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PART ONE




CHAPTER ONE


2009


Forty-two hours after he got out of bed in London, Aidan was finished with flying. He limped out of the airport and found the motorbike he’d chosen online. It was a Ducati, a good one, and he lashed his bag onto the back with the elastic they’d given him at the car hire desk. He gazed at the map for a moment and then tucked it into his bag. South, they’d said. He should find his way out of the car park and turn right. After that, he was on his own.


The highway he turned onto was a scrappy affair. Broken-down holiday houses and brick blocks of flats lined one side of the road. He’d seen from the map that the Pacific Ocean lay metres away on the other side. The highway ran through dense woods and then emerged into a great plain. This must be the caldera, thought Aidan, the crater of a volcano that had erupted twenty three million years ago, splattering ash and lava and creating an area of extraordinary fertility – and extraordinary spiritual power, according to the local Aboriginals. He’d read about it on the plane.


The spiky cane fields gave way to rolling hills. He turned onto a side road and everything was a hypnotic, psychedelic green. A lushly wooded escarpment rose straight up from the flood plain. It could be the dawn of time if it weren’t for the old wooden houses sitting in the cane fields, the car sales yard next to the disused railway track and cows grazing in the paddocks lining the road. He slowed as he came into town. The road became the main street and finally he was pulling up in front of the post office. They’d know what he was looking for, surely. And they did. It didn’t take much before someone was leading him back out to the road and pointing out the direction he should go.


It was that easy. And that was a surprise. He’d followed a lead, something someone had said once to Liam, and it proved to be accurate. People, weirdly, were always trying to curry favour. Even from Australia, a world away, they somehow imagined that they might be useful to The Cause. That they might have an impact, however small. Like bit-players in a movie, Aidan imagined, taking their jobs more seriously than any of the actors in major roles. If only they knew how his brother talked about them. Despising them more, for some reason, than the ordinary man in the street.


‘Who was it?’ Aidan had asked, on his last visit to Liam in prison.


‘Some guy.’


Liam’s faulty memory, or selective divulging of information – you never could tell with him – was making all of this vague when Aidan needed it to be definite. He would be travelling to the other side of the world to look for her, after all.


‘Someone she knew at school? Or went to church with? Some dude she was friendly with at youth group?’ Aidan prompted him.


‘This guy, he saw her up north near Byron Bay.’


Liam smiled. ‘Dolphins,’ he said, and Aidan couldn’t help himself. He smiled too. Even in this serious place, Liam doing one of his impressions was irresistible.


‘I see drumming.’ Liam’s hands slapped the table in front of him and he looked up, beyond Aidan, his face assuming a far-seeing gaze. ‘Open-air markets full of unwashed people, and fire-twirling, no doubt.’


When they lived in Australia as teenagers they’d never been north of Sydney, but they’d heard enough to get the lowdown on Byron Bay. It was California thirty years ago – it didn’t matter which year, just think of California thirty years before that and there you had it – with space. It was Glastonbury, with better food. Portland, with cheaper prices. It was any alternative place with fewer people and better weather.


‘I can’t imagine her living near Byron Bay,’ said Aidan, doubtful. She definitely was not the type.


Liam shrugged. ‘That’s what I heard.’


‘She could have moved.’


‘Nah. Owns a business, they said. A family. The whole bit.’


So this was specific, thought Aidan. How typical of Liam, acting as if it was all a rumour when he probably had a photo. He probably had some kind of illegal web-streaming spying equipment set up and trained on her. When Liam wasn’t in prison he always had the latest phone, the latest computer. Click on Google Person and you’d see her on the toilet right now.


When Aidan arrived home that night he clicked on Google Earth. The town was called Mullumbimby. The map twirled and zoomed, giving him a slight feeling of seasickness and a very real sense of power. This must be how the CIA bosses felt back when this technology was exclusively theirs, coming round to show them a Contra strike on the Sandinistas, thought Aidan, or the Taliban – funded by them at that time, of course – on the Russians. Closer. It wanted an address. He opened a new window and typed Mullumbimby into the business directory. He just wanted to get a look at the place. A fuzzy picture came clear. Jesus Christ, you wouldn’t want to be having it off with the woman next door at the wrong moment, or indulging in a naked slash in the garden. There it was. A low wooden fence, a grassy verge, a looming lowering sky. Trees and more trees. So much green. He zoomed along the street. Tennis courts and big gardens. More trees. Purple blooms. The verge of the road melding into grassy dirt.


And it turned out she was right where Liam’s informer had said she’d be, working in her cafe, and looking just the same. You’d think she might have cut her hair, or dyed it or something – that thick black mane cut in a square fringe across her forehead was a dead giveaway, unless he had it all wrong and she wasn’t hiding. Mullumbimby wasn’t that far from Sydney, or London, for that matter – his own presence proving the point in question. She wasn’t much aged, either – that skin. But without that bloom she’d had, that dusky rose-tinted blush. She looked washed-out, actually, underneath her olive skin. Not unattractive, if dark-featured, depressed-looking secretive women were your thing.


The evening of his arrival he’d followed her home right to her driveway, although she made an interesting detour to the pub – that wasn’t her husband she was sharing a bottle of wine with, surely? He’d gone out there again this morning and Megan had almost bumped into him, reversing her car down her driveway at an unwise speed. He hadn’t expected her to turn around so fast. Hadn’t expected her to get such a good look at him – with his helmet off no less – so soon. She didn’t recognise him, though, he could tell. It didn’t surprise him. He’d been just a boy when they’d last met.


She was solemn and shy, not saying much, twenty years ago when Dom first brought her home. For months their mother, Nuala, had been begging for an introduction.


‘She’s not my girlfriend,’ Dom would heatedly reply, whenever the topic came up.


‘Of course not,’ Aidan and Nuala would agree, straight faced. Dom was too good to have a girlfriend. Too pure. Dom had dedicated his life to God.


‘My “calling” is not what you think. It’s not what you’re trying to make it out to be.’


What they were trying to make it out to be was a life of such saintly sacrifice and suffering that he would have to give it up and go back to university full-time to continue his economics degree. That’s what Nuala wanted, and Aidan at that time was too young to disagree.


‘It’s exciting, Mum,’ Dom told her. ‘It’s like being in a rock band. Or becoming an artist. I feel, every moment, like I’m doing the thing that I’m most meant to do.’


‘Lucky you,’ she sighed.


Nuala worked for a government department in town. She told Aidan it was even less exciting than it sounded.


‘I feel like I’m improvising but at the same time I’m following directions.’


They had been sitting around the kitchen table, remembered Aidan. Their kitchen in Balmain had exposed brick walls from the seventies and organically-shaped wooden bench tops. When they moved into the house, Nuala said she should go out and buy a set of earthenware crockery for them to eat from, to match the decor. She was joking, of course. She’d brought their Wedgwood china out to Australia with them from Belfast, all twelve settings of it, finger bowls included. It comforted Aidan that in the new world their lives had been plunged into at least their dinnerware remained the same.


‘I feel like I’ll do whatever God wants me to do.’


Nuala sat back in her chair, still wearing her suit but with slippers on instead of her high-heeled shoes. Back in Ireland she’d worked from home, sharing an office with their father. She’d worn caftans and long, flowing velvet scarves, big fake flowers pinned about her person and clanking costume jewelry. When they moved out to Australia, though, all of that disappeared, and dull blue suits and silver stud earrings took their place. Aidan mourned the loss of his free-flowing mother as much as his dead father some days.


‘But darling,’ she said. ‘How can you tell what God wants you to do?’


‘I can’t always. And you never know for sure. But it’s listening. It’s about listening.’


Aidan was young enough to be new to stuff like this, old enough to be interested. They’d never gone in much for religion back home.


‘I’m listening every day. Whatever comes to me to do on this day I will do.’


‘Whatever?’ Nuala smiled, but she looked sad, thought Aidan.


‘Whatever,’ said Dom firmly. ‘Don’t worry, Mum. I think I’m meant to be helping young kids who come from difficult backgrounds. It’s nothing radical.’


She smiled again and Aidan knew she was relieved.


But she was really relieved – really, really relieved – when they found hard evidence that Dom had a girlfriend. The thing that gave it away was the love bites on his neck. Liam, on one of his fleeting visits from London, spotted them immediately.


‘Check it out!’ he drawled.


Dom frowned, pulling up his collar and pretending he didn’t know what Liam was talking about, but they were all watching out after that. He came home later all the time. Mass finished at eleven on Sundays, and he wouldn’t get home until three – Nuala’s sit-down roast lunches notwithstanding. He got home late from the church youth group he led, too, and would be on the phone, whispering and mumbling in his room until all hours. But still he wouldn’t tell them anything, and he wouldn’t bring her home.


This went on for months – Liam had gone back to London and Aidan had almost started to believe that there was no one special – until finally, one day, Dom phoned, the minute Mass finished, it must have been, and asked Nuala to set another place at the table.


‘Oh, but she looks Irish!’ Nuala’s face cleared as the girl walked up the path.


She wasn’t beautiful, thought Aidan, a runty fourteen-year-old at that time, all spots and unwanted sprouting hair. He felt disappointed in Dom. She wasn’t even pretty. The girls he decreed to be good-looking at that age were blonde, with open faces and big breasts. Aidan had a poster of Farrah Fawcett on his bedroom wall, balancing on a skateboard, as if to say that apart from her goddess body and mane of long blonde hair she would have everything in common with a teenage boy. This girl was broad-shouldered and as tall as Dom, sturdy and athletic looking.


‘That’s because she is Irish,’ said Dom proudly, catching the girl’s hand and swinging it.


‘Actually it was my grandparents who were from Ireland.’ Her accent was clear and polished. ‘I’m Australian.’


‘Well, and it’s a pleasure to meet you, my dear, such a pleasure!’ said Nuala, sweeping her up into a hug.


Aidan didn’t think Megan was the huggy sort, but she put her arms around his mother and seemed to be doing a fair job of squeezing her back when Aidan noticed Dom watching her. He had never seen Dom look at anyone like that before, and suddenly he felt like just a child.




CHAPTER TWO


Matt was worrying about the local bat population. It had swelled recently, and been displaced, so now they were forced to spend their days in a straggling stand of trees next to the main road heading out of town.


‘If they can’t rest properly they’ll get stressed,’ he was saying, as he poured muesli into three bowls at the kitchen table. ‘When they’re stressed they spread disease.’


‘The council’s hiring a specialist to look into moving them somewhere safer,’ said Halley, as she warmed a pot of milk at the stove. She’d overheard someone talking about it at the cafe, and listened carefully so she could tell Matt. ‘For fifty thousand dollars, they’re going to be okay.’


If it wasn’t bats, it would be the threat of flooding or feral animals or the receding coastline on his mind, thought Halley, and she used to get as worked up about these issues as he did. It seemed to Halley now, though, that you could argue all you wanted, but the planet was well past saving, and the only person you should ever count on was yourself. The only responsibility that mattered was actual. Her husband. Her son. Her cafe. Her waterlogged snake-infested piece of land. Of course you didn’t want to sound heartless or cruel, but wasn’t life sometimes that way? And weren’t you better off making your accommodations with it and proceeding from there?


‘Greek islands,’ said Matt, as she handed him his coffee. He caught her hand and held it, startling her with his touch.


‘Next year, you and me for a romantic holiday.’


Romantic? thought Halley, staring at their hands.


Last night she’d pressed her body all along the length of his. ‘Look how well we fit together,’ she’d whispered. He’d pressed himself back into her for a moment, sharing his warmth, and she’d begun slowly moving her hand up his thigh. ‘Hang on,’ he’d said, sitting up so abruptly he’d knocked her hand away, and turning on his bedside light. She’d held herself still, waiting for him while he’d fumbled with the alarm on his phone, but when he lay back down he’d kissed her lightly on the mouth and rolled away from her, taking more than his fair share of the doona.


‘Why not?’ Matt ran his fingers over hers, staring up at her.


‘What about Benny?’ she floundered, vulnerable from the sudden sense memory.


‘He can stay with Cal.’


‘Cal’s only sixteen,’ she said, pulling her hand away and turning back to the counter.


‘I was thinking of Cal’s parents as much as Cal. But he’ll be seventeen in a year’s time, anyway. Or maybe Cal could come and stay here.’ Matt with his special brand of inexorable logic was oblivious to her panic. ‘Could be just the thing for them. Make them take more responsibility.’


‘They’d eat nothing but junk. He’d wear the same clothes to school every day,’ Halley improvised.


‘I’ll stay here alone, I don’t mind,’ Benny piped up from where he was lying on the couch at the other end of the kitchen.


‘You’ll stay here with me.’


From the unnatural sudden silence, she realised that she’d spoken more harshly than she’d intended.


It happened again when they were eating breakfast. Benny was arguing the case for foster parents when Halley said, ‘They should just put the babies up for adoption and be done with it.’


Benny flinched. Matt frowned at her.


‘I don’t mean to be mean,’ said Halley, floundering again. ‘But babies … babies don’t get a second chance. They either make it, being loved and helped and encouraged, or they don’t.’


‘Did you love and encourage me?’


‘Benny! Of course I did. How can you ask me that?’ What was happening between them? Halley wondered. He wouldn’t let her go near his room when he wasn’t there, he wouldn’t let her do his laundry, and for the last few months he’d even refused pocket money, telling her with pride that he earned all he needed working at Sug’s restaurant.


‘I just think there’s a crucial time in a baby’s life,’ Halley battled on. ‘When you have a baby one day, you’ll see. And you either give that baby what it needs or you don’t, and it doesn’t get a second chance.’


‘What about the mother’s life, though? Or the father’s?’ said Benny. ‘Shouldn’t they get a second chance?’


‘Of course they should. Everyone deserves a second chance, but life doesn’t always work that way.’


‘What a hardarse,’ Matt muttered.


And then she saw it. A conspiratorial look between the two of them. A quick glance. Raised eyebrows and a smile. For all her sins, she at least had somehow managed to bring together a father and a son who loved each other. She bent over her muesli, blinking rapidly, pretending not to have seen.


‘Why won’t you talk about travelling with me?’ said Matt as he climbed into the car and tightened his seatbelt.


They were running late. People would be pouring in for breakfast soon, and she started reversing the car down the drive before she’d closed her door. She placed her left hand on Matt’s headrest to steady herself as she steered with the right hand, craning her neck to check on the road before swinging the car around. A man was standing on the opposite verge. She slammed her foot on the brake so hard her handbag fell off her lap, wallet, lipstick and change cascading onto the floor of the car.


She ducked her head to check out the stranger in the rearview mirror. He was a biker by the look of him, dressed in a leather jacket, his light red hair standing up in tufts around his head like a baby chick’s, his helmet cradled in his arms as he turned to look at her. She used to fancy bikers, remembered Halley, impatient already at the time he was going to waste. Used to imagine they were free-spirited or some such rubbish. He probably needed help with his bike, she decided. People drove down here, lured by the beauty of the narrowing valley. Their house was near the end of it, where the road began climbing steeply into the hills. Then they ran out of petrol or got bogged in the river they inevitably felt compelled to cross.


‘This is the country, you idiot,’ muttered Halley, divining petrol shortage from his expression. They’d give him a lift into town, but he could sort out his own way of getting back, she decreed. He had the engine of his bike idling, though, she realised, a big shiny grey thing parked in front of the neighbour’s. Whatever. If he’d wanted something he would have approached them by now. She had customers to serve. She accelerated, shifting the car crunchingly into third gear with a satisfying spray of pebbles and lifting her arm in an airy country wave as she flew past. In the rearview mirror she saw him turning again to keep looking after her.


‘When are we going to travel?’ persisted Matt, once they’d crossed the creek and she’d settled into fifth gear, trees and fields and cows swiftly gliding past.


‘When will we have the money? You’re the one who …’ She stopped herself.


‘The one who what?’


Too late. Matt knew what she had been going to say and they could have that whole argument without her needing to say another word.


‘The one whose fault it is that we need more staff, is that it?’


‘We decided together,’ she muttered, unwilling to do this with Benny in the back seat. But also aware that with every silent kilometre they covered the ill-feeling between them would grow.


They had bought the cafe to give themselves both jobs – hard things to find up here in ‘Paradise’, as people, both tourists and residents, called it, and without any irony that Halley could detect. After all, no one comes to Paradise for a job. This resulted in a lot of people in their little town being short of employment and short of money. Not too little for a coffee or a meal though, and the cafe had turned out pretty well. People congregated there, under the jacaranda trees where most of the tables and chairs were placed. They spent hours typing on their laptops or reading from the pile of outdated surf and fashion magazines which sat next to the water dispenser, just inside the door.


Halley pulled up in front of the cafe and Benny walked off towards school without kissing her goodbye. Matt began dumping the boxes of the chutneys they’d made on the weekend onto the road beside the car. A young woman wearing tiny denim shorts, a black singlet and Doc Marten boots emerged from the cafe. It was their new waitress. Halley had high hopes for her.


‘Hi Lisa.’ Halley picked up a box and pressed it into her arms. At least she and Matt couldn’t go on with this conversation. Matt would be stewing on it all morning, though, and it would make him even slower, even more forgetful and absent-minded, so that if they made it through until lunch without a complaint or a misplaced order it would be a miracle.


Halley started taking orders at the cash register while Matt got things moving at the espresso machine. Most of the customers had been coming in for years, but when she looked up to take the next order a stocky, middle-aged man she didn’t recognise was standing in front of her, with sandy red hair and nice blue eyes.


‘You after coffee or a meal?’ She smiled and took her pencil from behind her ear and held it over the order pad, waiting.


‘Megan.’


Halley felt a surge, her heart flowering or tipping over.


‘It’s me.’


Her hand opened, change falling out of it into the drawer of the cash register.


He was holding a bike helmet. He was the man who’d been outside her house this morning, she realised, and anxiety flooded her. This wasn’t a coincidence. ‘Aidan? Is it you? Is everything all right?’ What a stupid question. Of course it wasn’t. He’d been looking for her. ‘Are you okay? Where have you come from?’


‘From London. I arrived yesterday. I’m fine.’


Her hand resting on the till recollected her, and for something to do she began neatening the twenty-dollar bills.


‘Listen, we can’t talk now,’ she said, looking over his shoulder to nod at the woman standing behind him in the queue, and doing a quick scan of the cafe. No one was looking at them, but still.


He took a step back, as if she had physically repelled him, and Halley regretted her tone.


‘We’re busy,’ she said more gently.


He stepped forward again. ‘I’m not.’ His voice was rough.


‘Excuse me,’ she said to the next customer in line. ‘Lisa, will you fill in here for a second?’


She beckoned Aidan over to the bank of fridges that lined one wall, modulating her voice below their mechanical hum. ‘You can’t just walk in here and start talking to me.’


‘Why not?’


Because I might fall over, she thought. Because I might cry. ‘This isn’t a good time.’


‘When is?’


‘You can meet me tonight at six thirty, after closing. Wait for me outside the Commonwealth Bank round the corner. We can decide where to go after that.’


Halley watched him walk out of the cafe, wishing he’d ordered something to make their transaction look more normal. Matt didn’t seem to have noticed anything, though, seemingly fully absorbed pushing levers and filling cups at the espresso machine. Halley motioned for Lisa to keep taking orders, and she went over to the ovens where she could work with her back to the cafe.


People had walked into the cafe over the years and recognised her – of course they had: Mullumbimby wasn’t that far from Sydney, after all – but she had toughed it out, pretending not to know who they were talking about and nodding in polite agreement at how similar a person could look to someone else. She’d stopped dreading it, because even though her heart would hammer and her palms would sweat, she was so good at hiding it that no one looking at her would know that she was feeling anything more intense than feigned interest. Today, though, as she measured spices and sifted flours, the familiar movements and routines failed to calm her, and all day as she worked she thought about how to evade him, and all day she kept concluding that she couldn’t. Aidan would find her again if he wanted to, or somebody else would. He was in a position to insist, and she was in no position to refuse. And this was what she’d been expecting, wasn’t it? All along. They don’t let you go so easily. They never let you go.


‘What do you want?’ she asked him as soon as he climbed into her car. She’d beeped her horn and beckoned him over from where he was waiting outside the bank, motioning that he should get in.


‘Yeah, I’m well, thanks. How have you been?’


‘I’ll take us to a place I know. No one will be there at this time.’


They drove in silence through the quiet streets and a few minutes later she turned the car onto a dirt track and brought it to a stop beside a boat ramp, facing a wide, slow-moving river. Dusk was falling, and the towering gums on the opposite bank were already in shadow. A pair of ducks burst into flight as she wound down the car window, but otherwise the water was still and empty. She unbuckled her seatbelt and leaned her head against the headrest.


He knew he had all the power in this situation. She must know it too. And yet if it bothered her she didn’t show it. It pulled the rug out from under him. He’d imagined he’d have to keep her from running, or calm her down or … something. That it would be difficult to find a way to simply sit and talk. Yet here they were sitting side by side in a silence that was going on way too long to be comfortable and she was acting as if she was in control, not him.


‘How did you find me?’ she said at last.


‘Luck.’


‘Come on.’


‘A lot of people come here for a holiday.’


‘You better tell me.’


‘Someone told me, all right? Someone … it’s not luck.’


‘Of course it’s not. Christ.’


A metre away from her he felt the heat of her glare.


‘I just want to talk.’


‘You came to the other side of the world, to my cafe, just to talk?’


‘Of all the cafes in the world ...’ Aidan mused.


‘Oh please shut up,’ Halley snapped, and Aidan felt oddly warmly towards her, as if she was the sister he’d never had.


‘How did you find me?’


‘My brother.’


‘Liam knew I’d be here? Liam’s in prison, isn’t he? Liam knows where I am?’


Now she definitely seemed frightened.


‘No. Dom.’


That took the wind out of her sails.


‘Years ago, he told me. If you ever disappeared this was where you’d choose to disappear to.’


‘That’s true.’ Her face crumpled and she turned away.


‘We were always talking about it. He used to dream about that a lot when we first moved out here, did he tell you? About disappearing.’


‘I thought you’d already disappeared,’ she said, still turned away from him. ‘When you came out from Belfast to Australia. I thought that was your mother’s plan. How is your mother?’


‘She passed away five years ago.’


Her shoulders began shaking, and he put a hand on her back, resting it for a moment on the soft cotton of her long-sleeved top.


‘I came here because I need to talk to you about Dom,’ he said softly.


‘What about … Dom?’ She spoke his name hesitantly, as if she wasn’t used to it.


‘I need to know why.’


‘Why what?’


‘You know what. Don’t make me say.’


She wiped her eyes and blew her nose on a tissue she pulled out from her bra. She turned back towards him and their eyes met, and between them there passed a warmth, a transference of energy, something heating and melting and healing, Aidan fancied, because she relaxed then, leaning back into the car seat and taking her hand away from the door. Aidan relaxed too, relieved, yet still nervous. He wouldn’t put it past her to read his thoughts. To bore into his brain. To divine that he was lying.




CHAPTER THREE


Halley checked her watch as she ran up the stairs. Their house was a Queenslander, a wooden house built on stilts in the 1930s, rising above flooding rivers and deadly snakes, sitting in the way of cooling breezes – although these last few summers they’d had too few of those. It was 8pm. Not so late, but too late to help with dinner, and too late not to have called to say she’d been delayed.


‘It’s not just me,’ Matt pointed out, standing lank and relaxed in the doorway like a ground vine bending up around a frame.


‘You think Benny was worried about me?’


She walked to his bedroom door, which this far into his adolescence he still kept open when he was home. He was sitting at his desk, staring into his computer.


‘Hi Mum.’


‘Sorry, I should have …’ She stopped herself. Why was she apologising to Benny when it was Matt who was angry with her? ‘Are you hungry?’ she asked. The only question from his childhood that she still had left. That was still relevant.


‘I already ate.’


‘Sorry if I worried you,’ she mumbled, leaning over him at the desk, nuzzling her cheek against his for the second she allowed herself – stole, really – before stepping back to ruffle his hair. ‘I got held up at work.’ It was easier to lie to Benny for some reason than to Matt.


‘I wasn’t worried.’


‘Sorry,’ she said to Matt, who was standing in the middle of the kitchen on the old kilim rug, but she didn’t mean it anymore. That hot prickly feeling of the rainforest closing in on the house descended on her like a dusty blanket. ‘I’m only an hour late,’ she added.


‘I thought you might have had a flat tyre, or an accident, and your mobile went straight to message bank. I was about to come out looking for you.’


The kitchen was lit by the lowest wattage light bulbs Matt had been able to find, giving the room an almost candle-lit feeling. The wooden venetian blinds on both windows were closed against the chill of the early spring night. A bowl of pasta and another of salad sat on the table, next to a bottle of wine.


She walked over and kissed him. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said again, with real warmth this time. ‘I took longer than I realised. I should have called.’


He put his arms around her shoulders and pulled her close to him for a second before letting her go.


‘You okay?’


‘Just tired.’


‘Sit. Eat. I’ll do the chores.’


She waited until the screen door banged behind him and then sank into a chair.


For the last eight hours, ever since Aidan walked into the cafe, her thoughts had been racing, her armpits sweating and her palms clammy, clothing her, she assumed, in a stench of fear. Now she felt her tension easing. Aidan’s story made sense. Dom was his brother, after all. But saying his name had sent a message through her veins, confusing her, and clouding the relief she felt that Liam was not involved. It was a message of alarm. A message of something sharp. Something blooming in her chest, like hope. And fading, like a sigh. It shocked her, the impact just saying his name had on her. She hadn’t known that it could, because it had been so long since she had said it, even though she could remember their first proper meeting on the steps of her childhood home in Sydney twenty years ago, as vividly as if it had happened yesterday.


Sydney, 1989


She was heading up the stairs to her bedroom when the doorbell rang.


‘Freddie!’ her mother called.


They had Freddie now, who was six foot seven and from Tonga, and spent his days standing next to their front door.


‘Where’s Freddie?’ said her father, coming to the living room door.


‘I’ll get it,’ said Megan, hoping it would be a journalist so she could spit on them. Or see them, at least, this invisible enemy stalking her father, surrounding them, so that he couldn’t even leave the house until dark. When she opened the door, though, it was the leader of the youth group at their church.


‘Dom? What are you doing here?’


Glancing over her shoulder she glimpsed her father retreating into the living room.


Dom was at university, which made him a grown-up in her book. He wouldn’t be helping someone looking for a story, would he? The moment she thought that she was surprised at herself – something like that wouldn’t have occurred to her a week ago. But her family hadn’t been in the headlines a week ago, either.


‘We’ve all been thinking of you,’ he explained, as she showed him up to her room. It was the first time she’d ever had a boy in there, and although it was messy she was surprised at how relaxed she felt. But she usually felt relaxed with Dom. In the few small instances of time they had been alone together she had been unselfconscious, answering his questions about school and church with an openness that surprised her. The youth group leaders were trained for this, or selected on the basis of it, she supposed. Being good with people, and putting them at ease.


He sat on the floor, his back against the bed, his long legs stretched out in front of him. Her bedroom was a hexagon, a little tower built at the top of the house as an afterthought. Megan’s father had thought he might use it for a study at one point, and for a while her mother had come up here to practise yoga. Once she turned thirteen it became Megan’s domain. Too small for a bedroom really, it was crammed with her bed, her desk, her chair and her Persian carpet.


‘Are you not going to sit down?’ His accent was Irish, Megan remembered. Father John had told her.


‘I’m fine,’ said Megan, standing next to the bed.


He stared at his hands for a while and then at his outstretched feet. Megan stared at him. He was dressed in blue jeans and a blue T-shirt, with Sydney University written on it in letters of faded gold.


‘I’m sorry this is happening to you,’ he said at last.


‘It’s not happening to me, it’s happening to my dad.’


He looked as though he was about to contradict her, but must have thought better of it.


‘I like your view,’ he said, after another extended pause.


Megan shrugged. Of course he did. That’s why the house had cost so much – as if in stunned wonder, her father had kept repeating the price for weeks after they’d moved in, and that was just the starting amount before her mother renovated it from top to bottom.


‘Must be nice, waking up to this every morning.’


‘To tell you the truth I hardly notice it. You get used to it. Just like you get used to anything … I suppose.’ Dom had come from Northern Ireland to live here when he was thirteen, she remembered – Father John had told her mother in a whisper – because his father had been murdered.


‘Come here and sit next to me.’ He patted the carpet.


Relenting, she took her place next to him on the floor. The harbour looked bigger from here, sea and sky and horizon filling all that she could see.


‘Megan. I … I think I know what you’re going through.’


She stared at him. All of this was so unexpected, so unusual, that she couldn’t even guess what he was about to say.


‘My father was a lawyer, back in Belfast. He was a barrister, like your dad.’


Dom’s eyes were brown and his hair was black. Sitting this close to him his face seemed almost familiar. He wasn’t handsome – or she hadn’t thought so – but now she reassessed. His face wore a gentle, hurt expression, and his cheeks were a little jowly. But his skin was pale, almost white, his lips a bitten cherry red. She raised her eyes. He was holding himself rigid, leaning away from her.


‘He was a bit famous too.’


Deliberately, as though she knew what she was doing, she put her hand over his hand where it supported his weight on the floor.


‘A bit notorious even, like your dad ...’


She leaned forward and placed her mouth on the lips she had just been staring at.


For long seconds he didn’t move. Megan was waiting. She didn’t feel scared. She felt calm and, surprisingly for a girl who had never kissed a boy before, in control. She held her lips there, breathing him in. His mouth was soft and dry. Then with a lurch he shifted his weight towards her and for a moment he pressed his mouth against hers. Megan closed her eyes. Her head swam. He eased back and lowered his head, and she dropped hers also, so now just their foreheads were lightly touching. She could hear the two of them breathing and feel the warmth of his breath against her skin. She could see the tiny crucifix he wore swinging on its chain beneath his collarbone, his cheek planing away from her like the infinite curve of a planet. Dizzy, she reached for his shoulder to steady herself.


‘I just came to see if you were all right,’ he said, drawing away.


He looked shaken, or frightened maybe, thought Megan.


‘Thank you,’ she said. Were they going to pretend nothing had just happened, then?


‘I’m too old for you, Megan. I’m almost twenty-one.’


She liked him for saying that. She felt relaxed again. ‘I’m almost seventeen.’


‘Right.’ He laughed a short humourless laugh and stood up, brushing the carpet fluff on his hands onto the thighs of his jeans. ‘Your parents wouldn’t be too thrilled.’


‘They wouldn’t mind.’ It wasn’t true, but two flights of stairs down in the living room her parents and their problems suddenly seemed wonderfully far away.


‘Well I do,’ he said, his expression miserable.


‘You’d better go,’ she said abruptly, taking pity on him. Stopping herself. From what? She wasn’t sure. But he was still a person, she reminded herself, even though for a moment she had become a character in a play.


The stained-glass window above the front door cast a pool of light on the marble floor of the hallway, which they stood in as they said goodbye.


‘So you’ll come to the youth group tomorrow night?’ said Dom, in a social tone, as though this is what they had been discussing all along. As though her parents might be listening, thought Megan.


She felt embarrassed, in quite a different way than she had with him at first in her room. She and her friends went to films together, and the occasional party. They drank espressos at Maisie’s Cafe on Military Road, or sneaked into the bar at the Oaks, sipping Cokes up the back and trying to look eighteen. No one she knew socialised at church on a Saturday night. But that meant she wouldn’t run into anyone she knew, she realised. No one would try to talk to her about her father.


‘Okay.’ She was staring at his mouth again. It was as though her body was telling her to lean forward and kiss it.


He reared back as though he felt it too, opening the door and pausing for a moment on the white stone steps. She could see the crowd of reporters staring at them through the bars of the closed gates across their driveway.


‘You know why they’re picking on him, don’t you?’


‘My dad?’


‘Of course. It’s because he’s Irish Catholic. Patrick Cooney’s the first Irish Catholic appointed to the Supreme Court. Your dad’s his friend, and the highest-ranking Irish Catholic barrister in New South Wales. It’s a born-again Christian, you know, who’s taking him down.’


It was quaint to her, the way he seemed to think this was about religion. Maybe that’s how things were back in Northern Ireland, but not here.


‘They wouldn’t be on this witch-hunt if he was a part of the Protestant establishment, that’s for sure.’


Once he left she went back to her room, to sit on the floor again and look out at the harbour from this unaccustomed viewing point. They were privileged, she knew that much. Her mother’s BMW and her father’s vintage Mercedes sat parked in the gravel driveway that led from their elaborate wrought-iron gates around to the front door; their speedboat lay tethered to their private jetty, which jutted out into the harbour next to their pool – silent witnesses to the wealth her father, the son of a lab assistant and a teacher’s aide, had created for them. But now her parents spent their days locked in the living room with a crowd of lawyers she’d never met before, speaking in low voices and staring miserably at the phone. It was strange to imagine they were being picked on.


There had been a telephone conversation between Megan’s father and Justice Cooney a month ago, back when all of this began. Her father asked the judge how a party had gone the night before. ‘Got too tired,’ he had reportedly replied.


The conversation had been illegally recorded by the police, and then illegally leaked to one of Australia’s leading newspapers, which had illegally published a transcript of it last week. Since then it had been repeated everywhere, including on the radio which they still listened to every morning, so that Megan would brace herself for the piercing beep that would cut across the reporter’s words about to come.


‘Ate too much. Drank too much. Bleep everyone.’


At first she’d thought the bleep noise was covering the word ‘fuck’, and Megan sympathised. As though Paddy, which is what they called Justice Cooney at her house, was dismissing it all. ‘Ate too much. Drank too much. Fuck everyone!’ A feeling she was becoming familiar with as the weight of her father’s problems settled on her family. But then she saw it in print one day, even though they took pains to treat the newspapers as offhandedly as possible in her house these days, letting them mount up in the hall for the lawyers to cast their eyes over in the morning and dumping them in the garbage bin each night. But that day she couldn’t help looking, as though her eyes needed proof of what the judge, their family friend, had said.


‘James O’Dea, QC: ‘And how do you think it went?’


Justice Cooney: ‘Got too tired. Ate too much. Drank too much. F***ed everyone.’


And that changed everything. Fucked who? Megan wondered, despite herself. That arthritic old man who showed up at their table for Friday dinner, fucking? She couldn’t imagine it. But then she couldn’t imagine any of this, and it was actually happening.


‘Meggie, my little darling. How about a squeezy-up?’ Paddy asked her just as usual when he came to dinner that night.


With the vague hauteur of a teenager Megan thought of that time when she used to sit on his knee and cuddle him as aeons ago, lost in the mists of antiquity. It seemed almost foolishly sentimental to mention it. But Paddy always did. Just as he always said what a beautiful young lady she was growing up to be, and what wonderful things he was hearing about her from her father. Megan took all of this in her stride, his adoration a pleasant echo of her father’s, simply a matter of course.


‘He’s acting like everything is normal!’ hissed Megan to her mother in the kitchen, where she was adding dobs of thick whipped cream to the chocolate mousse.


‘We’re very lucky he’s here.’


‘What do you mean?’ said Megan. They weren’t the ones who had fucked everyone. He was. Those words – they had never even been said in this house.


‘He’s standing by us.’ Her mother’s blonde hair swung in its neat bob as she measured peppermint tea into the thermos that would be parked for the rest of the evening next to Paddy’s arm.


‘We’re standing by him, too.’


‘You don’t get it, do you?’


For a moment Megan saw the surface of her mother’s prettiness crack, and a fifty-five-year-old woman with thin shoulders and a wrinkled brow stared back at her.


‘They’re picking on us, Megan. They’re looking for a whipping boy and your father is it.’


‘Isn’t Paddy it, too?’ Megan said quickly. That’s what Dom had said. She didn’t want them to be ‘it’ alone.


‘He’s a judge of the Supreme Court. That makes him almost untouchable. He’s also an old man at the end of his career. He doesn’t have a future, or a family, or …’ Her mother’s glance took in the Swarovski crystal chandelier and the white Carrara marble benchtops, ‘… all this to keep up.’


‘You mean we might lose it?’ Megan felt a kick in her stomach, of fear.


‘Your father has enemies. People out to get him.’


‘But why? Why us?’


Megan’s mother shook her head, and they both watched silently as she finished laying out the tray.


That night they were eating in the dining room instead of the kitchen. It was a bare room, filled with the grand panorama of Sydney Harbour, which by night shimmered like velvet, surrounded by pinpricks of light from the houses – mansions like theirs, mostly – arranged around the point. When she was younger, Megan liked to sit perched on the windowsill and stare at them. Strangely, they mostly seemed empty. Vast places ready for a grand life, and yet almost nothing moved. A housekeeper occasionally could be seen in the daytime, or a gardener, but children, friends, parents, where were they? Megan wondered, searching the rooms with a pair of binoculars that her mother used for the ballet. It made Megan feel lonely sometimes just to look at them. Did her house look like this from across that expanse of water? If you looked at her house from a boat or a ferry – people often did, you could see them pointing – would they think they were looking at a mausoleum? Or would they think, What a beautiful home for a lucky family? Until a few weeks ago Megan had assumed the latter. Their house had buzzed with life on the weekends. But in the last few weeks no friends had come, and their house tingled with a silent cool anxiety. Doors were closed with a quiet click, the phone picked up on the second ring, as if the security guard stationed out the front was keeping all signs of their old warmth and happiness at bay. When he left them it would all come flooding back again, Megan was sure.


When Paddy left, Megan walked through the French doors onto the patio. There was no moon tonight, and the harbour was quiet, the lights from ferries and boats moving like stars across the water.
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