhaps it was a sign of his senility.

      The late morning sun was like a balm on his face and body. The breeze blew across the yard in short, gentle bursts. Through hooded lids he perused his surroundings. Tidy garden beds lovingly tended were still holding onto the summer’s now ageing blooms. He was glad they had not yet been culled.

      The breeze stopped. Unseen birds chirped in the distance. On a new puff of wind, a crimson and yellow leaf floated to his feet. He picked it up, looking for the tree to which it belonged, but the few trees in the courtyard had not yet dressed for autumn. He studied it and turned it over, running his fingers along the veins on its pale back. They yielded to his gentle pressure, as Matthew’s had. He held the leaf in the flattened palm of his hand, and it drifted away from him on a new draught. He wondered what else the wind would bring him but could already feel the demand in his expectation. He let it go and waited. The wind brought nothing. He waited. He felt nothing. He waited. And for the briefest of moments, he was nothing … but the wind and the chirp of unseen birds.

      Matthew twitched and muttered in his sleep. Rupert tended him, securing again the blanket around him. Matthew opened his eyes and drew a painful intake of air. Close to Rupert’s ear he whispered slowly:

      
        
        
        Upon my flowering breast

        Which I kept wholly for Him alone

        There he lay sleeping

      

      

      

      He paused, longer this time, and continued with effort:

      
        
        
        And I caressing Him

        There in a breeze from the fanning cedars.

      

      

      

      So long it was since Rupert had heard these lines or thought of them, but he responded immediately:

      
        
        
        When the breeze blew from the turret

        Parting His hair,

        He wounded my neck

        With His gentle hand,

        Suspending all my senses.

      

      

      

      Matthew smiled and nodded and fell back into sleep, exhausted.

      Rupert pondered the next and last stanza but could not remember it. The work had been immensely important to him in the stages of his conversion to Catholicism under Matthew’s guidance; so important that he had travelled to Spain to visit the sites famous in the life of its sixteenth-century author, the mystic St. John of the Cross. His life and his works had inspired Rupert, not the least reason being that the saint’s poetry was partly the result of his own darkness — he knew the struggle to believe, the dark night of the soul. How ironic, Rupert thought, that now that he was living his own darkness, he could not remember the lines. He suspected that in his own case, the inner light had been extinguished.

      

      The day with Matthew was spent peacefully in the garden and then inside when the wind became cooler. Matthew slept for much of it, occasionally opening his eyes to find the face of the younger man who sat dutifully by him, and then drifting back to sleep contentedly. For Rupert the day was not slow enough. He absorbed the presence of his friend as if storing him for the long drought ahead. He feared the drought, feared the dearth of his emotional resources, and wondered if it was himself who was going to die. It wasn’t that he wanted to die, it was just that he couldn’t envisage his future and felt that perhaps he was having a premonition of his own early death.

      Frequently, Dominic came by to check that Matthew and Rupert were comfortable. Rupert fed Matthew a thin vegetable soup that, surprisingly, he sipped with interest.

      “I’d rather a beer,” he said, with a lazy half-wink between spoonfuls.

      “Not a whisky?” Rupert responded with mock and genuine surprise.

      “We can all change, Elijah,” Matthew answered with the smallest, mischievous smile.

      Rupert pondered the name that Matthew had fondly given him many years before. The two men had met frequently following their initial meeting at the hotel. In the course of one evening, Rupert told Matthew about the experience that he had had on the bluff the year before. He had not told anyone else, except Ross who had not remembered much about the evening and thought that Rupert must also have had too much to drink. Despite Rupert’s protestations Ross dismissed it and was uncharacteristically curt with his brother when Rupert told him about ‘the voice’. Matthew had listened to Rupert’s description of the visual experience but more intently to his recounting of the voice that he knew that he had heard. When Rupert had finished, Matthew recounted the passage of 1 Kings where Elijah, standing on the mountain, heard the still small voice of God.

      Just as he had done when recounting the story of his experience to Athena, Rupert now inwardly cringed at the memory of it. He didn’t know what to make of it anymore. He thought of Athena’s research and her conviction that our brain’s chemistry is responsible for such perceived phenomena. If this was so … He blushed at the thought of it. And yet, as he spooned in another mouthful of soup, he pondered Matthew’s gentle and trusting face and wondered.

      

      Dominic had prepared a room for Rupert, but he preferred to sleep with Matthew in his small room. When Matthew had been lifted out of the wheelchair and placed in his bed, Rupert sponged the old man’s pale and age-blemished body. Though weak, Matthew giggled like a child being tickled, as Rupert sponged under one arm.

      Once Matthew was comfortable and asleep, Rupert left him to telephone Kat.

      “Hello,” came the feeble response to his ringing.

      “Kat?”

      Rupert was concerned at the tone of her voice. It was still early evening, only six o’clock, and yet Kat sounded as though he had woken her from a heavy sleep. Either that or she was unwell.

      “It’s Rupert, Kat. Are you alright?”

      “Yes … ” she said groggily, and then “yes,” more forcefully.

      “Have you heard from Neti?”

      “Who?”

      “Neti, Kat. Have you heard from her?” Rupert couldn’t hide the exasperation in his voice.

      “No … No … She’s not due home yet, is she?” Kat sounded confused.

      “No.” Rupert was certain this was met with “Thank God” at the other end.

      “Are you sure you’re alright?”

      “Yes Rupert! For God’s sake! I’m okay! What do you want, anyway?”

      Rupert hesitated, unsure what to say. “Nothing really. I just wanted to make sure that … ”

      “What? That I haven’t screwed everything up?” Kat’s voice, which had lost its grogginess, now sounded bitter.

      “No … No.” Rupert was shocked that she said it, but he had to admit to himself that there was some truth in her statement.

      “When are you home?” she said matter-of-factly.

      “I’ll stay again tomorrow night if that’s all right with you?”

      “Suit yourself.”

      He could not fail to notice the sharp tone in her voice. He couldn’t understand why she was talking this way. At least Neti would not be home for another two days, he thought as he put down the telephone.

      That night, Rupert barely slept. Instead, he dozed in the armchair beside Matthew in between checks on his welfare, a task normally done by the Community brothers in a rotating system. He was dozing when he was startled awake by the sound of Matthew’s voice, clear and loud.

      “Elijah!”

      Rupert leapt from the chair, fearing the worst, but instead found Matthew wide awake and alert.

      “Turn up the brightness,” he said wheezing, indicating the lamp that was glowing dully on the small table in the corner.

      Rupert switched on the overhead light.

      “In the drawer …” Matthew nodded in the direction of the table.

      Rupert obeyed, wondering if there was some medication Matthew needed urgently. The only thing in the drawer was Matthew’s now old and lovingly worn Bible, which Rupert recognized immediately. He took it out and ran his hand over the brown leather cover, his thoughts becoming a mixture of memories of the times when Matthew had read to him from it. He felt loose inside.

      “Solomon … the Song,” Matthew ordered with husky breath.

      Rupert wondered what Matthew wanted here. It was not a Book that the two of them had shared. The pages opened easily with a photograph of a woman inserted at Chapters 4 to 6.

      “Four, nine to eleven,” Matthew said, reaching a shaking hand for the photograph.

      Rupert read dutifully,

      
        
        “You have ravished my heart, my sister, my bride,

        you have ravished my heart with a glance of your eyes,

        with one jewel of your necklace.

        How sweet is your love, my sister, my bride!

        how much better is your love than wine,

        and the fragrance of your oils than any spice!

        Your lips distil nectar, my bride;

        honey and milk are under your tongue;

        the scent of your garments is like the scent of Lebanon.”

      

      

      As he read, Rupert glanced at Matthew who silently mouthed the words as he read them.When he had finished, he waited self-consciously, not understanding why Matthew had asked him to read this passage but suspecting that it had something to do with the woman in the photograph.

      “We were to marry,” Matthew said, as if reading his thoughts, holding the photograph out to him.

      Despite his suspicions, Rupert twitched with surprise and shock. He studied the woman in the now aged-yellowed photograph. Though not a beauty, her face, in her thirties at least, was striking for the clarity of her eyes and the mischievous smile, which Rupert thought was probably directed to Matthew as the photographer, a Matthew that he didn’t know had existed.

      Although the two men were very close, it became apparent to Rupert that perhaps he knew little about his friend’s life. Matthew was a wonderful listener, and in that capacity, he had created an atmosphere in which Rupert felt secure in telling him his most intimate thoughts. He realised now that perhaps this had not been reciprocated. Though he knew many factual details of Matthew’s life, there were obviously things he had not shared — until now.

      Matthew watched his younger friend as he stared at the photograph.

      “Do we ever really know the deepest dreams of another, Elijah?”

      “You know mine,” Rupert answered him still not looking up, his voice husky. He placed the photograph in Matthew’s hand and stroked the silver hair from his damp brow. “Tell me about her.”

      Painfully and with a great deal of effort, Matthew related the story of the one woman he had loved — Clare. He told Rupert how they had met and fallen in love, had become engaged, but how he had also felt drawn to religious life, the choice he was ultimately to make over her. He knew he could not give her one hundred per cent of himself and that she deserved more than this. Although he loved her, and continued to love her, he had felt that God would better understand the tug of two loves on his heart.

      “Perhaps I was wrong, Elijah. She may well have understood. I know now… that the human heart … has a great capacity for understanding … and love.”

      “Do you regret your decision, Matthew?”

      Matthew hesitated and Rupert could feel himself tensing in anticipation of an answer he was not sure he wanted to hear.

      “I struggled,” Matthew’s breathing was laboured, but he was alert and lucid. “I struggled.” His eyes became glazed.

      Rupert lowered his, aware that Matthew was for that moment in the memory of his love.

      “You miss her still.”

      Matthew smiled. “Yes … but I found peace … with my God …. It’s the little things … in a marriage … that make all the difference … The little comforts … like well-loved slippers …. We have that …God … and … me.” He brought the photograph to his chest.

      Rupert was about to ask what happened to Clare. Did she marry? Was she still alive? but Matthew had fallen asleep exhausted from his effort. His fingers lay curled around the photograph.

      Though weary from lack of sleep, Rupert sat by the bed for the next hour, his thoughts drifting loosely. As he leaned forward in his chair and rested his head and arms on the bed, the final stanza that had eluded him earlier spoke loudly in his head:

      
        
        
        I abandoned and forgot myself,

        Laying my face on my Beloved;

        All things ceased; I went out from myself,

        Leaving my cares

        Forgotten among the lilies.
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      Neti hung up the telephone.

      “Everything all right, love?”

      “Yep,” she said, “Kat’s home.”

      Despite Neti’s reassurance, Polly’s mother wasn’t convinced and gave a look to her husband. He answered with a silence.

      “Is your uncle home?”

      Neti rolled her eyes, “Probably.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want to stay another night?”

      “Go on, Net,” Polly said from behind her parents, still eating her lunch at the table.

      Neti smiled at her friend’s enthusiasm, but she wanted to go home to spend some time with her mother. She was worried though. Kat had sounded vague and distressed on the telephone and Neti had to repeat herself several times in the short conversation. She must have another migraine, she thought to herself.

      “I think I’ll go home, thanks. Rupert mightn’t be there after all.”

      Penny’s mother shot another look at her husband, who raised his eyebrows in resignation. He picked up his car keys.

      “C’mon then, love. I’ll take you home.”

      On the way, Neti felt the stirrings of something she couldn’t name, but it made her feel uneasy. Once at her front door though, she turned and waved to Polly and her father with a reassuring smile, despite her own uncertainty.

      The house was silent when she entered. The lounge room was dark and stuffy and had an unfamiliar, unpleasant odour. A pillow and blanket were askew on the couch as if someone had just got up from sleeping there. Neti looked around. Kat’s now trademark coffee cup was on the floor and had been knocked; sediment had spilt on the carpet. Another cup sat on the table, half full of milky coffee that had formed a day-old scum.

      She looked for her mother in the kitchen; there was little disturbed there, except for an unwiped bench and a plate with a half-eaten sandwich on the sink.

      Neti heard someone retching in the toilet and knocked on the door.

      “What?” Kat’s voice was garbled.

      Neti opened the door tentatively. “Kat? Are you okay?”

      Her mother was on her knees over the toilet and retching into the bowl. Exhausted, she sat back on her haunches and rested her forehead on her arms.

      Vomit-stiffened hair was stuck to Kat’s mouth and face. She smelt horribly and was still wearing the dress in which she had waved Neti goodbye, three days earlier. She groaned. Neti sat beside her but reeled back from the smell. She waited to see if Kat was able to stand. The two sat together in silence, Kat still not acknowledging that her daughter was there.

      After a few minutes, when the nausea had eased, Neti helped Kat from the floor. She led her towards Kat’s bedroom, but she refused to go and, shrugging Neti off, headed for her make-shift bed on the couch.

      “Should I call a doctor?” Neti said, smoothing the blanket over her mother, all the time wondering where Rupert could be.

      “No!”

      When Kat was finally asleep, Neti cleaned up the lounge room. She wasn’t certain what to do but hoped that Rupert could not be far. She went into her bedroom and opened a window and, before she could see the note he had written her, a breeze blew it out of her sight.

      Neti sat on the bed to wait for her uncle to return home.
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        * * *

      

      Athena riffled through the papers on her desk. Several subjects had been interviewed, and there were many other documented cases to draw on. Each person’s heightened religious experience had been so different — the age at which it had occurred, the location of the experience, the life circumstances, the mental state at the time. But one factor was common: the certainty that the experience happened as told and the overriding, overwhelming emotion that accompanied it. The sense of awe remained with each, except for Rupert, it seemed.

      Athena studied the data from Rupert’s interview. His mother’s alcoholism held particular interest for her, and even more so because Rupert’s identical twin also suffered this condition. Interestingly, it had manifested at the same time that Rupert had had his experience, but Athena didn’t know what to make of the loose connection. This area of neuroscience was proving to be as difficult as she had envisaged. She often wondered why she had chosen it — results of work already done were inconclusive, as much of the scientific research involving human consciousness tended to be. But she was fascinated by the recording of such experiences throughout the history of modern man. Athena felt certain that the cause was physical and wanted to prove it. The limitation, and the frustration, was that there was still so much more to know about the brain. At best, there was a possible location responsible for religious experience. Similar events to those experienced by Athena’s subjects, and those from previous studies, could be simulated in the laboratory by stimulating the temporal lobe. What might serve as the stimulus outside the laboratory though was still under question and was the basis of her research.

      She picked up a letter and read again the bursary offer from the University of Pennsylvania. It would assist her research immeasurably, but there were several factors to consider if she was to accept it, not the least leaving her brother. She knew she must make the decision now.

      Her thoughts homed in on her last meeting with Rupert and his kiss. It had been so unexpected, and he’d left so quickly that she wondered, briefly, if it had happened at all. The memory of it brought her pleasure and she allowed herself to revel in it. But when she thought about it more rationally, taking into account his emotional state and, more particularly, his vocation, she berated herself for her own foolishness. Athena looked again at the letter in front of her, picked up her pen and, hesitating briefly, completed the last section of the form.
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        * * *

      

      An hour had passed and there had been no word from Rupert.

      Mercifully, Kat slept. When Neti checked on her, she found her mother in an almost unnaturally deep sleep; her mouth hung open and her breathing was erratic.

      Neti busied herself washing the clothes she had taken away and the towels that had lay damp, smelling of early mildew, on the bathroom floor.

      Another hour passed. Kat didn’t respond to offers of food and so Neti settled to making herself a sandwich from three-day-old bread.

      The house was unsettlingly quiet. When it had been just herself and her father living here, there had been noise. He had been a lively and talkative man; so different from his brother. Neti thought of the times she would come home from school and Ross would be there, early from work, waiting for her. The house would be clean and bright and he suspiciously brighter. He seemed to always be sucking a mint, but it failed to disguise the smell of alcohol when she kissed him hello.

      Neti tipped the remnants of her sandwich into the bin that was peppered with ants. She went into her uncle’s bedroom; she hoped that she could find a clue as to where he could be. She tried to remember the name of his ‘girlfriend’ as her mother had referred to her. The name, Neti remembered, was unusual and had made her think of a television program about a warrior princess. She ran through the alphabet to prompt her memory as she began to search his room.

      If it’s here, it won’t be too hard to find, Neti thought, as she began at the polished dresser. In the need for cleanliness, her uncle most resembled her father. For other people, she knew, it was their physical resemblance. But Neti never had trouble distinguishing the two when they were together. Alcohol and grief had etched different lines on her father’s face, but so had his laughter.

      She wondered about the quiet and unhappy man who now inhabited this room. When she looked around at its simplicity, its order, she felt a compulsion to throw it in disarray. Neti hesitated, aware that thoughts such as these were erupting frequently. Gingerly, she moved the few items on the dresser, but found nothing. She opened the wardrobe door, but again there was little to be found, except a small cardboard box, an assemble-yourself type, that was on the floor beside a single pair of shoes. Neti took it out and placed it on the bed. It was half-filled with letters, cards and other paperwork. She emptied the contents and, on one envelope, recognized the handwriting. It was in her father’s hand, written to Rupert at an address she didn’t know. The postmark was ten years old. With a trembling hand she extracted the letter but knew she couldn’t cope with hearing it read in her father’s voice and pushed it abruptly back into its envelope and into the box.

      Neti moved the other items on the bed aside, looking for the information she wanted — a name and telephone number. She saw her own name written on an envelope. The card inside was covered in coloured balloons that carried the message, ‘Happy 15th Birthday’. She was puzzled. Her fifteenth birthday had been a few days before Kat had arrived. She remembered that she had chosen not to spend the evening with her uncle, telling him that she would go to Polly’s instead. He’d been cooking and, she remembered, there was a birthday cake with candles in the refrigerator that he had made her. Neti winced at the memory and tried to recall if he had given her a card. He had. It was plainer than the one in her hand and expressed simply inside, “To dear Neti … love from Rupert”, the sentiments of an unknown writer filling the space between.

      She opened this card and read it.

      
        
        “To dearest Neti,

      

        

      
        How I wish for you a year of happiness,

        How I wish for you a year of peace.

        I pray that we find it together.

      

        

      
        With all my love,

        Rupert.”

      

      

      In the reading of it, Neti sensed her uncle’s awkwardness. Thoughtfully, she put it back into its envelope and placed it carefully in the box.

      Rifling through the remaining papers, she finally found what was needed.

      “Athena!” she said.

      Replacing the other items into the box, Neti returned it to its exact position in the wardrobe.
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        * * *

      

      The final beep of the answering machine greeted Athena and Toby as they came through the front door.

      “I’ll check the messages, Tobe … You run a bath, okay?”

      Toby saluted her and dutifully headed for the bathroom.

      Athena smiled to herself. Toby and his friends from school were perfecting their salutes in Forrest Gump style; they’d seen some of the movie as a special treat. Fortunately, Athena thought, this fascination with military life was also leading to absolute obedience. She hoped this fad would last a while.

      The telephone messages played while Athena prepared dinner. The last one stopped her, the knife in her hand suspended above the chopping board.

      “Hello … Um … It’s Neti Brown … I’m looking for Rupert Brown … My uncle.”

      Athena was puzzled. Why would Rupert’s niece call her? Why would she think he was here? She played the message again. The young girl’s voice was unsteady, and Athena sensed that there was something wrong. She pressed buttons on the telephone to recall the last telephone number.

      A small, anxious voice answered.

      “Neti, it’s Athena Nevis … Is everything all right?”

      The relief in the girl’s voice was palpable. She told Athena that her mother was ill, that she didn’t know what to do and that she didn’t know where her uncle could be.

      “He’s visiting a sick friend in the country, Neti.” Athena wondered that Rupert had not told her. She pressed for more details about Neti’s mother’s condition and became concerned. “I think I should come,” she said matter-of-factly, and Neti did not hesitate to give the address.

      Toby, scrubbed and rosy, couldn’t believe his luck that his health-conscious sister was permitting take-away. He sat with a military back in the car’s passenger seat, carefully guarding the plastic cartons balanced between his legs.

      “Who’s Neti, again?”

      “Rupert’s niece.”

      Toby smiled broadly at the mention of the older man’s name.

      “But don’t forget, Rupert won’t be there,” Athena reminded him.

      She was touched by Toby’s immediate response to Rupert. Toby was, by nature, very affectionate and in the past had approached people with enthusiastic greetings. Several experiences of insensitive rejection had curbed that enthusiasm and sometimes made him more guarded with people. Although Rupert too had been taken aback — Athena smiled at the memory of their meeting — his eventual response had matched Toby’s. Rupert had treated him with respect, as an individual, not the object of patronizing pity. The boy had talked of Rupert often since then.

      “How old’s Neti?”

      “Your age,” Athena said, raising her eyebrows at the thought of the probable discrepancy in the respective abilities of these two fifteen-year-olds. She wondered what Neti was like and how she would receive both herself and her brother.

      “Behave yourself, won’t you, Tobe?” she said.

      The door opened immediately to Athena’s knock.

      Neti’s hair was defiant; her smile was not, when Athena introduced herself and her brother.

      “Hi … Come in,” Neti said awkwardly to both and stepped aside.

      “Hi!” Toby mimicked in return, wrestling with the take-away bags.

      As Athena stepped through the doorway, she felt apprehensive. What would Rupert think of her being here in his absence?

      The atmosphere inside the house was oppressive. Athena could not see Neti’s mother, but she could sense her presence, and, although part of her was reluctant, she followed Neti to her. Toby, staying close, looked hopefully for a sign of Rupert.

      Athena knelt by the couch. Kat was conscious but seemed to drift in and out of sleep. The smell of the woman made Athena gasp for air. She felt her forehead — it was clammy and cold.

      Kat opened her eyes and was startled to see an unfamiliar face. She looked beyond Athena to where Toby and Neti stood passively behind her.

      Athena stroked her damp hair in reassurance. “I’m … a friend of Rupert’s. Can I help you? Do you know what’s wrong?”

      Kat shifted her body from the woman. “Go away.”

      Unfazed by the woman’s abruptness, Athena directed the conversation to Neti and told her that she would call a doctor. The response from Kat was immediate and she attempted to sit up.

      “No! I’m all right! I know what’s wrong.” She looked warily from Athena to Neti and back again.

      Athena asked Neti if she would help Toby to serve the meal he was still guarding. Taking charge of the parcels, Neti invited him to help her in the kitchen. He marched behind her obediently.

      Once out of view, Kat spoke lucidly.

      “I’m pregnant.”

      Athena was not sure how to react to this news. She didn’t know this woman well enough to be either shocked or delighted. But there was something in the surreptitious way in which she spoke that made Athena believe that the news could not be good. Before she could respond, Kat continued.

      “I’ve tried to get rid of it.”

      There was a lunging of her insides that Athena hoped she could contain. She did not speak.

      “It didn’t work,” Kat continued. “I know …” She turned towards the kitchen to be sure that she could not be heard there. “I’ve tried it before.”

      Athena’s mind was swimming with thoughts; most pressing though, was her concern for this woman’s welfare. She urged, insisted, that Kat should see a doctor, but she would not have it.

      “All right,” Athena finally relented. “But I won’t leave until I know you’re not in any danger.”

      In the kitchen, Neti absorbed herself dishing up dinner, relieved that the situation with her mother now seemed to be under some control. She liked Athena immediately, but couldn’t understand what she might see in her stuffy uncle. It never crossed her mind to question that Athena was Rupert’s girlfriend. Though Neti only vaguely knew her grandfather, from occasional visits to the nursing home with Ross, she knew that, as a religious minister, he had married. She didn’t know about her uncle’s vow of chastity and assumed that he had just not found someone to love him.

      At first, Neti was irritated by Toby. She strained her ears to hear the conversation taking place in the lounge room, but he constantly chattered. Once or twice, she answered sharply. Exasperated, she abruptly placed glasses on the table and set him to pouring a drink for each of them. When she turned from the cupboard with plates in her hand, she witnessed the back of him, knees bent so that his eyes were level with the rim of the glasses, carefully pouring the lemonade so that each glass would have exactly the same amount. He didn’t know she was watching, and when he spilt some on the bench, she heard his soft gasp. She felt ashamed of her behaviour towards him then.

      “It’s okay,” she said, as Toby tried to wipe away the spill with his fingers.

      He beamed.

      “I’ll have the same as you,” he told her matter-of-factly as she served the portions from the plastic containers.

      “No worries.” Neti smiled to herself.

      

      Perhaps it was the comfort of Athena's presence, but Kat seemed to gain more strength and was able to sit up. Athena didn't ask questions of her, other than how she was feeling and if she was bleeding, but she could feel Kat watching her, taking her in as if putting together pieces of a mental puzzle.

      “How long have you known Rupert?" Kat asked in what seemed to be an outward expression of her thoughts. The question, in itself, was innocent enough, but Athena felt that she was being steered into unknown waters, and so, after answering Kat's question, she deftly moved the conversation back to her welfare. Kat’s smile suggested that she recognized the manoeuvre, and she played along.

      From the kitchen, Toby's voice piped away over Neti's deeper monosyllabic answers. Kat, who had not really been in a condition to be aware of Toby's presence, raised an eyebrow quizzically.

      "My brother … Tobias," Athena explained and told her about his condition, feeling all the while a discomfort under the circumstances of Kat's confession.

      It appeared that Kat felt it too, as she lowered her eyes and her face fixed into a small, defensive set, though it lacked confidence.

      “You must think little of me.”

      Athena was taken aback by the statement and hesitated before replying.

      “It's not my place to judge your decisions. I’m not in your position and can really only guess what my own choice would be, if I was.”

      “It's not as natural as I thought it would be,” Kat said quietly, “motherhood, I mean. I truly wish it was, and I waited for the feeling to come … but it didn't, and I don’t feel the urgings, like marrow in the bones, that other women seem to feel. Is there something wrong with me?”

      Athena grappled for an answer. Was there something wrong? The woman in her that would want her own child said, yes. The scientist, too, thought that it was possible. But would administering the right chemicals or gene therapy be the answer … to make someone feel maternal. Athena knew that it was trite to think so, and it also demeaned the dignity of Kat's experience and genuine question.

      “You know your own feelings. What can I say?”

      Athena knew her response was inadequate but wanted to avoid the potential intimacy of this conversation.

      From the kitchen came Neti’s laugh. Kat glanced in the direction of it and lowered her voice.

      “She needs a mother … but I don't think I …”

      Before she could finish, the kitchen door opened. Neti carried a tray of plates, and Toby walked rigidly behind her, his eyes fixed on the glass he gripped in each hand.

      Neti was surprised and pleased to see her mother sitting up and served her first, but Kat, still unable to eat, pushed the plate away.

      “Thanks, Neti. You’ve done a good job,” Athena said as she accepted her plate.

      Toby appeared to be most pleased with the evening's arrangement and beamed with pleasure, as if he was in the company of his dearest friends.There were awkward silences amongst the others, punctuated now and then with pleasantries and the sound of Toby's exuberant chewing.

      Though never comfortable with small-talk, Athena was grateful for it tonight. She wondered what she should do. Kat was stubborn in her refusal to see a doctor, but Athena couldn’t leave them, especially Neti, who seemed to be more relaxed now. She watched the young girl with her mother and felt sad for what Kat had told her, and anxious for what she feared she had been about to say.

      It was clear to Athena in this brief meeting that, although Kat might have good intentions, motherhood was proving to be too much for her. Neti, she observed, was a young girl trying to be older than her years. There was an element of defiance in her nature, of self-protection, and a hint of unruliness that would need to be watched, but she was kind-hearted too. Athena could see that Neti loved her mother and tried hard to please her. She saw too that Neti flinched in the face of Kat's occasional sharp-edged responses. But what struck Athena mostly, was the way in which Neti responded to Toby. As the evening progressed, she witnessed Neti becoming softer to him, even maternal to a degree, and Athena thought further about the innateness of such feelings.

      She wondered how Rupert managed in this house. His niece could be a handful, and Kat probably more so, but she had the impression from him that he would rather be here than not. She suspected that there was little to offer him outside this home.

      Taking in the room, its character and style, Athena realised that probably little of it represented the man who now lived here. There were photographs on the mantle shelf that she would have liked to look at closely. Athena imagined Rupert sitting in this room and decided that his armchair might be the one by the fire facing away from the television.

      She felt a longing to see him.

      Toby, in typical fashion, settled in quickly. Despite his almost overwhelming enthusiasm for Neti's company, he determined her measure and diluted his behaviour to suit her, so that the two of them now comfortably played Snakes and Ladders on the floor. If Neti had imagined herself to be too old for such a game, she never let on and seemed to be enjoying herself. Kat, too, seemed comfortable and wasn’t at all apologetic about any possible inconvenience or awkwardness that Athena might feel.

      It was a natural progression then for Athena and Toby to stay the night. When it was apparent that they would sleep in Rupert's room, Athena felt some hesitation, though she did smile to herself at the thought that he could come home and find such unlikely guests in his bed.

      Kat did not intend to move from the couch. Athena straightened the cushions and found clean pillowslips to make her more comfortable. Though Kat was no longer nauseous, nor seemed to be in pain, she was very tired and settled into a deep sleep.

      Toby was most pleased to be tucked into Rupert's bed. When her brother was settled, Athena sought Neti to offer her goodnights. She found her in her bedroom. The young girl seemed embarrassed to be alone in Athena's company, her face was flushed, and she fidgeted with the pen in her hands.

      “I've just come to say goodnight,” Athena said to her brightly. She noticed Neti's awkwardness but persevered.

      “Kat seems better … but you must wake me if you're at all concerned tonight. I'll keep an eye on her though.”

      Neti nodded. “You probably didn’t need to come. I'm sorry …”

      Athena was quick to reassure her that she had done the right thing and acknowledged that, in fact, it had been a very responsible thing to do.

      Neti smiled shyly as she continued to fidget with the pen. Its top shot out of her fingers and rolled under the dressing table. Diving after it, she retrieved with it the note that Rupert had written to her explaining his absence.

      “Oh …” She read it and handed it to Athena.

      “There you are!” Athena said smiling. “Your uncle was thinking of you. Apparently, he did phone to say that he would be home tomorrow.”

      Neti seemed so waif-like and vulnerable, and Athena was moved that it was Rupert who cared for her. Although it need not be Athena's concern, she worried about what the future held now for this girl.

      Already, Toby was asleep, exhausted from the excitement of his day. Athena moved to the other side of the bed and lay on top of the bedclothes, feeling embarrassed to sleep within them. Although it was not late, she was weary and quickly fell into a shallow sleep. Accustomed as she was to checking on Toby during the nights that he stayed with her, she woke regularly, listening for any sounds from Kat. On one occasion she got up and went into the lounge room. By the passage light left on for her she could see that Kat slept quietly and, by her side, on the floor, Neti lay in a sleeping bag.

      Wide-awake, Athena lay back on Rupert’s bed and took in the room by the lamp's glow. It was bare of curiosities, other than some craft pieces that furnished it. On the bedside table next to her, though, was a small clay sculpture of a house, apparently made by a child. Despite its imperfections it was charming with its pitched roof and crooked chimney — an ideal family home, the imperfections making it all the more endearing.

      Athena, deep in thought, leaned across to her brother and gently kissed his forehead. She thought about her life and was happy with its direction — her research was fulfilling and, indeed, she loved it. She knew too that she would like to have a family, though it had not been an immediate concern. Lately, though, she was sensing gaps, as if something in her life might be missing.

      She studied the clay house more closely. In a faint, child’s handwriting inscribed on its little front lawn were the words:

      “Uncle Rupert's house”.
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      The days and nights that Rupert spent with Matthew passed all too quickly. Rupert considered staying longer but still unsettled by his conversation with Kat, decided against it.

      Though Matthew had moments of lucidity, his health declined further, and he was now confined to his bed and slept for most of the time. Despite this deterioration, the doctor could not give a definite answer regarding how much time Matthew might have left. It was possible that he could remain in this state for some weeks.

      On the day of his intended departure, Rupert rose early. Though he had slept in Matthew’s room with him and had spent virtually every moment of his time with him, he dreaded the thought of saying goodbye.

      As Rupert sat by the bed, Matthew opened his eyes.

      “You’re leaving,” he whispered hoarsely.

      “I’m coming back.”

      Matthew smiled weakly.

      “I’ll see you again, Elijah.”

      He closed his eyes and drifted into sleep. Rupert, swallowing against the thickness in his throat, kissed the silver-grey head and left, not daring to look back.

      As he drove out the gates of the Community, he wondered if he would ever return.

      The days spent with Matthew had given Rupert time to reflect on his life. He was no closer to solving his dilemmas regarding Neti and Kat, nor where he was to live, but during the days spent in the peace of the Community, Rupert felt a small thawing of his heart to his religion and, with the gentle persuasion of Matthew, to his father.

      It had been too long since Rupert had visited him, but he didn’t linger on the unpleasant thoughts of their last meeting; he feared he would lose the limited courage and motivation he now had. When he parked the car outside the aged care centre where his father now lived, he noticed that his hands were trembling. Would he ever lose the trepidation he had in seeing his father? he wondered but suspected he would always feel that he was still just a child in his father’s eyes.

      “I’m here to see Walter Brown,” he told the receptionist.

      She smiled. “Which one?”

      “Reverend.”

      “And you are?”

      “His son,” Rupert said quickly, afraid that his name might be recorded on a blacklist.

      She smiled again.

      “Yes … he’s outside. I saw him being taken there only a few minutes ago.”

      Like Matthew, Rupert’s father sat in a wheelchair in the garden, a blanket on his lap to keep out the autumn breeze. Unlike Matthew, this was not a frail man. The Reverend Brown sat erect in his chair as if in position to command the garden.

      As Rupert came up behind him, he saw the swirl of hair at the crown like his own. He wondered if his father was ever aware of it and how ludicrously vulnerable it made him appear, in spite of his rigid spine. In one sense, that swirl was an insignificant physical feature, but Rupert felt his stomach knot when he saw it — a reminder that no matter how much he might want to deny it, the two of them were linked in blood. Ross did not share this aberration, and Rupert wondered, with dread, how else he might resemble the man before him.

      Careful not to startle him, Rupert moved around to face him and bent down.

      “Hello Father.”

      The older man took him in, warily at first, and, to Rupert’s great relief, smiled.

      “Ross!”

      Rupert’s heart leapt to his throat in panic. He had been told that his father knew of Ross’s death.

      “No, Dad,” he said, using the less formal, less used, name for his father. “I’m Rupert.”

      The Reverend Brown’s eyes sharpened.

      “What are you doing here?”

      His father’s eyes were fixed in a predator’s stare. Rupert leaned forward and reached out to him, but he pulled away, securing his hands under the blanket.

      “I don’t want you here.”

      Flecks of white spit collected on the older man’s lips.

      Still squatting, Rupert rested his head in his hands and searched the ground for the confidence that was draining through his feet. His father was silent above him, and it seemed, in that moment, that the world held its breath.

      Why had he come? He didn’t know, but he’d felt compelled to. Time and all that lay broken between them had done nothing, it seemed, to lessen his father’s disdain. At least, Rupert thought, his father was not indifferent, and he drew some encouragement from that.

      There was little that he could do, and even less that he could say. Rupert raised his head and stood up. Leaning over his father he embraced him and kissed him on the temple.

      “I love you, Dad.”

      The older man did not flinch and remained stony and silent. But as Rupert walked away, he could feel his father’s eyes follow him until he was out of view.

      He would come back and try again, and it would be all right.
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        * * *

      

      When Rupert came through the front door, everything seemed to be as he had left it. Though, to a certain degree, this was of some relief to him, he felt that it was symptomatic of the people who lived in it; as if, in dying, Ross had pushed a pause button for those who had been left behind, and they were now faced with the ever-present reminder of his absence in their lives. None of them, including Kat, was capable of getting on with the job of living. In Kat’s case, Rupert suspected, she had lost her excuse for her desertion and was now floundering in her attempts to make up ground with Neti.

      At the sound of the front door closing, Kat appeared from the kitchen; she seemed happy enough to see him. Some things have changed, he thought to himself, though not without suspicion. At the same time, Neti came out from the bedroom.

      “You’re back early,” he said, smiling at her, “did you have a good time?”

      “Yep.”

      Neti and Kat returned to the kitchen.

      In his bedroom, Rupert was softly aware of a difference. Everything was in order, but he felt a strange yearning, as if for something that was lost or something he may never attain. He unpacked thoughtfully and, when he came out, his expression prompted Neti, who was heading back to her room, to speak.

      “Athena … and Tobias stayed in your room.”

      Rupert shook his head as if he had misheard, “What? What’s that?”

      Guiltily, Kat emerged from the kitchen once more, having heard Neti’s admission.

      “I was ill, Ru. Neti was worried and found Athena’s number.”

      “Are you alright?” he said, seeing now that Kat was pale and drawn.

      She hesitated, “We’ll talk about it later?” and looked guardedly towards Neti.

      Neti’s voice squeezed between them.

      “She’s nice … Athena, I mean.”

      Kat nodded.

      “But how did you find her number?” Rupert said, still bewildered.

      Blushing, Neti told him.

      “You’re very resourceful,” he said with a smile.

      “It’s not hard to find things in your room,” she answered him over her shoulder as she stepped lightly to her bedroom.

      Rupert turned to Kat once certain that Neti was out of hearing range.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Kat stammered a reply that she was all right. Rupert was becoming used to her evasiveness and was not prepared to go along with it. He stood silently, waiting for her to tell him more.

      She was nervous, he could tell by the way she avoided looking at him, and he saw the subtle shifting of her weight from foot to foot, as if restraining herself from fleeing.

      He waited, predicting what would happen next; she would become defiant as a defence.

      “I’m pregnant.”

      Her eyes held his, but he looked away. There was an awful feeling of reliving a moment, in this house, many years before. Back then, he had asked her if she was carrying Ross’s child; a terrible question to ask of her, but Rupert was uncertain where her restlessness would take her. It was Ross’s, she had said with vitriol, and Rupert suspected that therein lay the problem.

      “Whose?” he asked with resignation.

      She looked away.

      “Guy.”

      He waited, and wondered in her pause, if he was supposed to know this.

      “Sit down?” she said.

      Rupert dropped into the armchair. Kat went immediately to her favoured position on the couch and tucked her legs in front of her like a fortress.

      “I’ve known Guy for five years.” She hesitated, as though waiting for a response, but Rupert sat silent and perplexed.

      “When I first moved north … I was very lonely and unclear as to what I should do … I reached a very low point in my life.”

      Rupert resisted the temptation to reply with cynicism.

      Kat continued the conversation to her fingernails, and Rupert could see that her hands were shaking.

      “After a time … a long and terrible time … I was guided to a local Buddhist Sangha.” Kat looked up and her eyes brightened at the memory but quelled when they flicked across his face. “Anyway, I met Guy there and, after a time, we began to live together … for the last four years.”

      It sounded reasonable enough, but Rupert was shocked that he knew so little about Kat’s life in the years since she’d left. During the last few weeks spent in her company, not once had she told him and, he thought with some shame, neither had he asked.

      “What happened?”

      Kat leant back on the pillow behind her and looked at the ceiling, her hand straying to push lightly on her abdomen in what seemed to be an unconscious movement.

      “Oh … I don’t know … me, I suppose … or, I should say,” she looked at Rupert, “me, as usual? Guy is ten years younger …”

      Rupert’s eyes widened at this information.

      “But I got restless.”

      He’d thought that it was possible for people to change. It seemed that some traits are so deeply rooted that the best some can do is to prune the exterior into something that is more acceptable — to themselves and to others. In the end though, a shoot off the old root finds its way to daylight.

      “Why did you come back, Kat?”

      “I thought about Neti a lot. I thought that I wanted to be the mother I should have been. When I received your letter … it seemed heaven-sent.”

      Rupert cringed at her words.

      Kat seemed to sense his thoughts and coloured. She went on quickly, “I didn’t know, when I came, that I was pregnant.”

      Rupert remembered the telephone conversation he had overheard. He realized now who Kat must have been talking to.

      “And he knows?”

      “Yes.”

      Rupert remembered too, that the conversation had sounded heated. It seemed that the news of Kat’s condition was causing conflict. He assumed briefly, that this younger man, Guy, was not pleased with the prospect of fatherhood.

      “Guy wants me to go home,” Kat said, almost answering his thoughts.

      Rupert was taken aback. He hadn’t expected this but was also conscious of Kat’s terminology. Where did she consider her home to be?

      There was a pause before she continued, and she pressed again with her hand, “But I just want to get rid of it.”

      He should have been used to it — the smack-in-the-face remarks. When she said it, he wondered why he would ever have thought that she would think any differently. He closed his eyes against the oppressive sense of déjà-vu.

      “I need money, Ru,” she said as a natural extension to her previous statement.

      He was appalled at what she was requesting, and his voice wavered as he answered her.

      “I couldn’t.”

      “Jesus!” Kat said through her teeth. “What do you expect me to do?” Her voice was rising, and her face was pale with rage.

      Though he knew that Neti had gone to her room, Rupert was anxious that she not hear them. He didn’t know what she already knew. He spoke softly, “Kat, please … I can’t.”

      “Forget it!” she said, loud and hot as she rose from the couch. “I’ll beg at the clinic.” She swept passed him, knocking herself on the coffee table as she headed for her room. She looked back at him with bitterness.

      “I’m not going to relent this time,”

      In the awful silence that was left behind, Rupert heard the soft click of Neti’s door closing.
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        * * *

      

      She heard it, behind the door, ear cocked at the crack. She knew it too. She wanted Kat to love her, but she knew that she was unlovable. Kat must have known that, when she was pregnant with her; she must have known that the baby she was carrying wouldn’t inspire love or sacrifice. Polly inspired love. Neti could see the way Polly’s parents responded to her. They didn’t say it all the time, “I love you,” like Kat did, hollow-sounding words, but they showed it, because they got cross, like Rupert sometimes did. Kat never got cross. She got annoyed though, as if she was being asked to give a piece of herself that she didn’t want to give. She had thought that Ross had loved her, but in the end, she wasn’t enough to live for.

      Neti thought about the letter she had found in Rupert’s cupboard. She would have been five when her father had written it. Kat would have left them by then. What did Ross have to say to his brother? Was the answer there — why Kat had left? Why she found her child to be so unlovable?

      She must read it. She would wait, when Rupert and Kat were out, and she’d find the answer.
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        * * *

      

      Saturday mornings had a different feel to them now, Rupert thought as he got out of bed. When he was living in the College, he would rise early, as he still did, and wander down to one of the cafes in the local shopping strip. He hadn’t developed the taste for coffee as, it seemed, everyone else in Melbourne had. Though the range to choose from seemed excessive, he was still able to get a good cup of tea, and he enjoyed watching the world go by. He was never aware of being lonely in those days.

      These days his loneliness felt like a low-grade infection, and his old routine seemed foreign to him now. Rupert showered and dressed and considered what he might do. He had not slept well the previous night. Still astonished by the fact that Athena and Toby had spent the night in his bed, he was experiencing a range of emotions as a result. He was, firstly, so grateful to Athena for coming to Neti’s aid. At the same time, he was bothered that he had not been here, although the circumstances had not allowed for much else. But what had kept him awake, apart from everything else, was the knowledge that Athena had slept here and that he had kissed her, the last time they had met. He was now highly conscious of the presence of her perfume in the room — not strong, but subtle and evasive. There were times, in the night, when he found himself drawing in long breaths to find it. When he did, he let it wash through him, but he experienced a feeling of longing — he didn’t know what for, but it was both pleasant and disturbing.

      As he lay there, he wondered if he was in love with Athena. Love, or, at least, emotion disguised as such, wasn’t unfamiliar. In his youth he’d experienced several crushes; one, in particular, had caused him great grief when it wasn’t returned. In his late teens, Rupert had a relationship for several months, but it came to an end when the friendship moved to a sexual relationship — neither was ready for the intensity of it. In the years that followed, Rupert fell in love with Marjorie, or so he’d thought. Their relationship was one of deep friendship and respect. Although it remained a platonic one, there was never a question of it becoming sexual, though Rupert would admit to himself that, once or twice, he fantasized about sharing that sort of intimacy with her. When Marjorie married, he felt nothing but joy for her, and their friendship remained as strong as before.

      But there was something else in his thoughts about Athena. He didn’t know her well, and so he suspected that any ideas of love would be impetuous, let alone inappropriate. She was possibly six or seven years his junior, though this was not apparent in their conversations. When he thought of her though, he felt warm, almost joyful. But he was suspicious of this feeling. Rupert had begun to recognize that he had never been a joyful person, having been content to offer up unnamed dissatisfactions to his God. Now, it seemed there was an urgency to experience joy.

      He decided to go to the market. Before he left, Rupert checked that Kat was all right. She had been quiet in the night and, when he knocked on her open door to ask her if she wanted a cup of tea, she responded with a groan of annoyance. He heard Neti in her room and knocked there too, to see if she would come with him. She’d been through a difficult time with Kat, and he wanted to make up for his absence when she would have needed him. He hoped that she might even talk to him about how she was feeling.

      Neti answered her door, still in her pyjamas. She didn’t want to come, she said, but thanked him anyway. She wanted to know how long he would be gone. He didn’t know, he said, but maybe a couple of hours.

      Rupert headed for the market. He loved the atmosphere there, especially the displays of fresh produce. Travelling overseas had made him appreciate more deeply the abundance at home. The delicatessen stores especially intrigued him, and he resolved to expand his culinary knowledge to broaden the menu at home. But it was the milling of people of different ages and nations of origin that he liked most of all.

      

      In the crisp air of these now colder mornings, he was greeted by the odour of baking bread, and the wood fires of the market cafes. With so many stalls, Rupert liked to take his time moving through them in order to find the best produce for price. He was purchasing the last items when he saw Athena ahead of him, paying for the fruit and vegetables she had just bought and that were weighing heavily in the bags she was carrying. She was dressed in the red coat that she had worn to his office on their first meeting, and her hair was tucked into a woollen hat of the same colour. He suddenly felt nervous but approached her to offer to take her bags to add to his own. She turned to him at the sound of the voice and her face brightened when she saw who it was.

      Athena handed her bags to Rupert at his insistence and, although she seemed genuinely delighted to see him, there was a brief, awkward moment where both seemed to be lost for something to say.

      “Would you like to join me for breakfast?” Rupert said at last, indicating with his head in the direction of one of the cafes, but noticed as he did so, that it was very crowded.

      “I’d love to, but I don’t think there’s much room this morning. If you’ve finished your shopping, how about breakfast at my place?”

      Rupert accepted, a little too eagerly, he thought, and they headed off to their own cars.

      

      Athena wondered if Rupert saw through her to the guilt she felt for thinking about him too often; for thinking about him at all. Thoughts of him were now lying like underfelt to her daily routines. She had handed him her bags too readily trying to create a distraction, and now that they were with him in his car, she felt stripped; more exposed to him somehow.

      Occasionally, she allowed herself to revel in the warmth she felt in thinking of him — she had done that, the night on his bed. Athena had pictured him in that room, dressing and combing his untameable swirl as he looked in the small mirror on the chest of drawers. She had imagined him too, lying on the bed, as she was, and, before long, had thought about the kiss. More often, though, she berated herself for slipping into these thoughts. She didn’t know Rupert well enough, and she felt that her feelings resembled a childish crush. More significant was the futility of such emotion, and, still in the shadow of her broken engagement, she did not want to needlessly expend that energy again.

      Used to analysing emotions, including her own, Athena wondered if, underlying her attraction to Rupert, was the knowledge that a relationship between them could never amount to anything. Was it safe, she wondered, to have romantic notions about him, especially now that she was going away?

      She comforted herself with this thought as she parked the car and went inside to wait for him. She felt more confident now, but when Rupert knocked on the door and she saw him standing on her doorstep, his face pale and his nose red from the cold, her inner self sighed in defeat. Stepping aside for him to enter, she took in the back view of his lean frame that was slightly stooped with the weight of her bags. He has two recalcitrants in his life, she thought with a smile — Neti and that swirl of hair.

      In the kitchen, Athena unpacked the shopping bags, while Rupert sat at the bench. She felt strangely comforted by his presence there.

      “I must thank you,” Rupert said, his voice wavering a little, “for coming to the aid of Neti and Kat.”

      Athena felt her face colouring at the mention of her stay, and answered him quickly, “Not at all, I didn’t do much, really.”

      “It was a great imposition on your time, Athena … Thank you.”

      Athena nodded in acceptance of his gratitude and inquired after Kat. His answer was evasive.

      “I know that Kat’s pregnant, Rupert,” she said directly.

      He seemed relieved but became agitated when she asked him what Kat planned to do. He told her what Kat had said, and how she wanted him to contribute to the termination of the pregnancy.

      Athena poached eggs while she listened.

      “Well, it’s a difficult one,” she said when he had finished.

      Rupert raised his eyebrows in agreement. Athena had wondered, since that evening, what she would do if in the same predicament as Kat. She thought she knew but was also aware that circumstances can force a change of mind. She had experienced that when she knew that her mother was carrying a child with Down syndrome. Concerned for her parents and the strain on their resources — materially and emotionally — Athena had hoped that they would come to the decision to terminate the pregnancy. They didn’t, and she was glad now. Equally, though, circumstances might not have led to such a happy outcome as Toby.

      Rupert didn’t offer any more thoughts on the subject but did ask Athena if she thought that Neti knew. She couldn’t be certain, she said, but suspected that she didn’t.

      “Neti kept Toby busy for the evening. She was wonderful.”

      Rupert’s face brightened and his eyes flicked in search of Athena’s brother.

      “He’s gone home for the weekend,” she said, serving up the eggs and placing a plate in front of Rupert, feeling all the while that it was a very natural thing to do.

      “How’s your friend, Matthew?”

      Rupert’s face clouded, “Ailing, but he has come to terms with dying. For his sake, I hope that it won’t be long.”

      Athena could see in Rupert’s face that, in another sense, and for his own sake, he didn’t mean this at all.

      There was a pause as they ate and as Athena decided whether to pursue this conversation, but Rupert spoke before her.

      “Any breakthroughs in your research?”

      “There may never be any,” she replied, “but I hope there will be.”

      “This is sounding like an act of faith is involved,” Rupert said mischievously and took another mouthful of his breakfast.

      Athena smiled at the joke. It was in such discussions that their differences were most apparent. She knew that he liked to bait her, with good humour, and she enjoyed their interchanges.

      “The answers will be found eventually, though perhaps not in our lifetimes. I do believe in a knowable universe, and I believe that we are evolving with it, and to know it.”

      “And when we know it?” Rupert prompted as he cut into his toast. “No more mystery?”

      “I don’t need the mystery,” Athena responded, “I’d rather know.”

      “I wonder if that’s what everyone will feel. I suspect that most of us need mystery in our lives.”

      Athena considered what he was saying while she finished the mouthful she was eating, “I don’t think the concept of god will disappear, if that’s what you mean?” Rupert’s look was quizzical, and she continued, “There could still be a place for God.”

      His eyebrows shot up in surprise. Athena laughed, “Not that I’m suggesting there should be one, however,” she said more seriously, “we are physical creatures, governed by physical laws and, if you believe, created to be that. Surely then, a creative God would enable us to know it through physical means. Perhaps, Rupert, your God whispers to you through your wiring.”

      Rupert was quiet as he carried his plate to the sink. Athena wondered if she was touching on a raw nerve. She knew he was struggling with his faith, and she didn’t know if she was making matters worse.

      He was behind her as he spoke, “When you say, everything will be known, you mean emotions …” Rupert turned on the tap to rinse his plate, almost drowning out his next words. “Even love?” He turned off the tap.

      Had she thought of something to say to fill that silence, she would have. But she couldn’t, and didn’t, and Athena was conscious that that little silence said too much. She tried to disguise it then with mock innocence but felt that her physiology was betraying her. She didn’t turn to face him.

      “Well … there have been some indications that serotonin might have a role in the feelings of love.”

      She felt him move behind her and held her breath. He paused briefly and returned to sit opposite her again.

      “You wear a particular perfume,” he said softly.

      Athena was lost for words. It wasn’t so much what he had said, it was more the tension that existed between them at that moment, as if anything said now would be stretched and strained to the point of snapping. She sucked in air and took her own plate to the sink, turning the water on more forcefully than she intended.

      “Something that I found out, about Matthew,” Rupert continued, but had to raise his voice over the noise of the water, “He loved … or, in fact, still loves a woman … Clare.”

      “Oh?” Athena said matter-of-factly enough as she returned to her seat, though it was far from how she was feeling.

      Rupert continued to tell Athena what he had learned about Matthew’s past, and his own visit to Clare. She could see in his telling, that Rupert was genuinely surprised by this news and, she suspected, a little hurt that he hadn’t known this about Matthew before.

      “How do you feel about this?” she said, with more than simple curiosity.

      Rupert thought for a moment before answering, “I was shocked at first, no doubt about it, but not disappointed. Matthew did make a choice, and one that he was ever faithful to. Having thought about it for a while, though, I wonder if he made the right choice. His love for Clare is real still, and perhaps they could have shared a wonderful life together.”

      As he spoke, he looked down at his hands and at the ring on his finger. At one point, when he looked up and directly into Athena’s eyes, she felt like a rabbit caught in a headlight and couldn’t take her eyes away.

      Rupert continued, “But there’s something about Matthew’s simple faith — not a blind faith; I think it’s been hard won. It’s something beautiful to see, and somehow, when you’re with him, you think it might be possible to find that too.”

      Athena watched him. His eyes, though sad, had a youthful look of innocence and hope. Impulsively, she reached across the bench and touched the back of his hand. He turned it over and clasped her hand in his own.

      Who knows who made the first move, from their chairs, around the bench, the culprit hands still joined. Who was the first to embrace? Whose chemistry led the mutiny? Athena didn’t know, didn’t care at that moment — she didn’t think anything much — such moments are carefree and, her deeper self already knew, that’s the trouble.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Neti lay on her back in her bed, her body tense as she strained to hear if her uncle was still moving about the house.

      Kat rarely woke before ten o’clock, so Neti knew that she had some time to retrieve the letter from the box in Rupert’s cupboard, read it and return it, before anyone would notice. Although logic told her that it was unlikely that anyone would notice, the relatively simple act that she was intending had grown, in her mind, to espionage.

      Why does he take forever? Fussing around before leaving, she thought. Neti thought she heard the front door close and held her breath to ensure total silence. She listened for the close of the car door, the standard three attempts to start the engine, the putt putt as the car took off. She held her breath again, listening for the sound of a sudden return — string-bags forgotten, or a warmer jacket needed.

      Another five minutes, she thought. He’d be far enough away by then that anything forgotten would remain so.

      Neti trod softly across the floorboards to her door and, opening it, cocked her ear for any sound coming from Kat’s room. She usually slept with the door well open as if fearing something in that room. Neti thought of her father, that he had also slept with that same door ajar, but she knew that that was in case she needed something in the night.

      It hurt her when she thought of him; memories of him bringing her a warm Milo and toast on Saturday mornings. He would come in and kiss her on her forehead. She always pretended that she was asleep, just so she could enjoy his presence there without having to speak. She would peep at him as he placed the cup and plate on the bedside table. Frequently, she knew, he had a headache from drinking the night before, but when she opened her eyes wide, he would brighten and sit down on her bed to talk.

      They loved to talk, Neti and her dad. They were mates, she had thought, just sort of drifting through life together.

      Neti closed her eyes and hugged her thoughts inside. They ached.

      When certain that the coast was clear, she crept into Rupert’s room. She didn’t hesitate at the cupboard but pulled the box out quickly and began riffling through its contents looking for the letter. There seemed to be more in the box now and thought that Rupert must have placed other items in here since he had come home. She couldn’t find the letter. Neti panicked. She wondered if Rupert had already guessed her plan and had taken it out of the box. He did know that she’d found Athena’s telephone number in there. Neti took in a large breath and held it while she looked again; she expelled it audibly with relief, holding the letter victoriously.

      Quickly, Neti replaced the box and left the room with her prize. She stopped at Kat’s doorway, the letter tucked into her pyjama pants. Kat’s intermittent snoring reassured Neti that she had the time she needed. Inside her room, she debated the best place to read the letter. She dragged an old armchair to face the window. On the way, she stopped at the mirror and tussled her spikes. Neti climbed into the chair, tucking her legs beneath her. With trembling hands, she pulled the letter from the envelope and spread its pages on her lap, smoothing the creases with almost exaggerated movements.

      Neti hesitated before beginning. She listened again for any sound of Rupert’s return, or her mother awake. She was afraid that the voice of her father would be loud in its protest at being read.

      

      
        
        Dear Ru

      

        

      
        I think I need to write my thoughts down and perhaps, in sending them to you, I might be able to think more clearly.

      

        

      
        I’m sorry about the other night. Too much drink as usual. I didn’t mean what I said. I would never go through with it, no matter how low I might feel. I wouldn’t do that to Neti.

      

        

      
        My poor little girl. I’m afraid, Ru, that I won’t be enough for her. I love her — you know that, but how will I ever be able to compensate for the absence of her mother? Neti deserves so much more than I can give her.

      

      

      

      Neti stared out the window and thought about her father, and how hard he tried to make up for Kat’s absence, even trying to bake cakes that he inevitably burnt. They would laugh about it and eat the cakes anyway, scraping off the burnt edges and smothering the centres with cream.

      She thought, too, of her thirteenth birthday, and how he had taken her to the underwear section of a department store. He thought, because she was now a teenager, that she would need a bra and dutifully handed her over to the store assistant to be measured. The woman smiled as she moved the tape measure away. You’re lucky, she had said, you won’t need one of these for a while. She was right, and Neti told her father this quite matter-of-factly when she emerged from the booth. She remembered that he was standing awkwardly amongst the various lingerie items and relieved by this news, grabbed her by the hand and led her out. They went to eat pancakes — triple-stacked with maple syrup and ice cream. They both felt sick that night, but had to put on a brave face together, because Rupert was coming to celebrate her birthday. He brought a big cake, with cream and icing. Neti and her dad shared a secret, pained smile when they saw that; they knew they would have to eat it.

      Saddened by the memory, Neti read on.

      
        
        I’m not coping without Kate, Ru. You’re probably grimacing to read that, but I really did think we could make a go of it. Even Mum and Father had something, didn’t they? I suppose you won’t agree with that. But even the worst marriages have some comfort … the known, the presence of the other. All the times that Kate would go away, I knew that she would come home — but now? I thought that when she knew she was pregnant, things might change, that she might want to start a family with me, but — maybe I pushed her into it. Maybe I shouldn’t have insisted that she keep the baby. Then perhaps she’d still be here. But then, I wouldn’t have my Neti, and I hate to think of life without her.

      

        

      
        Kate says she doesn’t love me — that she never has. I don’t believe it, Ru. You remember how we were, don’t you? In the early days we were happy. I know she’s had some problems — the pills and all, but we could have gotten over that.

      

      

      Neti thought of the time she saw Kat frantically rummaging through her bag, looking for something. When she saw Neti she gave her a suspicious look and accused her of taking ‘them’. Neti didn’t know what she was talking about, and she was afraid. Kat looked wild, her face was flushed, and her eyes were wide and glassy looking. She had searched through the bag again and raised a small bottle of tablets triumphantly. She didn’t apologise but brushed past Neti to the kitchen. Neti didn’t follow her. She could hear the running water and the clink of the glass as Kat swilled down the pills.

      
        
        I don’t know what I would have done without you. I know you’re coming back to keep an eye on us. I feel guilty about that. I know that you’ve found peace in the Community, and it will be quite a different life at the College, but it will be a comfort to know that you’re here. Neti loves you and I know you love her.

      

      

      Neti picked the envelope up from the floor and studied the address on the front. Under Rupert’s name, her father had addressed it to some place that didn’t sound like an ordinary street name and number but more like a country address — Wattle Valley — she’d heard of it before. It sounded like the place that Rupert had just visited to see his old friend.

      She was surprised to learn that Rupert had lived elsewhere, having only ever remembered him living at the College and visiting often. He’d always been in her life, she had thought, and now she realized that this hadn’t been the case. It sounded as though he had been happy where he was. She began to feel ashamed — that she had been making life so difficult for her uncle when, once again it seemed, he had left a life behind to look after her.

      
        
        I’ll try to keep myself together, Ru. I know I’ve given you some difficult times — I’ve got to give up the drink before it kills me. I owe that to Neti especially. It will be good to spend time together, won’t it? I know that Kate has tried to put a wedge between us, but nothing can ever really separate the Terrible Two — can it?

      

        

      
        Can’t wait to see you. In the meantime, don’t worry about us.

      

        

      
        Your loving brother,

        Ross

      

      

      The letter slid from Neti’s knee. She didn’t attempt to catch it but got up and went to her bedside table and took out her diary. She unlocked it and took out the photograph of her mother and father taken in the hospital after her birth — the one in which she had thought that they looked like a happy family. She studied Kat’s face. How was it that she had not seen it before? There was a look of misery in her mother’s eyes, but a look of naïve joy in her father’s. This time, Neti placed her thumb over Kat’s face and focused instead on that of the man who had truly loved her.

      A noise in the kitchen startled her. Neti rushed over to the letter and tried to cram it back into its envelope. Rupert must have forgotten something, she thought, or, she began to panic, he had guessed. She listened at the door. It wasn’t Rupert, but Kat. Despite hushed and guarded tones, she was quite audibly talking on the telephone. Neti crept cautiously toward the kitchen, avoiding familiar and reliably squeaking floorboards. She listened near the kitchen door but couldn’t determine what Kat was saying. She could hear, though, an urgency in her voice that overlay a sound of resignation. Neti guessed that her mother was talking to her boyfriend — the baby’s father. She knew, of course; she had heard these conversations on the telephone before, and she had guessed, when Kat was ill. It was all confirmed when she heard Rupert and Kat talking the night before.

      The baby … She rolled it over in her mind and on her tongue. She felt some jealousy, that this baby was so close to Kat, at least physically, but remembered what she had heard last night. Kat did not want the baby and, it seems, had never wanted her either.

      Suddenly, Neti felt a pang of anxiety, a need to protect this unborn child, for itself and, perhaps, for herself too. Who looked out for her when she was ‘the baby’? She knew the answer now — her father and … Rupert, who, it seemed, looked out for many of them.

      The conversation was brief. When Neti heard her mother replace the receiver with a loud click, she thought she also heard her catch the air in a gasp.

      Neti could have made her escape then but was stuck to the spot; partly out of concern for Kat, but also because she recognised the winds of change, and they bore bad news. She shivered.

      Kat made another call — short and sharp. It was not a personal call; Neti could tell that by the clipped and efficient way Kat spoke, the way she said goodbye. Kat opened the door and charged through, already carrying herself awkwardly, as though anticipating a future weight in her body. She stopped sharply when she saw Neti. A look of guilt flashed quickly across Kat’s face, but was replaced with a shrug of her eyebrows. She paused before speaking.

      “Pack some clothes, love, for warm weather. We’re going to Kyogle.”

      Neti took a step back. She hadn’t expected this one. She thought that Kat might go, had even come to expect it, but she never dreamed that she would go too.

      “We have to, Neti,” Kat said firmly, “there’s no other choice.”

      The edge of bitterness in her voice was not lost on Neti. Kat continued, softer this time.

      “I’m having a baby, love.” She paused, her face colouring. “You’ll like Guy … He wants you to come.”

      Neti felt a shift in her stomach.

      “What about Rupert?”

      Kat stared at her and took a deep breath, its slow exit adding a dark emphasis to her reply.

      “Just pack and do it quickly. T-shirts, shorts, underwear. Your diary. Anything else you need I’ll buy up there when I can.”

      Neti couldn’t move, this time because her feet wanted to be rooted to the spot. She could refuse. Kat couldn’t make her go, she thought. Her knees trembled.

      She thought then of the baby, and what might happen to it now. Kat might be going to keep it after all, she thought, but Neti was still concerned.

      “I’ll come,” she said directly, as if she had a choice.
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      For the moments that they held each other, Rupert was only aware of the scent of Athena’s hair, of the shyness of his own lips on hers, and the absolute relief it was to hold and to be held. But as soon as there was the smallest separation between them, it seemed as if that space filled rapidly with all manner of their concerns, until they stood facing each other, the silence filled with the noise of their individual thoughts.

      Rupert couldn’t remember who had made the first move but suspected that he had. Athena had responded freely; he felt that in her warmth, but he felt ashamed now, because there was nothing that he could offer her. He went to speak, but she spoke before him, her eyes cast down.

      “I’m leaving for America in a week.”

      He had known that she’d considered going but had put it to the back of his mind. Now, he was troubled to hear it confirmed. Despite his own confusion about what had just passed between them, he felt that this news was bringing an unexpected and unwelcome finality that he had not considered. A gulf lay between them, still thick with unresolved emotion. Their arms, that had still been holding each other, dropped to their sides.

      “Will I see you before you go?” Rupert’s heart was heavy as the inevitability of her leaving sank in.

      Athena still hadn’t looked up at him, and she nodded to his chest.

      Rupert felt that he should go, but, at the same time, didn’t want to move, afraid that the break would be irredeemable. Athena took a step back and faced him now.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes … Are you?”

      She smiled and seemed to be searching his face for reassurance.

      “I think we’ve been impulsive,” she said with a small laugh.

      Rupert appreciated what she was offering as way of an excuse. Though he would agree in one sense, he could not deny that the emotion that led to it, at least on his part, was genuine.

      He placed his hands on her shoulders and drew her to him. The atmosphere was less charged now, but he could not think of anything adequate to say. This time, as he touched his lips to her hair, he savoured her longer.

      They parted quietly, and without a plan. Rupert took the long way home, in order to sort out his confusion and to raise his heavy heart. Away from the heightened atmosphere of Athena’s presence, his thoughts slowly ordered themselves, but only into questions that he couldn’t answer. Predominantly, loomed the thought of his life without her. Already he was missing her, and he wondered at how it was possible, when he had known her for such a short time.

      Whether it was because his senses had been already primed, Rupert felt that something was amiss when he pulled into the drive. Though there was nothing apparent, the house, if it was to have a character, seemed oddly silent, even glum. He entered with a sense of foreboding; everything about this day so far having pointed to its unhappy end.

      Inside, too, he felt a disturbance and looked around for concrete evidence of it. Kat’s door appeared to have been flung open. Neti’s stood ajar, and he knocked and entered into the room’s silence. Clothing spilled forlornly from half-closed drawers, the wardrobe doors had been left open and the bed roughly made. On any given day, this room could appear the same, but there was not the usual languid feeling, but rather one of urgency, that propelled Rupert into Kat’s room. It was clean and ordered, unnervingly so, as if in the tucking of the blankets, the straightening of the quilt, she had made a statement of closure.

      Afraid of what they might reveal, he opened the drawers of the dresser — they were empty, but for a roll of rough cloth. He recognized the chaos of coloured threads on its exposed side and unravelled it to expose the conversely ordered and precise needlework, its simple House Blessing, half finished.

      Rupert returned quickly to Neti’s room, looking for, and, at the same time, afraid to find, confirmation of his thoughts. He noticed the armchair turned to the window and, as he distractedly returned it to its usual position, saw the open pages of a letter on the floor. He picked it up, noticing firstly its yellowing, and then, with a start, the idiosyncrasies of his brother’s hand. His eyes scanned the pages, and he winced at the echo of the voice contained in the words.

      

      “… Maybe I shouldn’t have insisted that she keep the baby. Then perhaps she’d still be here …”

      Rupert cursed himself for his carelessness in leaving such painful reminders of Neti’s history within her reach and dreaded to think how the reading of this letter might have affected her current state of mind. He reread the offending lines and thought of Kat. He could not deny the twinge of guilt he found in these words.

      Rupert folded the letter thoughtfully and replaced it in the envelope Neti had discarded. He was bewildered and uncertain what he should do. Polly, he thought, Neti’s friend. She might know something. In the kitchen he rang Polly’s number, which was now entrusted to his memory. Polly answered but was surprised and concerned to learn that Neti and her mother may have left. She didn’t know anything, she said, and asked Rupert to call her again when he discovered where Neti was.

      His agitation rising, Rupert recalled his most recent conversation with Kat. She could be at the Clinic, he thought, but this didn’t seem to be likely. Why would she take Neti? Why would she take all her clothing? He thought then of the baby’s father, Guy. Perhaps they were headed for Queensland.

      Rupert looked for signs of a number written on scraps of paper near the telephone but realized that Kat would already know it. There was nothing left in her room to give a clue. He remembered, then, the telephone bill. One had arrived since Kat had come home; she’d simply handed it to him to look after. In his bedroom, Rupert looked for it in the crude file he’d begun when he first came here. A rectangular box, with cards slotted in to make appropriate sections for the arriving bills, including the invoice for Ross’s funeral. It had struck him, when he had filed that one, that his simple box was a representation of family life of sorts — school fees, medical bills and certificates that announced the arrival and departure of its members.

      He retrieved the two telephone bills and selected one for its date of issue. Only one long distance number was recorded but repeated several times. He hadn’t noticed this before. Rupert took it to the kitchen and dialled the number. After several rings, a male voice answered, identifying himself as Guy.

      Likewise, Rupert introduced himself by name. There was a pause at the other end.

      “Yes, Rupert. You’re Kat’s brother-in-law?”

      Rupert’s hopes raised. He sensed from Guy’s tone that he knew something and asked him immediately if he knew where Neti and Kat might be.

      “On their way here,” he said matter-of-factly and with a terseness that held a warning note.

      Rupert wished that he could do something to stop them. If Kat had decided to return to Queensland, that was one thing, but Rupert wasn’t convinced that it would be Neti’s choice to go. Despite the difficulties the preceding weeks had held for her, this was still her home. He could not imagine her leaving her best friend without a goodbye. He voiced this concern.

      “She’ll be happier here,” Guy answered.

      Rupert’s reply was immediate, “But this is her home.”

      There was a pause before Guy spoke, more softly this time, “I think you should get used to the idea, Rupert. No doubt you know, Kat is pregnant, and Neti will be part of a real family.”

      A real family. The terminology hurt. Rupert knew that there was some logic in what Guy was saying. Perhaps Neti did want this, even needed it. Perhaps this stranger at the other end of the telephone was in a position to offer her more than he could. The morning with Athena nudged into Rupert’s conscious thought, compounding his inability to provide a real family life for Neti.

      Part of him, though, was still unconvinced. He needed to hear it from Neti, that she wanted to be there, before he could truly accept it. Rupert confirmed when Guy was expecting them.

      “Please, ask Neti to call me when she arrives,” he said.

      Softer still, Guy agreed.

      Rupert hadn’t long put down the telephone receiver, when there was a knock at the door. His blood pumped faster, thinking that, perhaps, Kat and Neti had changed their minds. He opened the door.

      “Marjorie!”

      “You seem to be disappointed,” she said, laughing, and then, more seriously, “what’s wrong?”

      He invited her in and, on the way to the kitchen, related all that had happened, at least since he had returned home.

      Marjorie listened silently, and Rupert was grateful that, when he had finished, she didn’t say that it was for the best. If he was convinced that this was true, he would accept it, for Neti’s sake, but he didn’t want her to go, because he would miss her, and he loved her. Neti was also the only link that Rupert had to Ross, and he was certain that his brother would not want this new living arrangement.

      Marjorie stroked Rupert’s hand.

      “I know that you’re hurting, Ru. Give it some time. Wait to hear from Neti. You’ll know if she’s happy, and, if she is, you will have to adjust to it.

      “And if not?”

      “You’ll know what to do. You have a good and loving heart — listen to it.”

      They sat together, sharing the comfort that small talk between friends can give. Marjorie came to the point of her visit.

      “It’s been four weeks, already. I haven’t called you, to see if you needed more time. Are you ready to come back to work?”

      Rupert was surprised that the time had passed so quickly and regretted that he hadn’t called her. He apologized and considered her offer.

      “If Neti doesn’t come home, I can’t see the point of staying here. I’d like to come back,  however …” He paused because he felt that little had changed in his feelings, or lack of, for his religion.

      Marjorie seemed to sense what he was about to say, and cut in, “We’ll give that time too. I didn’t imagine that you would’ve had a change of heart so soon.” She smiled. “We’ll cope. Just don’t voice your doubts too loudly.”

      Rupert returned the smile, but with gratitude for her understanding. His duties as Chaplain, however, could not be so easily feigned. He discussed this concern with her. She suggested that Rupert carry out some lighter duties, perhaps the occasional Mass, if his replacement was willing to stay on.

      Aware of the efforts that Marjorie had made on his behalf, including adding his classes to her own teaching load, Rupert agreed. He walked her to her car, ever grateful for the comfort he found in their friendship.

      That night, Rupert ate a light meal in front of the fire, surrounded by the unfamiliar silence of the house. Although there were days when all three of them would move quietly around each other, the house hummed quietly with their presence. Now, it seemed, the silence was deafening.

      Rupert considered the events that had taken place; there were so many, that he almost found it hard to believe that they fitted into just one day. It seemed to him that, no matter which way he looked at them, he handled situations poorly. There were no happy outcomes of this day, unless he could be certain that Neti was, indeed, happy — but he would have to wait a day to know. He stared at the small flames, wishing they could offer him some solace, but they danced about the logs oblivious to him.

      He addressed the silence.

      Where are you now?

      I don’t know what to do.

      There was no answer. He didn’t expect it. But this was his olive branch, held out to the God he felt had abandoned him. And though Rupert was still met by that silence, he no longer felt completely alone.

      The next day, Sunday, was spent in anticipation of Neti’s call in the evening. Rupert tidied the house, though it didn’t need it, but in some way, he felt that he was preparing, in case she wanted to come home.

      Every now and then, his thoughts would drift to Athena. He wanted to call her, and picked up the telephone on two occasions, but decided against it. He thought that perhaps he should wait for her to call but was afraid that she wouldn’t. In the end, he spent the day quietly, without contact with anyone, yet feeling a little more at peace than he had in a while. As evening came, he turned his mind to returning to work the following day, while he waited to hear from Neti.

      By eight thirty that night, there was still no word from her. Rupert knew that they were expected to arrive earlier, in the afternoon, but had given them time to settle in. He waited a further half hour, and when there was still no word, he decided to ring.

      Guy answered, sounding irritated, as if having been interrupted. He didn’t offer pleasantries but left the telephone to call Neti. Rupert strained to hear tell-tale sounds of Guy’s and Neti’s early relationship but heard nothing.

      Unexpectedly, it was Kat’s terse voice that met him from the other end.

      “Yes, Rupert?”

      Her tone caused him to feel guilty, although he felt quite justified in calling. Rupert was certain that she was not inclined to discuss this latest move and asked to speak to Neti.

      “She’s tired, Ru … and doesn’t want to talk to you. I really think it’s best if you don’t call for a while, so that we can get on with being a family.”

      Rupert was stunned and barely stammered a reply, which Kat cut across quickly.

      “We’re not coming back.” She hesitated as if considering what she was about to say. “I think you should sell the house, Ru. It would be in Neti’s interest, after all.”

      Rupert didn’t know whether the sinister note to Kat’s remark was real or whether he had just come to think of her negatively. In one sense, he had no argument against what Kat was asking. Neti was the sole beneficiary of Ross’s will. If she wasn’t coming home, though he was not yet convinced of this, then the money from the sale of the house would ensure her education and comfort. But it was too early to take this step; he needed to speak to Neti. Almost as soon as he raised an objection, Rupert guessed how Kat would choose to interpret it.

      “You have no claim to the house,” she felt the need to remind him, “and you can go back to the College.”

      Rupert tried to reason with her, but Kat became belligerent and refused to listen to him.

      “You can thank yourself that we’ve gone, Ru. It’s so important to you that I keep this baby, that Neti has a normal family life, well, that’s what I’m doing. I don’t need your advice, nor your interference.”

      Kat hung up the telephone before he could reply. Rupert stood with the receiver still in his hand, barely able to digest what had been said and the awful implication that he was not going to be able to speak to Neti at all.

      That night, as, once again, he sat alone by the fire, Rupert slowly turned the heavy pages of the photograph album that Ross and Neti had kept, dating back ten years to the beginning of their life without Kat. Rupert had kept it in his bedroom since she had come back. He could say that he kept it from Kat, so that she wouldn’t feel hurt about the years she had missed with Neti, but Rupert knew that his intention was never that honourable. He felt that Kat didn’t deserve to see it; that he didn’t want her to have any part in the life that Ross and Neti, and he, had shared.

      He chose his favourite photograph of Ross, taken at the beach. It was a close-up, and a healthy, and apparently happy, Ross was looking over his shoulder towards Neti, the photographer. There was an angle to the shot, and Rupert, who was present at the time, remembered that Neti was ten, the camera a Christmas present that he had given her. Everything had held interest for her to photograph, but she had not yet mastered the angle and distance for the lens. Rupert remembered that the three of them had gone to the Pharmacy to pick up the first developed roll of film. Neti was so excited she was shaking. Only five of the twenty-four photographs were clear — including this one. His memory was clear about that day, as he and his brother sat on the beach, watching Neti swim.

      If anything ever happens to me, Ross had said to him, I want you to look after her.

      Rupert had made light of it, initially because he feared the prophecy of those words, but Ross had asked him for his promise. Rupert gave it to him.

      He stared at the photograph, filled with the sense of having failed his brother, but building resolve that he would honour his promise. He knew that Ross would want Neti to be happy. If that meant that her happiness came through Kat, Rupert would accept that. But if there was any indication that this was not the case, he resolved to bring Neti home.
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      Though it had only been a four-week absence from work, Rupert felt that it had been much longer — Kat’s return, Matthew’s imminent death, making some peace with his father, Neti gone and then, Athena; her presence had made all the difference to him during this time, and soon she would also leave.

      Seated at his desk in his office, Rupert turned to the window and took in the long familiar view. The early morning light gave clarity to the silver birch trees and the sandstone wall of the building. The sporting oval, freshly mown and moist from the previous night, glowed in the sun. He had witnessed many moods of nature through this window, though, he expected his own moods probably coloured his interpretations. He viewed today with some optimism. Though Neti was gone, his resolve the night before had buoyed him. He would do everything he could do to ensure her happiness, whether she was here or afar, and he had felt a low spark of hope return.

      For the next few days, Rupert worked long hours preparing for classes in the next week and catching up on correspondence. He now found some comfort in the absorption and the predictability of his day, and even looked forward to meeting with students again. He had always enjoyed the enthusiastic and the challenging students, and he felt a renewed commitment to them. Despite his own questions about aspects of theology, he would do his best to foster constructive discussion. He was less certain, though, about fulfilling his duties as priest, which required a far more intimate and genuine appreciation of his religion. He decided that the best course of action was simply to wait and see.

      He had been greeted warmly by his colleagues as he came across them one by one. The theology department was not a large one, nor was there much movement amongst the staff. Rupert knew these people well, though he knew only Marjorie intimately. But he found comfort in their company and seemed to be more aware that each of them would have their own story to tell. He wondered if he had ever listened to any of them enough. Rather than avoiding them all, as he had done in the weeks after Ross’s death, Rupert made sure that he went to the staff room during his breaks and sat with anyone that he found there.

      He had still not heard from Neti and had to check himself on several occasions when he picked up the telephone to call her. Rupert sought Marjorie’s advice and she recommended that he speak to Ross’s solicitor regarding the possible sale of the house. He did so and was advised to wait. Though Neti was, indeed, the beneficiary, Rupert was executor and would be the one to make the decision when to sell, and what to do with the proceeds. Though he wanted to ensure that Neti was well looked after, Rupert was reassured that Kat had no claim to the assets left to Neti by her father.
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        * * *

      

      The soles of Neti’s feet burned, like roots that had been ripped from the ground. Her young back ached as she struggled with the awkwardly packed luggage — her own, and much of Kat’s.

      There was no money for a taxi and so mother and daughter hurried along side streets to the tram, Kat in the lead carrying her body and womb heavily, as though separate weights.

      Only once, when they were settled on the tram, did Kat acknowledge her daughter’s presence.

      “Okay?”

      Neti nodded.

      Kat closed her eyes and Neti studied her face, then her belly, trying to imagine what it must feel like to have someone wrapped up inside you. She closed her eyes to picture it, but the concept was too alien for her immature body.

      As the tram clicked its way toward Southern Cross Station, Neti sensed the increasing tautness of her connection with all she knew — her home, Ross, Rupert and Polly. She vaguely wondered how Kat would afford tickets for the train, and though this thought could have given her some hope, a strange foreboding quelled it. Though her world was about to change, Neti was mute, and Kat seemed indifferent to her presence anyway.

      With heavy heart and burning feet, Neti juggled the luggage behind her mother at the ticket counter. Kat said something to the woman sitting behind it who, after a quick scan of the computer screen, produced two tickets.

      Neti was not surprised. She could almost hear the snap as her lifeline gave way.
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        * * *

      

      “Next lesson, we’ll tackle the concept of Trinity.”

      Rupert smiled at the raised eyebrows and the sound of a soft whistle through someone’s teeth.

      This class of second year students was presenting a challenge — lively debates and a wider range of beliefs than he had experienced before. He enjoyed them and felt alive in their presence. Rupert doubted that they could know that; they were there for their own sakes, as they should be, extracting and discarding what they could to reshape into their own philosophies. Did they ever wonder that their source could dry up? Many thought it would, as was apparent when he met past students and the inevitable question was, “Are you still there?” with a look of genuine bemusement on their faces. What they couldn’t know, was that they had provided the renewal.

      It happened in the obvious ways, the brilliant student who sometimes stopped him in his tracks and made him rethink a theory; the reluctant student who was won over to the subject and developed a love for it that had matched his own. But often it was in the unexpected ways — the academically weak student with the brilliant spirit, in danger of being overlooked, who wrote from the heart and, after he’d waded through the incorrect use of terms, the misconceptions of theories, he would find a moment of insight, that made him want to weep for the simple truths expressed.

      Rupert was surprised at how much he was enjoying teaching again. Throughout the black weeks that followed Ross’s death, he’d thought that he had lost all motivation. The subject material still caused him some difficulty, but he was less bothered by it now; he was able to give his voice to the theology, even defend it at times, but it was as though he was disconnected from it.

      Today, though, was to be more testing. Michael, his replacement as Chaplain, was ill and Marjorie had asked Rupert to fill in. She knew that she was asking a lot of him, but there was little else she could do, since the responsibility had fallen to the theology faculty. A Catholic mass was offered once a week for the students; the number attending had been pleasing, and Marjorie knew that this was a direct result of Rupert’s influence.

      That afternoon in the chapel, Rupert dressed slowly for the mass, taking in the vestry as if for the first time. Had he never studied it before? The paint-chipped walls, the highly polished oak benches and cupboards. He knelt to open one: candles, matches, a gold-plated chalice, bowls and candlesticks were all placed in an order. As he stood up, he caught the scent of lemon in the polish of the bench.

      This was Lorna’s domain. A widow in her sixties who lived locally, Lorna came in twice a week to clean the chapel and to prepare it for the weekly mass. Rupert knew that she came in more often than that. He had seen her, from his office window, unlocking the side door and slipping in on most other days of the week, as if conducting a clandestine affair. She didn’t stay long enough to be cleaning, just long enough, he suspected, to make contact with her god in the silence.

      A clipped end of a flower stem lay in a drop of water on the sink, and Rupert was aware of the smell of the recent presence of flowers that would now be adorning the altar. The spartan vestry was in stark contrast to the altar that it dressed, but its simplicity held a sense of Lorna’s reverence, and Rupert decided that he preferred it in here.

      As he made the final adjustments to the vestment, Rupert could hear the shuffling of the congregation. He stepped out to the presence of, perhaps, sixty, many of the faces familiar and some well-known, but most seemed to have a look of expectation. It was too soon for him, and he was suddenly very anxious that he would lose his way.

      Best not to think too much, he said to himself, and entrusted his performance to memory.

      

      He was exhausted when he arrived home but went straight to the answering machine he’d recently bought and installed. One message, not Neti, but Dominic from the Community. He would call back he said. Rupert’s heart sank. The message had been left only ten minutes before. Rupert returned it immediately, his hand shaking as he pressed the numbers; he already knew what was coming.

      Dominic’s tone was a mixture of sorrow and apology. As if outside himself, Rupert was aware that the words he had dreaded did not shake him to the core, as he had expected.

      Matthew had died while Rupert had been celebrating the Mass. He wished now that he had tried harder to see its meaning.

      “The doctor is with him now,” continued Dominic to the silence that met him. “It’s straight forward enough. The funeral will be tomorrow.”

      Rupert cleared his throat.

      “I’ll come tonight.”

      

      When Rupert let his thoughts wander, he could feel a cold stone of sorrow radiate through him. He dreaded it but knew that it would come. At the same time though, he was somewhat surprised at the recognition that this was a return, rather than a continuance, of a grief that had begun with Ross’s death. Something was happening to him. Despite what now seemed to be a steady stream of loss in his life, he didn’t feel empty.

      Was the world aware of Matthew’s passing? he wondered. It seemed to him that passing cars were muffled and cows stood with their heads bowed, watching him pass. Death was a common denominator, he thought, and with it he felt a compassion for all who had lost a loved one, and for all who would.

      

      Dominic greeted Rupert with sympathetic warmth, and both men walked immediately to where Matthew lay.

      Though he responded automatically and pleasantly to Dominic’s well-meaning small-talk, Rupert was firmly fixed in the acute present, so much so that his vision seemed keener, and the pebbles of the path appeared to rise to meet him as he walked. Before entering Matthew’s room, he took in a gasp of air, as if all breath would be suspended once inside.

      Barely looking at the body in the bed, Rupert sat down beside it. He was aware of Dominic’s presence behind him and the small bow of reverence as he left the room, quietly closing the door behind him.

      Rupert forced himself to look on the face of his friend and let out that breath in relief when he saw his peaceful countenance. Matthew looked younger than he had only two weeks earlier. Though bleached in death there was still a decided ‘Matthewness’ about the body. This had not been Rupert’s experience with Ross, nor his mother. Rupert had felt then that the body was indeed just a shell, and that the person he knew and loved, no longer dwelt there. In his mother’s case, it had been a relief to him, and to her, he suspected, that she had escaped the body she’d worn like a rusty shackle. For Ross, though, Rupert remembered his own bewilderment, his certainty that his brother was no longer there and the overwhelming despair that Ross was lost to him forever.

      Not so with Matthew. It seemed to Rupert that, in Matthew’s last breath, he had met with his god, and the pleasure of recognition had set into his face. This was not the result of Matthew’s vocation but of his absolute faith. Rupert had witnessed the death-countenance of several of his fellow Religious. He had seen there, too, expressions such as Matthew’s, but also of agony, of what appeared to be indifference, and, on one occasion, of disappointment.

      Rupert rested his own hand on the shrouded one of Matthew’s and felt the cold of him. He reached under the sheet and brought the hand to the surface to cup it in the warmth of his own, running his thumb along the veins that were not so prominent now. He looked around the room. It was as he had last seen it. On the bedside table lay Matthew’s Bible, a box of tissues, an open packet of mints, though now the photograph of Clare was visible and rested on the edge of the table, closest to the bed. But it seemed too, that that the room had paused in its own slow decay, to consider the passing of its longest occupant.

      Contentedly enough, Rupert sat, sipping memories offered by Matthew’s presence. He remembered that he had not sat like this with his own brother, being too shattered, too dismayed by the sight of him. He now felt a terrible sense of guilt that he had abandoned Ross, that he had not shared his brother’s death as he had his life. He wished now that he had held him, but it was too late. There was nothing left of Ross — his ashes scattered to the wind. Nothing, but memories, and Neti.

      Rupert leaned across the bed and gently hooked his arms behind the body, embracing Matthew for the last time.
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      Packing is definitely not my strong point. Athena looked in bewilderment at the assortment of clothes on the bed. It would be Spring in Pennsylvania, that would mean the need for clothing for at least two seasons.

      She had to make a decision — what was to stay and what was to go. This thought, like every second one of late, delivered her immediately to thoughts of Rupert.

      The events of their last meeting had been relived in her mind over and over, unintentionally and, she decided, unwillingly. She felt as if she was not in control of her thoughts and that she could no longer stand outside herself to view her feelings in an attempt to be objective and scientific. What neurotransmitter was responsible for these thoughts of him, which were triggered by normally unrelated stimuli? The scent of a particular after-shave? Yet she was certain that Rupert did not wear one at all. A particular melody? Though she couldn’t recall having heard music in his presence. But stranger still, Athena thought with a smile, was that her colleague, Bob, seemed to suddenly resemble Rupert in that his nose was also hawkish, and his eyes soft. She was conscious that, when speaking to Bob of late, she would take him in more intensely than before, and worried that she may have made him feel uncomfortable.

      Not foreign to love’s emotion, Athena was perplexed by its audacity. It seemed to be making her behave in unprecedented ways.

      Two days ago, she’d been undecided whether she should call Rupert, to assure him that she was all right and to determine how he was feeling. Worried that such a call might now be inappropriate, she rang his faculty office instead and left a message, giving him the option of returning her call if he wanted. She was told that he was celebrating Mass in the college chapel.

      What had made her go there? Curiosity? A desire to see him? Or, she felt ashamed to consider it, did she go to assess her competition?

      She had slipped into the rear of the fullest pew, her hair tied up, inconspicuously dressed, and had waited. When he had entered, Athena sucked in her breath at the sight of him. He was dressed … gloriously, for this love that he was denying.

      Discreetly, she had slipped out the side door, her heart heavy.

      Athena winced at the memory of it and sat heavily on the bed.

      “Thenie … you in there?”

      Toby’s happy, piping voice entered the room ahead of him. It never failed to make Athena smile.

      Breathless and flushed, Toby found his sister sitting on the bed. He looked disapprovingly at the suitcase and clothes and cleared a space beside her. He sat, and he sighed heavily.

      Athena was becoming used to Toby’s tactics to make her feel guilty and didn’t need any assistance in this regard. She’d spent several nights consoling him, and afterwards, herself. Her parents had implored her not to change her mind for her brother’s or their sakes; it was too good an opportunity for her, they’d said, and she deserved it. But leaving was proving to be much harder than she had thought. It was a wonderful opportunity and, if she denied it, she may well regret it.

      “Where’s Rupert, Thenie?”

      The question jolted her, as if her previous thoughts had become apparent to her brother.

      “At work, I suppose.” Athena tried to sound nonchalant but didn’t look at him.

      Toby’s fifteen years of dependence had contributed to his being particularly astute in assessing the emotions and moods of others, sometimes before they were aware of them themselves. Athena was not going to give him fuel for this fire.

      “I love Rupert,” he said, cagily.

      Athena turned to him quickly, tickling him until he begged her, through joyful screams, to stop.

      “Do you indeed?” she said close to his chuckling face.

      “Come on,” she said standing with authority, “help me choose what to take.”

      Toby looked with disdain at the clothes on the bed.

      “They’re all ugly. You’ll have to buy new ones.”

      Athena groaned with exasperation, and with some admiration, at this new attempt to delay her.
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      For the second time in as many days, Rupert dressed for the Mass. He was as slow as he had been the previous day, but this time, he deliberately and carefully tied the vestments in honour of Matthew.

      Rupert wondered what his father would have thought when he dressed as a priest. He remembered how in awe of him he had been when he saw him in his vestments and had believed that his father was blessed. When was it that Rupert’s awe was replaced with contempt? Ross had never revered their father; he’d seen through him all along. Yet, ironically, it was Ross who had shown him the greater compassion.

      Rupert remembered, with love, this characteristic that marked his brother. Ross was full of failings, but he was generous in his compassion and understanding of them in others; a virtue that Rupert was still to learn.

      He brought his attention back to the present and his purpose here. This time, he would say the words of the Mass and would remember their significance to the man whose life, and death, he was about to celebrate. That alone, was reason enough.

      As he looked out to the congregation, composed almost entirely of community members, Rupert thought of the commitment of each person present. Was it easier to maintain faith when in the company of like minds? Rupert knew these people would hold a diversity of viewpoints about any topic, as in any other group brought together. But they had each made a commitment to God, and it was this, with all the failings that accompanied that commitment, that bonded them together.

      He remembered well the wonderful times spent here in his youth. He remembered, too, when he felt he had outgrown it. And yet, he could feel the power of it even now, that intangible faith regarded too commonly now as obsolete. This world, his world, was a dying one, belittled and condemned by a different world now marching to a hyperactive drum of progress.

      Rupert stared at the coffin of his mentor and friend as the Creed was read.

      I believe …

      He formed the words of the prayer so well known to him now, but his thoughts wandered.

      What do I believe now?

      I believe in the purity and integrity of Matthew’s faith.

      I believe in the beauty of the human struggle.

      Who suffered, died and was buried …

      For our sakes …

      I believe in the healing power of love.
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      Neti rested her head on the metal rim of the window, cooling her thoughts. She kept time on her knee with the beat of the train; no clickety-click, this was rap. She mentally repeated the words that had arisen in time with the rhythm.

      “I was here, I was there, but I gotta go home

      I was here, I was there, but I gotta go home

      I was here, I was there …”

      With her forehead now on the glass, she shifted her line of vision from the heady blur of the tracks to the slow passage of the horizon and back again. She felt that her life was more like the tracks: racing past her with little she could focus on. It hadn’t always been like that. When her dad was alive, she’d thought she could see past, present and envisage the future, but that had all changed in a single afternoon. How could so much change with one sentence? She wished she could go back, to change all events leading to Ross’s death, and the words uttered by her uncle that had altered her life forever.

      Neti rummaged through her shoulder-bag, looking for the other half of the chocolate bar that lay like a crime in the bottom. She’d bought it before boarding the train with money she’d stolen from Kat that morning. She wondered if Kat had discovered it yet, and her stomach lurched at the thought of what she had done.

      The past few weeks had seemed like a strange dream — the long journey to the north of New South Wales in the sole company of her mother who hardly spoke for the entire journey, meeting Guy. She’d liked him enough … for a stranger. When they’d finally arrived, hot and exhausted from the trip and the warmer climate, Guy had greeted them with obvious relief to see Kat and seemed to be genuine in his warmth when introduced to Neti. He’d been different to what she’d expected — shorter, rounder; she wondered why she would have thought of him as being tall with long facial features.  He’d tried very hard over the next few days to make them both as comfortable as possible, and Neti felt, with some relief, that he was looking forward to the arrival of the baby.

      Despite Guy’s efforts, it seemed that nothing would make Kat happy, and within days they were arguing. Neti had to remind herself that Kat had lived in this place, in this life, for ten years without her. Neti felt that she could no longer relate to this woman as being her mother. It was as if, away from the home Neti had known with her father, and away from her uncle, everything was out of context. The climate, the styles of houses that dotted the bushland in which they were living, were all foreign to her. She felt that she could no longer relate to herself.

      The previous night, Guy and Kat had argued again. It seemed that there was nothing in particular that they argued about, but Guy would become exasperated with Kat’s restlessness. He could have attributed it to her pregnancy, but there was a look in his eye, of fear, that suggested to Neti that he’d seen this many times before and knew where it could lead. Much as Neti wanted to think the best of her own mother, she suspected it would be Kat to blame for the possible failure of her relationship with Guy. When she thought this, she worried anew for the child that was to be born.

      Neti stayed in her bedroom when they argued. It wasn’t loud or violent, but it had an ominous tone that suggested that Neti’s life might suddenly take another turn she wasn’t prepared for. She was homesick and thought constantly of her own, beloved bedroom that was full of who she was. Ross was no longer in that house, but he wasn’t here either. At least at home, she knew where to locate her grief.

      Neti thought, too, of Rupert, and was overwhelmed at times with how much she missed him. Distance had made her realise how badly she had treated him and how gently he had tolerated her. Now, away from him, she was filled with the memories of all that he had done for her when she was a child and was struck with the realisation of what he had been sacrificing to take care of her. She was afraid for him, her kind and loving uncle, and became tearful when she thought of him sitting, at night, in that home alone. For the first time, Neti wondered how he was coping with the loss of his brother. Twice she had tried to call him but found that there was a lock on the telephone that prevented her from ringing interstate. As she lay on her bed, surrounded by an alien room and listening to the tension between Kat and Guy, Neti resolved to leave the next day and quietly packed her shoulder-bag.

      

      As usual, the next morning, her mother was sleeping late. When Guy had gone out, Neti used the opportunity to take the money she’d seen in Kat’s hand the previous day from her bag. She walked to the bus stop, keeping close to the vegetation along the road, and as soon as she heard a car, would hide herself until it had gone. For the entire half hour’s bus journey, her spine tingled as if she was being chased, and she kept looking over her shoulder expecting to see Guy’s car chasing the bus.

      This feeling didn’t leave her when she got to the railway station. Neti paid for her ticket to Melbourne and was relieved to see that the woman selling tickets wasn’t the least suspicious of her. There would be an hour’s wait until she could board, the woman said in monotone. Neti hid in the women’s toilet.

      With just a few minutes to spare before boarding, she dashed to the public telephone box to call Rupert. The unfamiliar voice of the answering machine startled her, and she hung up immediately. She purchased the chocolate bar and boarded the train, trying not to draw any attention to herself.

      It was only when the train finally pulled out of the station and was travelling fast enough to outrun a car that Neti let out a long-held breath.
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      Rupert felt frayed. The house, he thought as he pulled into the drive, was looking as though its fibre was unwinding. He wondered if he, and the house, would unravel together into indistinguishable threads. He thought of the back of Kat’s tapestry. The garden, never a priority for Ross, looked more chaotic and neglected despite Rupert’s efforts, than it had in its previous rambling state.

      The drive home from Matthew’s funeral had provided him with unwelcome, though necessary, time to consider his life. What gave meaning to it now that most of its significant members had left or were about to leave? He was no closer to answering the question, but Rupert could feel an urgency grow when he thought of Athena’s imminent departure. He’d not had an opportunity to call on her since their last meeting, although it had weighed heavily in his heart since.

      The interior of the house greeted him forlornly with a musty smell that he had not noticed before. It reminded him of houses rented by students he had visited, and seemed to symbolize transience, as if those who resided did not stay long enough to mask the house’s smell with their own.

      Without hesitation, and still carrying his overnight bag, Rupert checked the answering machine. There had been one call. His heart leapt that it might have been Neti, but the impersonal beep of an unrecorded message told him only that the call had been recorded at 10:00 a.m. the previous morning. He wondered then if it had been Athena saying goodbye. This, at least, provided him with an excuse to call her. He put his bag down and dialled her number before he could change his mind.

      “Hello, Athena speaking.”

      The quick response took him briefly by surprise. He identified himself in a blurt.

      There was a small, but inevitable thick silence between them. Rupert asked Athena if she’d called; she said she hadn’t, but then remembered that she had called the College.

      He tried to interpret her tone. It was friendly, but there was a tension in it. When he permitted thoughts of their last meeting, he knew that the tension was justified.

      “I suppose you’re packed and ready to go,” he said, trying to sound light-hearted.

      “I would be,” she said with a small laugh, “but Toby keeps hindering my progress.”

      Three cheers for Toby, Rupert thought, but asked, instead, how he was.

      “He’s well, though seems to come down suddenly with an inexplicable condition whenever I talk about the trip.”

      From the guarded but amused sound of Athena’s voice, Rupert suspected that Toby was with her. His thoughts were confirmed when he heard the boy yell a greeting to him in the background.

      With mock exasperation, his sister continued, “He’s very keen to see you, Rupert.”

      Without delay, and surprising himself, Rupert offered to visit. He genuinely wanted to see Toby but knew that this wasn’t his only motivation. He explained to Athena that he had only just come in, and the nature of his recent trip was revealed.

      “No don’t come,” Athena said suddenly, “we’ll come to you … if that’s all right?”

      Rupert wondered if Athena heard his sigh of relief.
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        * * *

      

      Toby was delighted to be visiting Rupert. As they approached the front door, Athena leaned toward her brother and reminded him to be on his best behaviour. Rupert might be sad, she told him. He looked intently at the ground. When Athena had finished, he picked up a wilted flower lying on the path. “This’s a dead flower isn’it Thenie? Things die, don’they?”

      “Yes.” Athena smoothed her brother’s head with an affectionate hand and led him to the door. She was aware of the poignancy of the moment, when a child discovers death; she had had this discussion with Toby not so long ago. How she wished that his life could remain innocent and unaware of life’s harsher truths. She knew it wasn’t possible, nor, in the end, desirable, but it seemed that, since her brother had learned of death, there had been a subtle change in him. It was a maturing of sorts, but Athena worried that Toby might never be mentally equipped to put death into its natural context.

      And have you? she thought to herself. Watching Toby consider the flower, she wondered if he had a better grasp of some things in life than she ever would. There were no surprises with Toby, no pretensions or complications. Life seemed to be straightforward to him. She wished, especially at this moment, that she could say the same.

      She knocked on the front door. My knees are trembling, she thought with dismay, and stood rigidly. Athena looked at her brother for a distraction and some moral support. He met his sister’s gaze with his own, and each gave the other a knowing, loving smile. Athena wondered at that moment more intensely, how she was ever going to leave him.

      The other key figure in her current life dilemma opened the door. Rupert greeted her, too, with a smile. It was not the one of long familiarity, as Toby’s, but the rudiments were there. She reminded herself that it would be potential unrealised.

      The thought was broken by Toby leaping in front of her and rushing into Rupert’s arms. Toby was flushed with excitement and yelled his hello. Rupert, caught up in the moment, yelled his back. Toby would not let him go and almost dragged Rupert ahead to the lounge room. Athena followed on behind, amused and bemused by her brother’s antics. She was grateful to him for breaking the ice and wondered briefly if Toby had planned it. Perhaps she should reconsider his innocence, she thought with amusement.

      Rupert had already set out some of the games that Toby had enjoyed with Neti. Releasing his grip on Rupert, he headed to them immediately.

      Athena was aware that, other than the smile at the door, Rupert had not really looked at her, and wondered if he was uncomfortable with her presence there. With genuine warmth, though, he invited her to sit down. His eyes, when they met hers, were also filled with warmth.

      “Are you okay?” she said, in reference to Matthew’s death.

      “Yes.” His answer was appreciative.

      Toby settled himself quickly on the floor at a distance from them. Rupert offered to play a game with him, but the boy declined.

      “Talk to Thenie … she’s going way,” he said with an innocent smile.

      Athena looked again at her brother with an eyebrow cocked.

      Rupert smiled, but Athena felt heavy-hearted at the mention of her departure.

      “How many days?” he said.

      “Three.”

      There was a silence. Rupert coughed.

      “How’s your research progressing?”

      Athena made exaggerated nods of her head before speaking. She felt like she was choking.

      “Good … Good.”

      Oh God, she thought to herself, pull yourself together.

      “You’re not mad, I’ve decided,” she said with a small laugh.

      Rupert laughed aloud.

      “I’m happy, and relieved, to accept your verdict, but I wouldn’t discuss it with too many colleagues in Pennsylvania. They might not accept your findings.”

      Athena smiled at the joke, but again, her spirits lowered.

      Rupert seemed to sense this and spoke more seriously.

      “Are you finding it rewarding?”

      She considered before answering. Did she? It seemed to Athena, that much had happened since she first interviewed Rupert. She remembered how avidly she had discussed her ideas with him, how confident and excited she was that her research, and that being done overseas, would lead to an understanding of the role of the brain and its chemistry in the formation of consciousness. She still believed this, and certainly the work she was doing was making a considerable contribution, but she was not so convinced that it mattered as much to her anymore.

      Athena became alarmed at this thought. She had never allowed herself to admit it until now.

      “I believe the work is worthwhile,” she said, as much to herself as in answer to Rupert’s question. “Any understanding of the brain has got to help … to … overcome prejudice towards mental conditions, for example.”

      “And in your particular area?” The question was asked with genuine interest, although Athena had to avoid Rupert’s gaze, otherwise she became self-conscious.

      “In my area?” she repeated, as a way of buying time to think. “It’s important to know who we are, and how it is that we experience moments of awe … and love.” She felt herself blush as she said it and promised herself not to slip up again.

      “And why?”

      Athena didn’t understand Rupert’s question.

      He explained. “You said it’s important to know how it is that we experience those moments. Will we ever know why?” Rupert did not seem to be expecting an answer from her, his question trailing off while he seemed to ponder a new thought. He was not facing her now and, Athena thought, he looked terribly sad. He continued, as if to the floor, “When there is a conflict between these emotions, awe, and I assume you mean mystical awe, and love, are we in a position to make a choice?”

      Once again, Athena did not think he required an answer. She couldn’t answer it anyway, she decided, except that she knew which way she would choose.

      Looking at him, in casual clothes and in this house, she was reminded of the Rupert she had seen dressed for the Mass. Rupert the Priest.

      “I saw you the other day,” she said tentatively, not knowing where she was going with this admission.

      His eyebrows lifted in surprise.

      She continued, “In the College Chapel. You were saying the Mass.”

      Rupert’s eyebrows shot up further. He was smiling but looked perplexed.

      “I was curious, I suppose.”

      Athena didn’t need to explain any further. She could tell by Rupert’s changed expression that he knew why. He looked apologetic.

      There was an awkward pause. Athena realized that she had hoped for something in return for her admission, a denial, a rational explanation for the way he was that day. But his expression did not provide her with what she needed, and she felt, in that moment, like a jilted lover. She was embarrassed and bewildered as to why she would have thought that he felt for her, as she knew she felt for him. She wanted to go, but the telephone rang. Rupert blew through his teeth and seemed reluctant to leave her, but the telephone persisted.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said heading to the kitchen, “please stay; we need to talk.”

      When he had left, Athena sank back into the couch and closed her eyes. Pennsylvania may not come soon enough.
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        * * *

      

      With a sigh, Rupert picked up the receiver, and was met with Kat at the other end.

      “Have you heard from Neti, Ru?”

      There was a hysterical tone to her voice that made him concerned.

      “No, what’s wrong?”

      “She’s gone …”

      When prompted by Rupert, Kat admitted that Neti had not been seen for two days.

      “What did the police say?” he could feel his voice becoming tight with fear.

      “I haven’t called them yet.” Kat mumbled it, and Rupert could hear the familiar tone of warning in her voice.

      “Why?” he demanded.

      “I thought she’d come back.”

      “For God’s sake.” He let out a long, exasperated sigh that held its own warning.

      Rupert ran through possibilities with Kat. Was there a friend she had met? Did she leave a note explaining her absence?

      Kat discounted these but mentioned the money that had been taken from her purse.

      Rupert sighed. It was a considerable sum and, more significantly, he knew that it was not within Neti’s character to take it unless she was desperate. It was too much to have to come back to explain. Rupert knew then that Neti had run away.

      “Kat,” he said in what was to be heard as a command, “ring the police, now. I’ll contact the Melbourne police, and please ring me if you hear anything!”

      Kat’s voice was plaintive as she agreed.

      Rupert wasted no time reporting Neti’s disappearance. To his frustration, the policewoman at the other end of the telephone seemed to be not the least concerned.

      “This happens all the time,” she half-heartedly tried to reassure him, “she’ll come back when she’s hungry.”

      “No,” he said firmly, “Neti doesn’t do this all the time.”

      He returned to the lounge room. Athena and Toby were playing a game on the floor, and for a moment, his heart lurched at the sight. Immediately, Athena sensed that something was wrong, and Rupert told her about Neti, taking comfort in Athena’s good sense and support.

      “Where do you think she could be, Rupert?”

      “I have an idea, that she’s coming home, but I don’t know if that’s wishful thinking. It’s a long trip for a fifteen-year-old on her own …” He couldn’t bear to think through the possibilities.

      “Train? Or bus? Or …” Athena’s voice trailed off, but Rupert knew that she was going to say, hitchhiking. Although Neti could be impulsive, Rupert had faith that she had more sense than that. He’d heard Ross speak to her, several times, about potential dangers.

      “My guess is train. It’s faster, though more expensive, but she took enough money from Kat to be able to buy a ticket, I dare say.”

      Rupert was still standing in the middle of the room, not sure what his next move might be. He didn’t know whether to wait for the police to call, or Kat. Athena decided for him.

      “You sit down for a moment,” she said with authority. “I’m going to ring the Rail people to find out the times of possible trains.” She didn’t wait for an answer, much less an argument, and headed to the kitchen. When she glanced back, Toby was cuddling into Rupert on the couch.

      Toby looked up into Rupert’s face. “Be all right,” he said soothingly.

      Rupert smiled and placed his arm around the young boy while he considered what he should do.

      When Athena came back in, she looked hopeful. “7:30 tonight. The train from Byron Bay.”

      Rupert let out a constrained sigh. He looked at his watch; 6:45.

      “You go, Rupert,” Athena said. “Toby and I’ll stay here, if you like, in case there’s a call.”

      “Yeah,” Toby wholeheartedly agreed.

      Rupert was grateful for her offer and her concern and winced at the thought of what had transpired between them before Kat’s call. She’d been embarrassed telling him that she’d gone to the Chapel; he had been moved but had been unable to tell her that. She was going away, he had to get used to the idea.

      Gently, he prised himself free of Toby’s clasp and collected his keys.

      “Thank you, Athena,” he said standing close to her. “You’re … a good friend.”

      A flicker of something he couldn’t read, swept across her face.

      “A pleasure Rupert … from one friend to another. Take care.”
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        * * *

      

      Neti’s sleep had come in fits and starts. There were thirty-six people in her carriage; she had counted them several times for something to do. Thankfully, no one had sat next to her. During the daylight hours, their noise had brought her some comfort, but, during the night, the relative silence made her uneasy and the vulnerability she felt prevented her from sleeping. In those dark hours too, her thoughts seemed to increase in their intensity and bleakness.

      When Neti had left Kat, though she didn’t have a plan, the morning light had given her courage, and she was sure that it would all work out, if she could only get home. But questions, in the night depleted that courage and she was uncertain now what her future would hold. Why was there an answering machine installed on the telephone at home? she wondered. Would Rupert welcome her back? She had left him without a word of goodbye; perhaps he was angry and would say “You made your bed …” as she’d heard people say. In her heart, though, Neti doubted that. Was her uncle still at the house, or had he left it to return to the College? She couldn’t blame him, nor could she expect him to give it up for her again. How would she manage if no one would look after her? The thought caused her such anxiety that Neti fell forward to ease the cramp of tension she was feeling in her abdomen. Perhaps Polly and her family would take her in? but Neti felt no comfort in this thought. She had often thought that her best friend was so lucky, to have a normal home, father, mother, brats for brothers and sisters. Life seemed to be so ordinary, the greatest stresses coming from a batch of burnt cupcakes or the constant teasing of Penny’s brother, Jack. But Neti knew that this was not her family. And when she thought of life with her father, and then with Rupert, she felt that her own life had been just fine. How she wanted it back.

      Neti thought of Athena and felt a small rise of optimism. Perhaps she’d help somehow, or, if nothing else, she could talk to her.

      The seat was hard and unyielding to her body and her mouth tasted sour from the chocolate bar and sleep. Outside, the light was waning, and street and house lights told her that she was approaching Melbourne. Although the carriage was air-conditioned, Neti could feel the cooler Victorian air finding its way to her bones. It comforted her. In the twilight, the suburbs looked grey and gloomy, but it was where she wanted to belong. This was her city, her home. She wanted it to take her back and feared that she would have to travel from one place to another to live. She thought again of her room in its lamplight, the imaginary friends of her youth locked into the cornices and ornate ceiling, her collections of rocks and, she thought with pain and some private embarrassment, her worn and scraggly teddy bear lying under her bed.

      The train slowed. There was a quiet hum of voices and the odd cracking of bones as people stretched and began collecting luggage from overhead lockers. Neti felt that she should look busy, but her bag had remained in her lap for the entire trip. She had seen other people put their luggage overhead, but she hadn’t wanted to stand up and draw attention to herself.

      As the train lurched into Southern Cross Station, Neti felt her stomach lurch with it, sensing that what happened from here would be a defining moment in her life.

      But she didn’t know what to do.

      

      Neti stepped from the carriage tentatively. It was quite dark now, and the other passengers were jostling past her to greet loved ones, or just to make a hasty departure. She wished that she could do either, to look at least like she knew what to do.

      And then she saw him. A dark figure standing quietly, but she could tell his outline, like her father’s, and even from a distance she saw that he was anxious. He always was.

      And Neti ran, blindly, wildly knocking disembarking passengers on the way, and fell, sobbing, toward her uncle.

      She was home.
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        * * *

      

      Little was said on the way home, the emotion of their reunion still lingering and too important to be broken up by too many words. There would be plenty of time, Rupert thought. He looked over at his niece, who was leaning toward the passenger door, not in avoidance of him; she seemed to be snuggling the seat, her smile peaceful.

      Neti was tired, he could see that clearly, but otherwise she looked well. Her hair seemed to have outgrown its spikes and lay more smoothly around her face, making her look older. There was a change to her expression that he couldn’t quite determine: a subtleness perhaps.

      Rupert thought of how fearful he had been that she would not be on the train, and the overwhelming relief he felt when he saw her running through the crowd. That moment, when she embraced him, was his defining moment. A new life.

      Athena was waiting at the door when the car pulled into the drive. Toby stood at her side. They greeted them home with such excitement that Rupert felt it was truly a celebration. Toby grabbed Neti’s hand and led her to the games on the floor.

      “Not now, Tobe,” Athena said apologetically to Neti, but Neti did not seem the least bothered and joined Toby with genuine pleasure. “We’ll get going soon,” she said to Rupert.

      He smiled at her, a broad smile that he couldn’t contain. He was so utterly relieved.

      “Please stay a while,” he said, “Toby’s got other ideas anyway.”

      A sobering thought crossed his mind.

      “I need to ring Kat, and the police. Will you excuse me?”

      Athena nodded and joined the two on the floor.

      In the kitchen, Rupert wished that he could avoid speaking to Kat, but knew that he must. This time, though, he knew where Neti wanted to be, and that made all the difference. Despite his frustrations with Kat, he did feel some pity for her. He suspected that she really did want to be a good mother, but just didn’t know where to begin. She had left it ten years too late.

      “I want to speak to Neti,” she said, not willing to believe Rupert, but he was adamant that she would have to wait until Neti was ready. He would encourage her to ring, Rupert assured her, and meant it.

      Predictably, Kat laid the blame on Ross, on Guy, but never on herself. Rupert didn’t believe her. He knew her too well and knew that she suffered for her neglect. He just hoped that she did not repeat her mistake. By the end of the conversation, she seemed to be resigned to Neti’s decision, and hung up with a note of closure.

      When he put down the receiver, Rupert felt as if the greatest load had been removed from his shoulders. He stepped into the lounge room with a lighter gait.

      They were unaware of him standing there, and Rupert observed them quietly for a moment. He thought of the community members at Matthew’s funeral, and what had held them together — that intangible quality; it was here too. He thought of the voice on the cliff that night in his youth, and how loudly and certainly he had heard it. Life had become crowded and complex, and his uncertainties had silenced that voice. But he knew what he was witnessing at this moment, these significant people in his life, who had renewed his sense of meaning.

      He thought that he heard a whisper; it wasn’t in his head, it was in his heart. Matthew had known; he had touched him there that day in the garden.

      

      Where is your heart, Elijah?

      

      
        
        End
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